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A Homily preached by  Easter 7C Sermon
The Rev’d Jo Popham “Divine Research”

May 16, 2010
Acts 16:16-34

Revelation 22:12-14. 16-17. 20-21
John 17:20-26

It is not often that all three of the lectionary readings intersect in such a way that I feel

called to speak to them all, however, that is what happened this week.

In the Acts of the Apostles we have the story of two miracles: the healing of a girl

from possession (vv. 17-18) and the events after the “earthquake.” Paul rids the slave girl

of a demon in the name of Jesus Christ. And like the possession healing miracles that

Jesus had done, the evil spirit recognized God and came out of the girl. This led to the

imprisonment of Paul and his helpers. But the earthquake (v. 26) that manifested God’s

presence freed them. The earthquake was beyond the natural order of things; it was

another miracle that led to the conversion of the jailer and his family for they were

baptized that very night. I ask myself and I ask you, who have you brought to know God?

Let us turn to the Gospel of the day. I don’t know about you, but I am deeply humbled

by the reading from John. It is hard to accept that Jesus, the Christ, the Son of God

prayed (and continues to pray) for the church, for us, for me. Here after the Last Supper

just before he went to the garden, he was preparing himself for the ultimate sacrifice. And

he prayed for himself, he prayed for his disciples who would be left in the world after his

ascension, and he prayed for the Church universal – for us. In Jesus’s high priestly

prayer, he consecrated his body and blood for the sacrifice he was about to offer. He

prayed for his followers that they be protected from evil, and he prayed for their unity. He

prayed for his agents in the world that would carry out his mission. And he prayed for

those who would come to believe through the witness of the disciples, current and future

followers. Jesus prayed for those that we will bring to Christ.

Today’s portion of the Revelation to John is the very end of the Book, the end of the

Bible. In many ways it is a summary of the whole of the Bible. Revelation is hard to
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understand, and I do not pretend to grasp all the nuances of the symbols used in it. Yes, it

is an apocalypse, a vision which foretells the future and presents an understanding of the

past. And it tells of the struggle between good and evil, and the ultimate victory of Christ.

Many have misinterpreted Revelation. Two centuries ago there was a group of believers

who interpreted this last book of the Bible literally. There has been a revival of the pre-

millennium dispensationalists’ thinking in recent years with those who believe that the

end time is upon us. They trust that the earthquakes and natural disasters and war are all

leading us to the time when Christ is coming back. The world is going to hell in a hand

basket and they want to hurry it on, so that they can get to the time of the rapture. If you

have read any of the “left behind” series you know the theory. But Revelation can also be

seen as an encouragement for Christians to keep faith in a period of persecution. And

indeed when this last book of the Bible was written Christians were being brutally

persecuted. Christ is indeed the Alpha and the Omega. Christ is one with God. And the

major message of Revelation is to believe in God, to worship God – it’s the first

commandment given to us at the beginning of the Bible. And here in John’s message

from God to the churches we are to handle God’s word with great care. In the end, all

God’s people are given hope because God wins. Christ has won for us the victory. And

we – the church – are called to say “Come!” Come and hear and see and feel God through

his son Jesus Christ.

All three of our readings call us to make God known, to tell the story, to invite people

to come, to come and know God through Christ Jesus. We can be assured by John’s

Gospel reading that Jesus is praying for these same things for us to grow the church. We

know that God works through all things, even through the exorcism of a demon in a slave

girl and even through an earthquake. And we know that however confusing the Book of

Revelation is we may have confidence that in the end God wins, and that the good news

is worthy of sharing. Indeed we, as a church in a very diverse world, must share the story

that leads people to God. Religion remains the single greatest influence in the world. A

modern day theologian Stephen Prothero has said in his new book God Is Not One that
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the “dizzying scientific and technological advancements, interconnected global

economies, and even the so-called New Atheists (who have we know have made a big

appearance in Calgary) have done nothing to change one thing: our world remains

furiously religious.” Our clashing political parties – the Liberal Party, the Tories or

Conservatives, Le Bloc Quebecois, the New Democratic Party, and the Green Party –

propose very different solutions to the problems that plague our country and our planet.

So Prothero suggests that we should not pretend that the different religions around the

world are different paths to the same God. I would say that we are seeking a deeper

knowledge of that one God, and learning about our different cultures and other religious

traditions can lead to a better understanding of God. We Anglicans do not claim to be the

exclusive way to God. Rather we are part of the way, and our traditions suit us. The way

we do church – our manner of worship, our doctrines and traditions and customs, and our

various fellowship opportunities, do lead us into a deeper relationship with God. And if

we are well fed, we can then say to others “Come! God is alive and well in the world.

Come! Come and see what God is doing in our lives and what God can do in your life!”

What we need to ask ourselves is just how we are to share God with others.

As you know while I was away on retreat and holiday in New Orleans, my family got

together to inter my mother’s ashes. All of my siblings were able to be there, as well as

most of the grand children, and all of the great grandchildren. Mother was there from the

beginning for all of our journeys, and we were all there for the end of her journey. [Those

of you who have been to a graveside service where I have presided know my routine. I

always ask that the soil be left so that the family can use a shovel and fill in the grave. It

is good closure. So as my family walked to Mother’s grave we said together the words

from Job “I know that my redeemer lives” (19:25). Then my sister Suzanne sang the

same words from Handel’s Messiah. I told them that we all had traveled our whole lives

with Mother, but this was as far as we could go with her. We had to trust God to take her

the rest of the way. As we committed her ashes to their final resting place, and I made a

cross of the dirt and threw in another handful, Ewan, the youngest one there, picked up
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one of the small shovels that we had brought from my brother’s house and began to

shovel the dirt into her grave. We all took a turn at filling the grave, but it was the three

great-grand boys who did most of the work. It was one of those special God moments

that no one could have planned. Mother, who set us all on our journeys to spread the

word of God, was pleased, I am sure.]

As we left the cemetery I was jolted back to the reality of the new religious world.

There is a new church just a block away from Mother’s gravesite. Their brand new sign

reads: “The Institute of Divine Metaphysical Research.” I thought, well, that is exactly

what we are doing this next Sunday, we will be doing some divine research. In your

bulletin, you likely have noticed a survey. It is brought to you by our Community Growth

Committee. We are a small group of parishioners that began meeting last summer to

brainstorm about how we might share what we have at St. Andrew’s. With the Vestry’s

knowledge and blessing we formed this group as a way to reach out to members of St.

Andrew’s Church, their families and friends, as well as the surrounding secular

communities: the St Andrew’s Heights neighbourhood, SAIT, and the University of

Calgary. You likely already have read or heard our invitations to join us for the

JUBILATION! services and pasta dinners held once a month, on Sunday evenings.

Another project that we are proposing that we believe would feed us as we journey

together is called Network Tuesdays – that is the working title for now. This endeavor

will create small circles of parishioners who would like to meet regularly to share an

activity, either in their homes or at another venue. For example, one group might like to

meet once a month to go to a movie, or another might like to meet weekly at someone’s

home to have a Bible study. This could be an exciting way of keeping what we share on

Sundays going throughout the week. Fellowship opportunities that center around a study

or activity are essential in building relationships that foster community, and a strong

community at St. Andrew’s will continue to draw more people who want to enjoy what

we have to offer.
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So we would like your help in directing us as we plan this program so that it will

appeal to you and others and entice everyone to join and participate. We think that being

part of Network Tuesdays could be a very enjoyable and rewarding experience if the

individual groups are “custom designed” by their own members. For the next several

minutes, please, answer the questions in the short survey and place the completed forms

in the designated box located in the narthex as you go downstairs for coffee. I trust that

we at St. Andrew’s are being faithful in making God known through our many activities

and our beautiful traditional worship services. You can read about much of what we are

doing in our new newsletter The Fisherman’s Net. But are we not also called to say

“Come! Come and see this new thing that God is doing in our community here at St.

Andrew’s?” We hope to discern what that is through our divine research today.


