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Three congregations stand out in our reflections today. The first congregation is described in the Acts of the
Apostles. It is a story about disciples and followers of Jesus, almost all of whom were Jewish Christians.
Many had been witnesses to the execution of their Lord by the Romans and believed in the resurrection of
their Lord. They proclaimed Jesus as Messiah publically. They began to organize their life together as a
congregation.
The second congregation we hear about today was also primarily Jewish Christians, but speaking Greek, not
Aramaic. They were living in Alexandria on the coast of North Africa in Egypt in a very different culture.
Among them was the author of the Gospel of John who showed little interest in how to organize
congregations, but a great deal of interest in the announcement of John the Baptist that Jesus was the Lamb of
God, the Word of God, the Logos/Sophia, who baptized with the Holy Spirit. God sent the Word to us to
proclaim God's reign and whom God raised up as God's Word.
The third congregation is the English Speaking Evangelical Lutheran Church of Geneva. Many of us have
found a home here, a place to worship, to sing, to be together with friends and to receive the Word. We also
are followers of Jesus. We celebrate the resurrection. We want to love and serve each other, our community
here and our communities at home. Yet, it is never easy. In some ways those in Jerusalem, Alexandria were
strangers in a strange land and so are we today. For most of us Geneva is not home.
We come as foreigners from many different lands and traditions, yet alone languages and cultures. Ministry
and mission was not easy in Jerusalem, not easy in Alexandria and it certainly is not easy for us. What blocks
us from fulfilling our mission and ministry?
Now we might say in our defense that we are international, multilingual and multi-cultural and therefore we
have problems communicating and finding common ground on some issues. Well the congregations in
Jerusalem and in Alexandria were certainly as international as we are. Many were in a foreign land when in
Jerusalem and Alexandria. They lived in faith and sought unity. They also lived in fear of the power of the
Romans. Fear was their great nemesis. We too, live in fear and desire unity. Fear of the Romans was
overcome in the early church and perhaps the sources of overcoming fear and finding the unity we often seek
can in found our congregation.
We heard from the Acts of the Apostles this morning that soon after the resurrection of Jesus his Jewish
followers were in the Temple in Jerusalem teaching and proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah. In addition to
giving testimony these followers had begun to organize a division of labor concerning preaching and serving
and they created an economy based upon provision instead of property. Everything the follows of Jesus
owned was held in common and used to provide for all. After that there was not a needy person among them.
Their faith and their actions reflected that they were of one heart and soul and that faith was grounded in their
testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. They lived in unity grounded, not in their work, but in the gift
given by their Lord. Yet, these folks lived with two great fears. Roman persecution was the first and end of
the world was second. They lived in constant hope and constant fear.
These Jewish Christians came to Jerusalem from several countries and they came from different classes in
Judea, Samaria and Galilee. They had experienced life together in the Holy Spirit at the same time that there
was growing concern about their teachings and actions in other Jewish communities. The leaders of the
Jewish Christians were arrested by Sadducees and put in the public prison. The Sadducees formed the core of
the Jewish establishment. They were priests, numbered in the thousands, and their main focus was the
sacrificial cult of the Temple. They cooperated closely with the Roman authorities of the city. They supported
the Herodian dynasty which collaborated fully with the Romans. Other Judeans, Galileans and Samaritans had
suffered greatly under the Romans and were against those Jews who collaborated with the Romans and the
pagan culture they brought to Herod's Temple. John the Baptist directly challenged Herod for his
collaboration with the Romans and paid with his life. Yet, almost all of the diverse groups of Jews including
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Pharisees and Sadducees held the Temple to be the place where God was present on earth as was written in
the Torah. Almost all of the people of Judea (from which the word Jew comes) as well as the Galileans and
the Jewish Christians held the Temple and the Torah at the center of their faith including Jesus who was born
a Jew and was crucified as a Jew. Jewish Christians followed Jesus who spoke of the Reign of God having
come and who they believed to be the Messiah. His followers began to call him Lord. Prior to this the title
usually referred to Caesar. Jesus the Messiah was the source of their hope and the basis of their faith. Jesus
proclaimed living in the Reign of God, not the reign of the Romans. Yet there was constant conflict with
Romans and Jewish authorities who worked for the Romans.
I stress the role of Jewish Christians because the community where the Gospel of John was written was also
predominately made up of Jewish Christians living in the midst of a larger Jewish community on the African
continent. They had a common identity, but they did not have unity. The Gospel of John was written for this
community. The challenge was to bring this diverse community together; a community that lived in a foreign
land and had lost its Temple. The challenge for John was to bring these diverse people together. He found a
way by proclaiming that Christ was the Logos/Sophia, the bridge between believers and God. Their identity
and their assumptions about unity were to be transformed.
The author of the Gospel according to John makes many references the "the Jews." We need to understand the
various meanings implied so that we understand what all Jewish Christians understood and that is that in the
time of Jesus there was an ongoing century long war against the Jews. The Romans killed at least a third of
the population of Palestine, a name which they gave to the region known as Judea, Samaria and Galilee. The
Roman occupation included a demand that all inhabitants confess that Caesar was God. The Romans
controlled life in the Temple through their control of Herod. For the majority of Jews, sectarian or not,
followers of Jesus or not, this demand was unacceptable. It was a matter of life or death. Caesar is not God.
Pharaoh is not God. I AM, the creator of the universe is God. God raised up Jesus to be one with God. God
sent the Word and the Word returned to God. According to the Gospel of John the Word sent the Holy Spirit
and sent us all to be witnesses to the community of God.
Jesus, the followers of Jesus and indeed the majority of the population hoped for the restoration of the Temple
without the domination of Rome, without the dynasty of Herod and with their life and religious beliefs
restored. When the temple was destroyed by the Romans in c.e. 70, the covenant with God, the relationship
between God and the people seemed in jeopardy. The Jewish followers of Jesus in Alexandria felt that way at
the time the Gospel was written. The Jewish followers in the Synagogues also suffered and also lived in
turmoil.
Our Gospel text today comes at the end of its first edition. It is the summary of the whole Gospel.
Mary Magdalene announces to the disciples, "I have seen the (risen) Lord. The evening of that day the
disciples were together behind locked doors "for fear of the Jews." Of the eight or so different meanings of
"the Jews" used in this Gospel, this text is the most pejorative. Which Jews is the author talking about since
everyone inside that room is a Jew?

At this time Paul was still called Saul of Tarsus and he had power, together with other high priests, to arrest
these followers of Jesus and have them stoned to death, as he had allowed to happen to Steven. Saul was a
Roman citizen. The disciples knew that there were high priests after them. They feared death even as they
suffered the loss of their Lord.
Why do I dwell on this question of the meaning of "the Jews" I do so because this Gospel has been used for
centuries by Christians and others to justify the continued persecution and killing of Jews and Moslems. The
Crusades helped make official the first universal restrictions against Jews, who many in the churches called
crucifiers. Perhaps you have heard about or seen the Juden Sau (the Jewish pig) on the wall of one of Luther's
churches in Wittenberg. It was left on that wall to remind all of us about how faith can be distorted and
become the source of violence against human beings. In our day persecution and occupation still exists in
Palestine. Today it is the Palestinians who are occupied. They suffer greatly and need our support. For those
of you who are able I hope that you will go to Palestine and accompany those who suffer. Several groups in
Geneva can support you doing this.
Our Gospel text today begins with the disciples hidden behind locked doors for fear of the Jews. In this

2



moment of great fear an amazing event takes place.
At that very moment Jesus comes and stands among the disciples. "Peace be with you. As the Father sent me
so I send you. He breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit."
The power of the Holy Spirit overcame their fear of death and their fear of priests who wanted to kill them
and the Romans who would continue to kill them, Jesus the Messiah was with them. The author of the Gospel
gave them and now us his understand of the Glory of Christ, The one who God had sent was with them. They
became a community living under the Word of God. They were then sent out to proclaim what God had done
and to serve the people. The mission of the community was clear.
When and where does this happen to us? It happens here at this table. It happens in our homes with our
families. It happens at work. It happens on the road and at 10,000 meters in the air. It happens in the
unemployment lines, at the clinics and hospitals, on the playground, in schools and universities. It happens
whenever we recognize that God is the power that lifts us up, unites us and sets us free to serve. The ground of
unity rests in the power of God, not in us. We are diverse and we are gifted, but in the end we are not in
charge. We are followers of the Word. The Word is the source of our hope and our vision to see clearly and
serve each other well.
Can the world organize a global economy based on provision instead of property? Can there be a global health
plan? Can the fear of death be overcome? Can the world find sources of energy that can be shared equally and
that do not put us at war with each other? Can there be just relations between women and men? Can all of us
on this planet find the water, food and the abundant life we seek? Can we hear the music together? Can we be
joyful together? Yes, but it will not be Caesar who does it for us. It will not be Herod who builds our Temples.
It will include people living together in recognition of the power and unity of the community of God: creator,
redeemer and sustainer. The community of God is the means through which we hear the Word of God,
through which we live together in unity, peace and justice. It means that we are surrounded by God's
faithfulness to God's creation. We may be strangers in a strange land, but all of this land is God's land. We
live in God's universe. Wherever we are, God is with us and invites us to listen to God's Word and receive the
breath of life in the Spirit.
Peace be with you. May you receive the breath of the Word that gives you the Holy Spirit again this day and
all days. Live not in fear of death. Live in thanksgiving for the gift of life and the power we have been given
to live this life for each other as the Word would have us do.
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