
A New Story: Spirit & Speaking

John 15:26-27, 16:4b-15

Has something you’ve read or heard in the news ever triggered a memory? That’s what happened for me as I followed recent coverage of the first anniversary of the devastating earthquake in China.

Those reports somehow caused me to remember an episode of the television series The West Wing. The episode told the story of a group of Chinese refugees who landed in San Diego Bay. They’d crossed the ocean in a container ship. And some had not survived the treacherous voyage.

The refugees claimed that they were Christians who were fleeing China to avoid religious persecution. The White House staff struggled over what to do with the refugees. Members of American religious organizations were lobbying for the Chinese to be granted asylum. At the same time, representatives from what was then called the INS explained that sometimes Chinese refugees are coached to feign faith so as to be allowed to remain in the United States.

Finally, President Bartlett—the character played by Martin Sheen—decided to have one of the refugees flown to the White House. “Have you ever heard of Shibboleth?” the president asked two of his aides. He then told a story from the Bible in which Shibboleth was used as a code word by the Jewish army to guard against invaders crossing the Jordan River. “The person couldn’t feign saying Shibboleth,” the president explained.

When Chen Wei, a chemistry professor fluent in English, arrived at the White House, he and the president sat down for a conversation. President Bartlett asked a litany of questions: How did you become a Christian? How do you practice your faith? Who is the head of your church? Can you name any of Jesus’ apostles? Each time, Chen Wei answered convincingly.

Finally, the Chinese scholar said: “Mr. President, Christianity is not demonstrated through a recitation of facts. You’re seeking evidence of faith—a whole-hearted acceptance of God’s promise of a better world. ‘For we hold that people are justified by faith alone’ is what St. Paul said. Justified by faith alone. Faith is the true . . . the true. . . .” He paused, searching for the correct word. “The true Shibboleth.”

How do we know what is true? That seems to be a question that’s echoed throughout history. And it’s a question that’s central to John’s gospel.

Today we take the liminal step from the season of Easter—a period during which we wrestle with what the story of death and despair transformed into life and hope can mean for us—to the day of Pentecost, when we celebrate the story of God’s spirit’s transforming an unlikely group of would-be disciples into bold witnesses of God’s love and grace.

In today’s scripture reading we overhear Jesus promising his followers that God’s spirit would be with them—even as he soon would leave them. Jesus describes this new advocate as “the spirit of truth.”

Shortly after this scene in John’s gospel, we find Jesus’ encounter with Pilate. It’s not unlike the scene from The West Wing—another session of give and take between a government official and a person under investigation. And once again, the person at the receiving end of the questions understands that facts alone won’t tell the whole story.

In John’s gospel, Jesus answers Pilate’s questions about his kingship with a theological response. “My kingdom is not from this world.” Jesus’ reign has nothing to do with political power. Instead, it comes from his proclaiming the truth. In John’s gospel, truth doesn’t mean a set of rigid doctrines or dogma, but rather it has to do with a way of life and love that allows us to share in friendship with God and each other.

And we get a sense throughout John’s gospel that Jesus believes God has sent him to tell about this truth—that doing this is his destiny. But he doesn’t stop there. Jesus also seems to claim that those of us who hear and believe this liberating message of truth also have a destiny—a shared destiny with Jesus.

In today’s reading, Jesus promises his followers—both those gathered with him that evening and us today—the ongoing presence of God’s spirit of truth. And it’s this presence that will make it possible for them and us to live into our destiny.

If you look up the word destiny in the dictionary, you’ll find that it means “a predetermined course of events considered as something beyond human control.”

If Jesus indeed is making the bold claim that God has an ultimate destiny for us, does that mean that God hands each of us a road map at the beginning of our journey? A road map that shows every pitfall so that we can make sure to avoid them? A road map that indicates the people who might hurt us so that we can stay out of their way? A road map that marks every possible pain or disappointment or failure?

No, I don’t think that’s what destiny is about. Destiny is about something much bigger. Destiny is about becoming who we truly are to be. It’s not some destination that we can reach in a set amount of time or by way of one narrow path. Destiny isn’t something we can sit down and plan. It’s not even something we can fully comprehend at any one moment.

Destiny is about letting God be God. It’s about trusting that God’s ultimate plan for us is wholeness, redemption, salvation. It’s about putting aside our fears that anything could ever stop that plan.

Alan Jones, the dean of Grace Episcopal Cathedral in San Francisco, contends that believing in destiny rather than fate is a gamble of faith worth taking.

He writes: “When we wake up in the morning, we can see the world through a variety of prisms. If we are truly aware, we will have glimpsed some terrible truths: that life is often hard, that we are going to die, that we are not in control. It is at that point of recognition that we have a choice. Far from being depressing, such knowledge of our frailty can be the occasion of liberation, even hilarity. Amazement and gratitude can put us in touch with purposes and possibilities larger than ourselves. It comes as a relief not to find ourselves at the center of the universe.”

In John’s gospel, Jesus connects our destiny with listening to his voice—with really trying to hear the truth. Alan Jones makes that same connection in his book Living the Truth.

Jones describes truth as the “horizon toward which we are always journeying.” He recognizes—just as Jesus seems to do—that facts alone don’t equal the truth. He explains that our search for the truth requires not only facts, but also narration. We need a narrative that tells not only what has happened, but also how and why. According to Jones, “In the end, truth needs a story.”

“Truth-telling is a compelling and difficult spiritual task,” he adds. “By finding a story that is faithful to the facts we are liberated to be who we truly are: children of God and brothers and sisters to everyone.”

Throughout this Easter season, we’ve been exploring the role that story can play in our lives—as individuals and as a congregation. Specifically, we’ve been imagining how Jesus’ story can shape and inspire our own stories—how we can allow those stories to dance together in new and life-giving ways.

Pentecost—the coming of God’s spirit of truth to be with us—invites us to expand that dance. To find authentic and meaningful ways to tell the story of our faith to others.

Several years ago I saw a Broadway musical that was all about storytelling. Once on This Island is based on a Caribbean fable about Ti Moune, a peasant girl, who falls in love with Daniel, the son of a wealthy land owner. Because of the classism of that island culture, Ti Moune is never able to marry Daniel—the man she loves, the man she gives her life for. But as a reward for her belief that love is always stronger than death, the gods transform Ti Moune into a tree—the roots of which eventually break down the wall that separates the peasants from the wealthy on that island.

By telling the fable, the islanders pass along their history, their culture, their values, their hopes for the future. They tell their story as a witness to all that can be.


At the close of the musical, the villagers sing:

Life is why we tell the story.

Pain is why we tell the story.

Love is why we tell the story.

Grief is why we tell the story.

Hope is why we tell the story.

Faith is why we tell the story.

You are why we tell the story.

So I hope that you will tell this tale tomorrow.

It will help your heart remember and relive.

It will help you feel the anger and the sorrow and forgive.

For out of what we live and we believe

Our lives become the stories that we weave.

On this Pentecost Sunday, may we give thanks for the stories that animate and give meaning to our lives. May we pay attention to the ways in which those stories point us to and guide us along our journey of faith. And may we allow those stories to free and inspire us to live into the destiny which we are called to share with the one who comes to testify to the truth and to bring God’s promise of a better world. Amen.
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