
Sermon, May 17, 2020 
Rev. Dr. Craig S. Pesti-Strobel 

Cottage Grove and Junction City  
United Methodist Churches 

“Being-With” 

Scriptures:  
Acts 17:22-31 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in 
every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among 
them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I 
proclaim to you. The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, 
does not live in shrines made by human hands, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed 
anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. From one ancestor[a] he made 
all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the 
places where they would live, so that they would search for God[b] and perhaps grope for him and find 
him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us. For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as 
even some of your own poets have said, 
‘For we too are his offspring.’ 
Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image 
formed by the art and imagination of mortals. While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, 
now he commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the 
world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all 
by raising him from the dead.” 
 
John 14:15-21 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
The Promise of the Holy Spirit 
“If you love me, you will keep[a] my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another 
Advocate,[b] to be with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 
neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in[c] you. 
“I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you 
will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in 
me, and I in you. They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those 
who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them.”  
 

Paul at the Areopagus (=Mars Hill) 
The Areopagus is a prominent rock outcropping located northwest of 
the Acropolis in Athens, Greece. In classical times, it functioned as the 
court for trying deliberate homicide, wounding and religious matters, as 
well as cases involving arson or olive trees. You can still visit that spot, a 
famous tourist spot in Athens. As an important gathering spot to hear 
disputations and exhortations to certain courses of action or for trying 
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certain cases, it is significant that Paul was taken to the Areopagus to tell 
the people there about Jesus, whom the people thought of as a foreign 
divinity of some sort. “May we know what this new teaching is that you 
are presenting?”  

It is important to note here that Paul is engaging the culture around him – 
directly and positively: “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are 
in every way.” In reality, Paul was upset at all the various idols and 
statues to various gods that were found everywhere. But he approaches 
that situation positively: the people here have a spiritual longing, a 
hunger after higher things. And he addresses this longing directly: “As I 
went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, 
I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ 
What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. The God 
who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and 
earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, nor is he served by 
human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all 
mortals life and breath and all things.”  

What he is doing here is this: He is proclaiming a truth about a Presence 
that addresses the Absence there (“unknown God”). The spiritual hunger 
there among those people can be satisfied by the one who isn’t bound up 
in material or physical objects, but who pervades all things and moves 
through all things, “the One in whom we live and move and have our 
being.” In other words, there is a Presence that is always with us and 
available to us in all our moments and experiences of Absence. It is the 
reality of being known in the midst of all the unknowns and unknowing of 
our lives. 

We are in a time of feeling Absence and unknowingness – where can we 
find Presence in the midst of Absence? Presence is the very thing that 
Jesus says will be with us. Let’s look at the Gospel passage. This passage 
is a good place to look when we struggle with feelings of absence and 
unknowing. Jesus is gathered with his followers in an upper room 
somewhere in Jerusalem, eating his last meal on earth with them. There is 
high anxiety and a palpable sense of fear and unknowing in the room. 
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Jesus knows he is going to be taken from them, and he knows that will be 
devastating to them. There is going to be a huge Absence in their lives, 
and he wants them to know how that Absence will be filled with the 
Presence of God.  

Let’s pause to think about this kind of anxiety. We are living in a time of 
high anxiety that is being stretched out over several months. One danger 
of sitting in anxiety is that we become open to quick fixes and the illusion 
of doing something. Finding blame and scapegoating vulnerable persons 
and peoples can occur. We see it happening. Anxiety can cause us to 
react out of the worst part of human nature. We look for someone to 
blame, we pick up pitchforks and torches, or worse, automatic rifles and 
get in our pickups to threaten governmental officials. We become 
susceptible to listening to untruths around us, and to follow the course of 
action that the speakers of untruth urge upon us. The writer of the First 
Letter of Peter says this: “Do not fear what they fear, and do not be 
intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to 
make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for 
the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.” 

The hope Peter is talking about here is the very hope that Jesus gave his 
followers in that upper room: a promise of Presence. “I will ask the 
Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.” 
Think about that for a moment: what does it mean to you/me personally 
for Jesus to say to us, “You have an Advocate, a Helper who will be with 
you?” especially now in this COVID-19 time in which we might 
desperately want to be with someone, with family, friends, but we are 
told not to be with them because of the danger of spreading a deadly 
disease? What does it mean for us right now to hear this promise from 
Jesus that an advocate/helper is with us forever?   

I want to make a wild guess here that some of the unrest we are hearing 
about in our country has something to do with the idea that to be human 
is to be with one another. It is this “being-withness” that forms us and 
makes us as humans. So not being-with others, especially our spiritual 
brothers and sisters, feels like a denial of our core humanity. But this is 
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the very thing Jesus promises us: we will always have a Presence with us 
– The Presence. God is present with us. “I will be with you,” Jesus 
says, “in the presence of this advocate, helper, guide, helper, the Holy 
Spirit.” And there is a very important way to experience this Presence: 
keep my commandments. 

Here, in the Gospel of John, Jesus prefaces this hopeful promise of 
Presence with something very significant: “If you love me you will keep 
my commandments.” Notice this: he doesn’t say anything about wild 
praise music, nothing about spouting correct doctrine, he says, “If you 
love me, you will do the things I taught you and told you to keep on 
doing. Which, by the way, includes loving one another the way I have 
loved you.”  

This is the place to begin. What are the things Jesus has taught us? This is 
the importance of understanding that Jesus taught a Path, a Way of Life 
Abundant, a Life of Abundant Truth, as we talked about last Sunday. His 
way is not only a Path but also a manner in which we walk that path. So 
here are some “Ways to Walk on the Way:” 

1. Do positive things to address our worries and anxieties. For example, 
the Being in the Moment meditation we did earlier. This is a way that 
God is with us – be-withness. How can we be aware of God being 
with us if we are not with this very moment, if we aren’t with 
ourselves?  

2. Listen to the needs of others as they express their need. This is a way 
to be-with others. Jesus modeled this for his followers. When someone 
came to him, he asked them what they needed and wanted him to do. 
“Heal me. Open my eyes. Let me walk again.” He focused on that 
person in that moment. The woman at the well. The woman with the 
flow of blood. The lepers along the road. It didn’t matter what was on 
his agenda or schedule for the day. He was with that person at that 
moment in time. Of course, his practice of being-with God undergirded 
his practice of being-with people. 

3. Use the gift of Reason carefully. John Wesley said this about the use of 
Reason: “Many cases of conscience are not to be solved without the 
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utmost exercise of our reason. The same is requisite in order to 
understand and to discharge our ordinary relative duties; -- the duties 
of parents and children, of husbands and wives, and (to name no 
more) of masters and servants. In all these respects, and in all the 
duties of common life, God has given us our reason for a guide. And it 
is only by acting up to the dictates of it, by using all the understanding 
which God hath given us, that we can have a conscience void of 
offense towards God and towards man. “ Reason is that inner process 
of thought that helps us to understand things by examining them in 
their relationships to other things. In the context of acting upon Christ’s 
commandments, we use Reason to ask, “What basic principles should 
guide all followers of Jesus Christ? How might this action contribute to 
the well-being of this person as they understand what is necessary for 
that well-being? Are there established practices that are best to use in 
achieving another person’s well-being? What is well-established to 
diminish the well-being of others, and how might I avoid doing that? 
Wesley summed up the Christian Path with three rules: 

a. Do no harm 
b. Do good 
c. Do those things that will keep you in love with God and with 

your fellow human beings. 
4. The Truth that is rooted in Jesus is that which is grounded in the well-

being of all persons. It is grounded in love, then. Love is that active 
force and engaged practice of attending to the well-being of all 
creatures, and doing that which fosters the fullest, most abundant 
expression of all a creature’s potentials. The Truth that is Jesus Christ is 
just this sort of Life in Abundance: The Truth of the Advocate being-with 
us is made real and manifested in how we are-with one another. 
Because we make one another, because we are shaped in our 
interactions with one another, then it is incumbent upon those who 
follow Jesus to act on behalf of one another, and to act in the interests 
of the well-being of one another. 

5. In part we are doing this by refraining from gathering together lest we 
be responsible for infecting the vulnerable ones in our midst. But the 



“Being-With” 

Page 6 of 6 
 

principle of being-with necessitates that we find other ways to be-with 
one another. If you are the type of person who likes to talk on the 
phone, use that as your calling in this time – literally. Call people and 
check in on them. Listen to them. Express your concern and love for 
them. If you are a good letter-writer or card-sender, do that. Go down 
the list of people in the church directory and send off a note. If you 
are able to help the local food distribution efforts in your local 
community, see what assistance you can offer, such as delivering food. 
If you are active online, circulate messages of positive support for 
government officials and agencies that base their work and directives 
in carefully researched medical science, rather than conspiracy 
theories and political posturing.  

In many ways, we are like those Athenians with whom Paul spoke 2000 
years ago. We hunger for a Presence to fill the empty aching absent 
places in our lives. We long for a well-founded and dependable path 
upon which to walk. We crave after Truth in the midst of a world of lies, 
half-truths, and twisted logic. Paul says to us: we are one human family, 
scattered across the earth, created to seek and grope after the truth, and 
this is the truth: that we are loved by a God whose love is so great that 
he walked among us, took on our own flesh to show us that way of love. 
That love is so great and powerful that not even the forces of death, the 
systems of power and domination, could destroy it. That force of love and 
truth and life is alive and ready to live and dwell in you. The Jesus Way 
is the way to live fully, abundantly, wherever you are, however you are 
right now.  

So, my brothers and sisters, while we eagerly await the time to be 
together, please know this: you are not alone. Do not let your hearts be 
troubled. Place your trust in God, and place your trust in Jesus. We are 
in him together, and he is in us. And in that way, we remain together. 
Amen. 


