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May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives be 

acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

My earliest memories of riding in a car do not involve seatbelts. I am sure many of you 

are the same. I was the youngest, so the car was pretty full, and I don’t think I ever went to sleep 

on the back seat in a baby bed, but I didn’t ride in a car seat either. And I have a very clear 

memory of somehow getting the place of honour and pride in the front seat beside my mom as 

she drove. I will always remember the arm. Leonard Sweet refers to mothers as the original 

seatbelt. When she was slowing down and certainly if she had to come to a quick stop, her right 

arm would swing out in front of us, protectively. Nowadays we have quite sophisticated re-

enforced seat straps and air backs, but when I think back on it, the protective arm means 

instinctive, automatic love to me. And there is something beautifully naïve about it too, because 

honestly, if we hit anything, the arm wasn’t going to stop me going through that windshield. Still, 

it was there, and when I think back, it speaks to me of that powerful protective instinct of love. 

Most of us will have memories in the relationships in which we were raised, of actions 

that bring to mind a deeper reality that is always present. Hopefully they are loving, but not 

always. A hand on the shoulder, an embrace, a wink or a nod, a frown, a gathering around a 

table- some kind of action sign that speaks to the emotional and spiritual qualities at play 

underneath it all. “Watch what people do,” said the family systems guru Murray Bowen. “Not 

what they say.” According to Bowen you can tell far more accurately what is going on in a 

family, by paying attention to action signs- how love is expressed and by whom, who defers to 

whom, the way care is shown. These gestures speak more clearly than any of the words. And that 

is the challenge for hopeful Christians, to not simply speak the hope within us but to embody it 

ins some physical and visible way, not simply tell the story of the resurrection, but embody its 

reality in the way that we live and behave- to practice the action signs of the new life that is 

available in the grace of Christ. Because that is what will really speak. 

In the days of John of Patmos, the author of the Book of Revelation, life was very hard 

for Christians. John was one of the earliest Bishops of the church, likely living in the final 2 

decades of the first century, during the reign of Emperor Dominitian, who insisted that his 

subjects refer to him as “Lord and God.” Christians refused to do that, and in many many cases, 

that refusal was taken as treasonous and many were persecuted and some even killed. This is 

where the legendary Christian being thrown to the lion in the Roman Colosseum actually comes 

from. And the threat was constant in these years. It was dangerous to be a Christian. John as 

leader of 7 churches in Asia Minor, was arrested and imprisoned on the island of Patmos. 

The book of Revelation is a vision written in cryptic language which allowed it to be 

circulated and fly under the watchful eye of the Roman police. This written down dreamscape is 

a message to the church about the ways in which John saw God bringing about a new world. It is 

wild and has violent imagery reflective of the wild and violent circumstances in which they lived, 

but the ultimate message, the culmination of which Kathleen read this morning is “A New 

Heaven and a new earth” is on its way, with the old and painful battle in heaven reflected in the 

old and painful life on earth gone. It depicts the end of all that is bringing suffering to the people, 

and the arrival of God in a new way. “Behold, I am making all things new.” This vision spoke of 

a day, coming soon, when God would wipe away every tear from their suffering eyes. This is the 
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hope in the midst of suffering that early Christians carried in their hearts and minds that got them 

through. And they had an action sign of that hope within, an outward manifestation of the inward 

hope: on the street it was the sign of the fish, in the home it was the breaking of the bread. In 

both cases, you could look at what they did even more than what they said and see the action 

signs of the hope that lay within them, protective arm of God reaching out and holding them.  

Throughout this season of Easter we have been working our way through the gospel of 

John and today we find ourselves at the beginning of what is known as the farewell discourse of 

Jesus. And it can seem kind of funny to be reading these pre-crucifixion words in the season of 

resurrection, but in a lot of ways that is how it was for the disciples. After the resurrection, they 

began to think back and remember with new understanding his words and actions. They 

remembered when he came to Jerusalem for a final time, and he gathered with them over another 

meal. He is aware of what is coming and his imminent departure but they weren’t,, and so he 

tried to help them begin to imagine life without him. It was like he wanted them to stop what 

they are doing and listen very carefully. “Little children,” he says, “I am only going to be with 

you a little longer… and where I am going, you can’t follow.” But here is the most important 

thing, he says: Love one another. Model your love for each other after the way in which have 

seen that I have loved you. This is how people will recognize me when I am gone- through you 

and through the quality of the love that you show for one another. This is one way that the risen 

Christ is actually and really alive: in the love that you share with one another. Look for the 

actions signs of love and you will see that underneath it all, I am still with you. 

We do not live an anywhere near as threatening a time as did the first followers of Jesus. 

It is safe to believe just about whatever you want in our political and religious culture. In fact the 

pendulum has swung pretty far in the other direction, such that the biggest threat to our existence 

is not that we will profess and be discovered, but rather that we will not profess and be found 

irrelevant. A while back I ran across this quote: “If you were on trial for being a Christian, would 

there be enough evidence to convict you?” That is a provocative challenge to a comfortable 

church saying, “show me the actions signs.” I remember when Louise Rolston, a former member 

of our church here, moved away she decided that she wasn’t going to just join another church 

right away where she is now living. She decided to look around, attend a number of churches, 

see what its like and what kind of first impressions she could gather. In a sense she was reading 

the actions signs of a variety of churches. If you run into Louise ask her about this because she 

has some hilarious stories about what she experienced as a newcomer in a variety of churches.  

Newcomers are often more sensitive to the action signs of Christ’s presence among us. 

Over coffee today, here’s a task. Make a point of asking someone, preferably someone you don’t 

know well, what action signs they are seeing that give evidence that God is alive here. I know, 

that is not exactly your light coffee chat, but friends, the biggest threat to the gospel today is not 

Domitian’s army finding out that we are Christians, but rather whether or not we are able or 

willing to show evidence of it. That is the challenge of our time. 

Yesterday there was a gathering of the Board and the MPS committee pulling together 

the work we have done in the last year or so to reshape our ministry. Our task was to set some 5 

year goals for Northwood. An one theme that came up a few times was the degree to which we 

are public in our faith. We are United Church, so being aggressively evangelical doesn’t fit, but 

it begs the question, how would people know that this is a place of life and grace and love for 

them? And my belief is that they will know far more eloquently and far more durably by our 

actions than they ever will by our words: in the way that we treat the stranger, in the kindness 

that they experience at the Thrift store, in a hand shake, in a smile of acceptance. Ask a 

newcomer who has come a second or third time. If I were a betting man, I would wager that it 

has more to do with an action than a word, a gesture that communicated the love that is within. 
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There is a saying that has been widely attributed to St Francis of Assisi that goes like this: 

“Go and preach the gospel… and if necessary use words.” 


