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I’ve been reading a book that was recommended to me called ‘Unforgiven.” I have to say that this is not a book I would normally pluck off the book shelf, because it is a book full of hatred, and that isn’t something I want to fill my spare time with. The story centres around the author Megan, who grows up in the US in an extremely conservative, cult-like faith community. Megan is a strong character, and though she and her family, who pretty much make up the whole community, are on the receiving end of some pretty nasty behaviour because of their hateful bigoted preaching against LGTBIQ+ people, she so admires her grandfather who is the community leader, that it takes her well into her adulthood to question and finally leave her family and community behind, to seek a more grace-filled life. Which of course is not easy, but she and her sister Grace finally manage it, painful though it is.
After leaving, Megan discovers that the people she had been picketing against, were not hateful but actually ok, some better than others, but mostly just like everyone else. Megan’s original discoveries are made online, since she is unable to talk about these things with her community, and she gives as good as she gets in the online pages. Because of her sheltered life, she really doesn’t know any other way to dialogue except through hate, but after leaving the community she is ashamed of her previous hate speech. When she is met with acceptance and love she can’t believe it. Most people on hearing her story recognise her courage in leaving her family and friends, knowing that they would ostracise her for the rest of her life. In addition, Megan is affirmed because of her openness to transformation, as she is affirmed in a different kind of family, where true love and compassion are shared.
In many ways this is not a nice book to read, and I found the first part about life in the cult-like community which is interspersed constantly by verses of the Bible to ‘prove’ the hate filled attitudes, pretty annoying. (I had to keep skipping over them!!) Though extreme, it probably reflects the attitudes still of many in the world. But it is also a story of transformation from hate to love and grace which the world needs more of.
The reason I’m talking about this book you have probably realised - do you want to have a stab at guessing? In so many ways it is uncannily parallel to the life of Paul.  Of course Paul did not have a particular aggression to LGTBIQ+ people as far as we know, but in his early life as Saul, he could probably be identified in today’s terms as a right wing fundamentalist. He was certainly highly trained in Jewish law, and along with others was alarmed at the growth in the movement of Jesus Christ followers. In several of his letters, he described himself as formally being ‘a zealous persecutor” of the early church. It’s possible he may have been a part of the mob who stoned Stephen, although nowhere are we told that.  He was certainly doing everything he could to prevent the growth of Jesus followers.
But then comes this incredible time of realisation and transformation!! We read it in Acts as just a moment, but it probably wasn’t – maybe it culminated in that time on the road to Damascus, but I’m pretty sure Saul/now Paul had been struggling with things for quite a while. Then there comes as it were, the opening of his eyes, but not before this time of blindness, of uncertainty, and maybe even fear.
After his transformation, Paul became almost as zealous in his preaching and teaching about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. He travelled around doing so, and got himself and his new friends into deep trouble by upsetting those in power, particularly his old friends the Pharisees, teachers of the Law. Before today’s reading, we hear that Paul had to leave Thessalonica when his life was under threat. He journeyed on to Athens, but was very uncomfortable there. It was a busy city, and Paul was distressed by the many shrines to different gods who each promised relief from life’s many problems.  These gods had different characteristics- greedy, or indulgent, or able to perform magic, or curious, or, and this was an important one, giving power to the ruling Romans.  At first glance we might think ‘how strange’ but then we have some pretty strange gods in our society don’t we?  Particularly as we identify our own wealth gods, our own power gods, our ‘we must be beautiful’ gods. There are certainly similarities with the world of Athens that Paul visited.
So Paul goes first to the Synagogue which is a pretty inflammatory place to start preaching the Jesus story. He wants to encourage even stimulate people into changing. But the Jews from Thessalonica catch up with him and he is thrown out. But Athens is a city where new thoughts and ways of being are always being promoted, and they attract attention from many Athenians. So now Paul decides to upgrade his preaching place to the forum at Mars Hill, where he can engage fully with other intellectuals. He gives a fiery speech about monotheism, and we are told by Luke, the writer of Acts, that Paul zooms in to attack the shrine of an unknown god, which was the Athenians method of covering all bases. As we heard, the essence of Paul’s message was that God, the one God, is not unknown, but rather the very stuff of our world. God is THE one in whom we all live and move and have our being. He suggests that his listeners, (which this morning includes each of us) should dismantle the shrines and temples of our own construction, and through repentance, that is, transformation, find the ONE TRUE God. It’s important to recognise that repentance is not really about being sorry – it is about real transformation, real change to a different sort of life, just as happened in Megan’s story, and as happened to Paul himself. In these two stories, and indeed in the lives of many others throughout history, it is the grace of God, the forgiving, life-giving God that brings about transformation in their lives. And maybe it’s important to recognise that it is often the action of many friends who are the bearers of God’s love and grace that assist in these life-changing transformations.
I’d like to think that this is where we in the church come in. Hopefully we are a community of grace and inclusion that calls others to be a part of us, not just in words, but in who we are, and how we present to the world.  For me, I think the danger is of backsliding, of losing sight of that original transformation, and getting caught up again in the shrines and temples of our world. It doesn’t seem as though Paul was a back slider; he was still preaching the risen Christ in all he said and did, right up to the time of his death. I venture to suggest that most of us are not as strong as Paul, and it’s easy to get caught up again in the gods of our world, isn’t it? I guess that’s why it’s important to be a part of the community of Christ, so that in God’s grace and love we can encourage each other to live the transformed life that Christ has shown us how to live.
In this morning’s reading from John’s gospel, we hear how the Spirit of God, describes as the Advocate, is always with us, with everyone, even when it is not recognised or conceded. Those who refuse love may not even recognise that the Spirit is present. Importantly, the Spirit is not the property of one culture, one denomination, one theological camp. The Spirit blows where it will; the Spirit is a gift. If we are honest, sometimes the Church has behaved as though the Spirit were ours to control. But Jesus says something quite the opposite. Those who love will know the Spirit. We shouldn’t keep the Spirit for ourselves. Our task is to embody love so visibly, so generously, that others encounter the Spirit through us.
I hope you can see what draws together the two readings we have heard this morning.  If in God we live and move and have our being, then justice and compassion are not fringe concerns. They are the shape of our reality. If God is this near, then love isn’t optional. If the Spirit dwells within us, then hospitality isn’t optional. 
Let me finish with a poem called The Good News I found in the worship resources Worship at Hand.
And here is the Good News. You are not alone.
 You are not orphaned. 
You are not reaching into an empty sky.
 The Spirit accompanies you. 
The ground of your being sustains you. 
The love that shaped the universe is closer to you than your own breath. 
Because you love me, Jesus says, you will keep my commandments..  .
 And because you keep my commandments, you will discover that I have never left you.
 In him we live. 
In him we move.
 In him we have our being.
 And there is enough love. Enough Spirit. Enough grace. For you. For me. For everyone.
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