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I’ve spoken before about my experience of serving a church in the west of Scotland. I was in 
my late twenties and early in my time there, before I really started at the church, I discovered that I 
was both excited to be on this new adventure and also at the same time rather homesick. I felt a very 
long way from home and in reality, I was. I did not yet have friends in Scotland and it was lonely. I 
wondered if I would make it through the year or if I would feel the need to return home early. In 
those first days, I made arrangements to attend the military Tatoo in the castle in Edinburgh. It is an 
event with pipes and drums and other military bands performing at the castle. As part of the 
performance, they played one hymn: Henry Francis Lyte’s Abide With Me. It was exactly what I needed:  

Abide with me, fast falls the eventide 
The darkness deepens Lord, with me abide 
When other helpers fail and comforts flee 
Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me. 
I remember standing and weeping as those musicians played beautifully and we all tried to sing 

along. I found new courage in those words, words that reminded me that God abides with us. Today, 
however, our lesson suggests that this abiding is a two-way street. God does not simply abide with us. 
We are called to abide with God.   

Jesus said: “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love.” One of the 
central questions that runs through the gospel of John has to do with what it means to abide in Christ, 
to abide in in Christ’s love. In chapter one, two of John’s disciples follow Jesus and ask, “Rabbi, where 
are you staying—where are you abiding?” And Jesus invites them as he invites us to “come and see.” 
At the very end of the gospel Jesus speaks of the beloved disciple “remaining” or “abiding” with him. 
Elsewhere the word is translated “dwell,” “stay,” “continue,” or “endure.” Abiding in Christ, in 
Christ’s love is central to this gospel which was written some time after the resurrection, when memory 
was fading and those who had first-hand experience with the Jesus of history were becoming fewer. 
How do we keep the presence alive? How do we abide in Christ? That is not an easy question to 
answer. 

William Brosend writes: “Few of us are clear about what it means to ‘abide in Christ.’ Move 
to Capernaum? Not likely, though it has been tried, and visits to Israel are surely inspiring. Go to the 
desert, the monastery, the hermitage? If that is your calling. But for most of us it is not. What about 
the foreign mission field or a local Christian community, living in solidarity with the poor and 
dispossessed? Certainly—if that is your calling. But such suggestions are grounded in an understanding 
of abiding that seems more about place than presence, while I take Jesus to be talking about being 
present to the presence of God in our midst wherever and everywhere we are.”1 

There was a monk in the seventeenth century, Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection, who 
wrote a wonderful little book which has become something of a classic called: The Practice of the Presence 
of God. If you’d like to read something very simple and also extraordinarily profound, I would 
recommend it to you. Brother Lawrence suggests that we can be attuned to God’s presence all through 
the day in everything we do and that certainly is part of what it means to abide in Christ’s love. Practice 
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seeing and celebrating God’s presence in everything around us. Practice seeing and celebrating Gods’ 
presence wherever and everywhere we are. 

In his introduction to this book, Henri Nouwen writes: “One of the most stimulating aspects 
of this precious book is Brother Lawrence’s deep conviction that prayer is not saying prayers but a 
way of living, in which all we do becomes prayer...Through the practice of the presence of God 
nothing, absolutely nothing, was outside his intimate relationship with God. That is how he could 
experience an ongoing sense of joy and a real sense of communion.”2 In everything, he worked to see 
a connection with God. In everything, he was aware of God’s presence. 

Recently I read a very down to earth reflection by a woman named Katie Noll, about 
discovering God’s presence in everyday experiences. “The COVID-19 pandemic cut me off (as it did 
for so many others) from my spiritual well. No more church gatherings, silent weekend retreats, in 
person Oasis classes, all where I could connect with God, be around others in faith, walk in nature, 
and rejuvenate and recharge. At the flick of a switch, all was gone. 

“I felt alone, hanging on to a piece of driftwood after my boat unexpectedly sunk. I gave up 
on even trying to find God for a while. It just seemed too hard, and besides, my neighborhood is too 
noisy. 

“But if God is in everything, can’t I find him outside of nature, outside of quiet? Could God 
be in the roar of my neighbor’s motorcycle? The barking of my dogs? 

“I decided to look for God in any situation. Walking my dogs down the street, I’m usually 
bombarded with noisy trucks rumbling by and the sound of deep bass or upbeat music booming from 
car stereos. One day, a car drove by blasting “Staying Alive” by the Bee Gees. I am truly staying alive, 
with all my faults, and all my graces, I am doing the best I can to survive. I smiled and my dogs and I 
began to sashay down the street, doing our best John Travolta impersonations. And I could feel God 
strutting his stuff right next to us. There he was, found him! 

“…A time when I thought God hid too well was taking my mother-in-law to a doctor’s 
[apointment.] I sat in a bleak parking lot, on a grey day, confident I could find God if I looked hard 
enough. I couldn’t. In the dingy apartment building across the way, I searched for a decoration or 
some sign of hope or optimism from the occupants within. Windows covered with an old sheet stared 
dismally back. 

“To this day I thought I had failed but thinking about it now, I realized God was there - in my 
mother-in-law, her worry that I had to take time out of work to bring her, in me as I tried to make her 
as comfortable as possible, saying it was no problem, in the nurses who came out to help her inside 
the building, navigating her around an icy patch on the entry ramp. 

“I hope you’ll join me and find God wherever you are able - your favorite music, a poem, or 
something even as mundane as taking the garbage out. It’s fun, and what I discovered is God doesn’t 
truly hide, or if he does, he’s hiding in plain sight.”3 

That’s part of what it means to abide in Christ’s love: paying attention to God’s presence 
wherever and however you may discover it.  

Jesus also says: “If you keep my commandments you will abide in my love, ...This is my 
commandment that you love one another as I have loved you...I am giving you these commands so 
that you may love one another.” Keeping the commandments of Jesus--the commandment to love--

 
2 Henri J. M. Nouwen, Preface to The Practice of the Presence of God, by Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection. © 
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is a way to abide in Christ. Keep the commandments by loving one another.  

The story today from Acts offers an example of this kind love. Peter the apostle had grown 
up in a home and in a time when Gentiles were considered unclean. His kind of people did not 
associate with Gentiles. He had surely learned from his parents and from the community of faith, and 
from the writings of Scripture that he should not hang out with Gentiles; they were a bad lot and there 
was no telling what he might get into if he associated with them. It was part of his religious identity: 
don’t mix with them. So, you can imagine his confusion and fear and maybe even anger, when God 
told him in a dream that what had long been considered profane or unclean, God had now made 
clean. Surely Peter was worried about meeting with Gentiles, but God had called him to do so and 
what he discovered was that the Holy Spirit had been poured out on those Gentiles. To his credit 
Peter then asked: “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the 
Holy Spirit just as we have?”  

Practicing that kind of hospitality, where strangers are welcomed, even those we’ve been 
taught to question, is another way to abide in Christ’s love. Claim that love for yourself, absolutely, 
but then share that love far and wide with everyone you meet, no matter who they are or what they 
do or what they look like.   

We like to think of our churches as being a friendly places, and in the year that I’ve known 
Calvary Church, you have been incredibly friendly to me. That welcome makes a difference. A minister 
friend once told me that nearly ninety five percent of those who attend a church for the first time are 
in one sort or another of crisis. If they aren’t welcomed, they often assume that God doesn’t care. 
Practicing hospitality is another way of abiding in Christ. 

This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. There is no higher 
calling; there is no greater source of joy. In all that you do, wherever and everywhere, practice God’s 
presence; abide in Christ’s love; give your life for the friends God has given you; be friends of God 
and of each other and do this so that Christ’s joy may be in you and your joy may be complete. 
 
Let us pray: Gracious God, help us to abide in your presence, through prayer, through action, offering 
hospitality and practicing love, offering to all humanity an example of what you desire for the world. 
We pray in the name of Jesus Christ our Savior and friend. Amen.  


