
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Seventh Sunday of Easter

Year B

RCL

Acts 1:15-17, 21-26 
Psalm 1
John 17:6-19

O God, the King of glory, you have exalted your only 
Son Jesus Christ with great triumph to your kingdom in 
heaven: Do not leave us comfortless, but send us your 
Holy Spirit to strengthen us, and exalt us to that place 
where our Savior Christ has gone before; who lives and 
reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, in glory 
everlasting. Amen.
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Acts 1:15-17, 21-26

In those days Peter stood up among the believers (to-
gether the crowd numbered about one hundred twenty 
persons) and said, "Friends, the scripture had to be ful-
filled, which the Holy Spirit through David foretold 
concerning Judas, who became a guide for those who 
arrested Jesus – for he was numbered among us and was 
allotted his share in this ministry. So one of the men 
who have accompanied us during all the time that the 
Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from 
the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up 
from us – one of these must become a witness with us to 
his resurrection." So they proposed two, Joseph called 
Barsabbas, who was also known as Justus, and 
Matthias. Then they prayed and said, "Lord, you know 
everyone's heart. Show us which one of these two you 
have chosen to take the place in this ministry and apos-
tleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own 
place." And they cast lots for them, and the lot fell on 
Matthias; and he was added to the eleven apostles.
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Psalm 1 Page 585, BCP

Beatus vir qui non abiit

1 Happy are they who have not walked in the counsel of the wicked,  nor lingered in the 
way of sinners, nor sat in the seats of the scornful!

2 Their delight is in the law of the LORD,  and they meditate on his law day and night.
3 They are like trees planted by streams of water, bearing fruit in due season, with leaves 

that do not wither;  everything they do shall prosper.
4 It is not so with the wicked;  they are like chaff which the wind blows away.
5 Therefore the wicked shall not stand upright when judgment comes,  nor the sinner in 

the council of the righteous.
6 For the LORD knows the way of the righteous,  but the way of the wicked is doomed.
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1 John 5:9-13

If we receive human testimony, the testimony of God is 
greater; for this is the testimony of God that he has testi-
fied to his Son. Those who believe in the Son of God 
have the testimony in their hearts. Those who do not be-
lieve in God have made him a liar by not believing in 
the testimony that God has given concerning his Son. 
And this is the testimony: God gave us eternal life, and 
this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has life; 
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have 
life.

I write these things to you who believe in the name of 
the Son of God, so that you may know that you have 
eternal life.
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John 17:6-19

Looking up to heaven, Jesus prayed, “I have made 
your name known to those whom you gave me from the 
world. They were yours, and you gave them to me, and 
they have kept your word. Now they know that every-
thing you have given me is from you; for the words that 
you gave to me I have given to them, and they have re-
ceived them and know in truth that I came from you; 
and they have believed that you sent me. I am asking on 
their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but 
on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are 
yours. All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I 
have been glorified in them. And now I am no longer in 
the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to 
you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you 
have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one. 
While I was with them, I protected them in your name 
that you have given me. I guarded them, and not one of 
them was lost except the one destined to be lost, so that 
the scripture might be fulfilled. But now I am coming to 
you, and I speak these things in the world so that they 
may have my joy made complete in themselves. I have 
given them your word, and the world has hated them be-
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cause they do not belong to the world, just as I do not 
belong to the world. I am not asking you to take them 
out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the 
evil one. They do not belong to the world, just as I do 
not belong to the world. Sanctify them in the truth; your 
word is truth. As you have sent me into the world, so I 
have sent them into the world. And for their sakes I 
sanctify myself, so that they also may be sanctified in 
truth.”
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SERMON

One of my least favorite activities at Oakview Grade 

School was gym class. We hadn’t gotten sophisticated 

enough to call it “Phys Ed” yet. It was gym class. It was 

not my favorite part of the day because gym class meant 

the  boys  (no  girls  allowed,  of  course)  had  to  stand 

against the wall and be chosen, one after the other, for 

the two teams that were to compete that day. I played 

one of  two positions.  If  there was an odd number of 

boys, I didn’t get picked at all and sat out gym class. If 

there was an even number of boys, I was the last one 

picked, and I was assigned to “deep right field”. During 

basketball season, this was a particularly embarrassing 

placement.

And so, I was cast into the outer darkness of deep 

right field where there would have been weeping and 

wailing and the gnashing of teeth had there been anyone 
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out there with me, which there wasn’t. The experience 

of gym class at Oakview School left me with no pleas-

ant memories of being chosen. Being chosen was some-

one else's experience, not mine. When this part of the 

Revised  Common  Lectionary  comes  around,  the  part 

about God choosing His Elect, my mind zings back to 

Oakview School and I find that my natural sympathy is 

with the unchosen, the cast off, the players of deep right 

field. It makes it hard to concentrate on the text.

God accepted Abel’s sacrifice and rejected Cain’s. 

He doesn't say why. God chose Jacob over Esau, with 

no explanation. God chose the Jews over the Egyptians. 

Peter prayed that God should show which of the two 

candidates to fill Judas' place was God's choice. Jesus 

gives thanks to His Father for giving to him the chosen 

Disciples.  All  of  creation is  God’s but throughout the 

Bible,  God is  constantly  rejecting  one  portion  of  His 
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Creation in favor of another. What do you make of that? 

The Bible is the story of the chosen and of chosenness. 

How am I to tell that story when my sympathy is with 

the unchosen who languish in deep right field, watching 

the dandelions grow?

If that question has you scratching your head, you’re 

in good company. It has bedeviled the church for cen-

turies. The whole history of theology reflects tension in 

relating a Biblical concept of calling or election or pre-

destination with an equally Biblical doctrine of human 

responsibility. “For  God so  loved the  world”,  we are 

told.

I want us to do some studying here. This is an im-

portant issue that divides several contemporary church-

es, although I suspect few in the pews are asked to con-

sider it. I think this congregation is up to it and I want to 

be sure we understand what we understand. 
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Forgive me, but I don’t  believe that contemporary 

Christians are very often pushed to examine the relation 

between God and His Creation. I think it’s left to a sort 

of shorthand —  something like, “Good people go to 

heaven, bad people go to hell, and we have free will to 

decide to be good or not.” It reminds me of a movie I 

didn't get to see in high school. I wanted to take a girl to 

see “Dr. Zhivago”, one of the classics of Russian litera-

ture. Her mother objected because, as she said, “It's just 

a movie about a man in love with someone that's not his 

wife. Why would you want to see that?” We're pretty 

easily satisfied with the Cliff's Notes version of compli-

cated topics.

When  we  look  at  the  shorthand  version  closely, 

though, it seems that it leaves a lot of questions unan-

swered. If we insist that “Good people go to heaven, bad 

people go to hell, and we have free will to decide to be 
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good or not” we have put our salvation entirely in our 

own hands  and  relegated  God  to  the  role  of  a  mere 

scorekeeper. That is a pretty good way to get people to 

behave, but it isn’t a very good way to think about God 

because we proclaim that salvation is by the Grace of 

God alone. 

Are we saying that if God wills that a person is to be 

saved, that person can do something to defeat the will of 

God? If he can, then God is no longer all powerful. On 

the other hand, can a person be so overwhelmed by his 

sins, and so thoroughly repentant that he turns from his 

sins and wins salvation even if God didn’t see that com-

ing? If so, then God isn’t all knowing. “Good people go 

to heaven, bad people go to hell, and we have free will 

to decide to be good or not” is right out of deep right 

field.  It  says that  we,  individually,  have the power to 

win our own salvation by our own efforts.
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As the church chewed on this  question 400 years 

ago at something called the Synod of Dort in 1618, the 

arguments  came down to two viewpoints  — those of 

John Calvin  and those  of  Jacobus  Arminius.  We’re  a 

Calvinist church, so we’ll start with him. John Calvin 

was a 16th Century French pastor and theologian. He de-

veloped his ideas over a lifetime, culminating in his “In-

stitutes” which he intended to be a summary of his un-

derstanding. Outlining Calvin’s views would lead us to 

a proper three-hour Presbyterian sermon, so I’m not go-

ing to do that.  

Calvin drew heavily on Augustine who wrote more 

than  a  thousand  years  earlier.  It  was  Augustine  who 

gave the idea of predestination its classical shape. God 

chose from all eternity who would come into the king-

dom of God, to replace the fallen angels, to fill up the 

ranks  of  the  heavenly  choir.  He  stressed  that  since 
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Adam's fall, all humankind was under the curse of origi-

nal sin and could not hope to have life with God after 

death  without  God's  saving  action.  That’s  important. 

God is saving us. We’re not saving ourselves.

Augustine said, and Calvin agreed, that the work of 

Christ was God's choice to save elected sinners, in order 

to show God's mercy — but God also chose to allow 

others to remain in their sins, unsaved, in order to show 

God's justice. In other words, the good play infield and 

the bad get sent to deep right field, and it is the coach 

who makes the assignments from the beginning of time.

For Augustine the choice as to who would be pre-

destined to eternal life was entirely in God's will: Only 

those God had chosen from all eternity could turn away 

from their sins to God, because God would grant them 

grace to do so1.  This became part  of our Westminster 

1 http://gamc.pcusa.org/ministries/today/predestination/
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Confession, setting out the understanding of the Presby-

terian Church. The Westminster Confession states:

By the decree of God, for the manifestation of 
his glory, some men and angels are predestinat-
ed unto everlasting life, and others fore-or-
dained to everlasting death.

The only thing that counts, therefore, is God’s will. 

God’s Grace is sufficient for salvation of the Elect and 

is irresistible. Who the Elect are is known only to God, 

and they are chosen for His reasons, not as a reward for 

good deeds nor as an endorsement of your finer quali-

ties or general worthiness.

The second view is that of Jacobus Arminius, a 17th 

Century Dutchman and professor in theology at the Uni-

versity  of  Leiden.  Dutch  Arminianism was  originally 

stated  in  a  document  called  “The  Remonstrance  of 

1610”. It was so troubling that The Synod of Dort was 

called eight years later by the states general to pass upon 
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it. 

The five points of the Remonstrance differed from 

Calvin’s view. 

(1) Conditional  Election: Arminius  said  that 
Election is conditional upon faith in Christ. God 
elects  to  salvation  those  He  knows  beforehand 
will have faith in Him. Calvin insisted that elec-
tion was Unconditional – God’s action alone, and 
for God’s reasons.

(2) Unlimited Atonement: Arminius said Christ 
died for all. Calvin asserted that Christ only died 
for those God chooses to be saved.

(3) Total Depravity: Unaided by the Holy Spirit, 
no  person  is  able  to  respond  to  God’s  will. 
They’re pretty much in agreement here.

(4) Irresistible  Grace: Arminius  thought  that 
Grace  is  not  irresistible.  Calvin  maintained that 
God’s  Grace  is  irresistible.  If  God elected  you, 
you couldn’t back out.

(5) Persistence of the Saints: Arminius said that 
believers are able to resist sin but are not beyond 
the possibility of falling from grace. Calvin insist-
ed once saved, always saved.
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The crux of Remonstrant Arminianism lay in the as-

sertion that human dignity requires an unimpaired free-

dom of the will2.

The two views differ in whether or not our behavior 

has any effect on God’s choice. Most people who live 

around here, as I noted, think that we are judged solely 

on our behavior,  and it’s  up to us to behave right,  or 

else. That’s part of the teaching of the Baptists and the 

Methodists. The Presbyterian Church, however, confess-

es that by the decree of God, some men and angels are 

predestined to everlasting life, and others fore-ordained 

to everlasting death. That’s quite a different thing. 

The PCUSA website puts it this way:

The Reformed tradition has held that sinners are 
responsible for their sinful acts even though 
they are unable to turn away from them without 
the gift of God's grace. But it has also insisted 

2 Encyclopedia Britanica
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that God's grace transforms the will so that it 
can freely obey God's will, though not perfectly.

The Christian is therefore responsible for find-
ing God's will and living in accordance with it. 
We are free to obey God. We must continue to 
work theologically at relating God's calling or 
predestination with human responsibility3.

I am honored to stand in a Presbyterian pulpit and 

address a Presbyterian congregation. The teaching of the 

Presbyterian Church is contained in its Confessions and 

the Westminster Confession holds, as an item of faith, 

the Calvinist understanding that Election and hence sal-

vation is in God’s will. That is what your church teach-

es.  If  you’re  not  entirely  comfortable  with  it,  well, 

you’ve got company. The truth is that many Presbyteri-

ans can’t accept the idea of “double predestination” — 

that God chose from before time began who would be 

saved, and that the others were to be consigned to hell. 

3 http://gamc.pcusa.org/ministries/today/predestination/
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The Synod of Dort was called primarily to address this 

question, and there has been pressure to revise the West-

minster Confession, for example, to remove statements 

that teach God's eternal condemnation of some people. 

The United Presbyterian Church edition of the Westmin-

ster  Confession  of  Faith  specifically  repudiates  this 

teaching.

So … where are we on this confusing issue? Did 

God decide from before time began who was playing 

deep right field? Here’s where my experience as a trial 

lawyer can give us a hand. Two things all trial lawyers 

know: never ask a question unless you know what the 

answer is going to be; and if you ask a question and got 

an answer you don’t like, you asked the wrong question. 

I think we’re asking the wrong question. Even Calvin, 

though he tried mightily to explain away this unpalat-

able  consequence  of  double  predestination  finally  ad-
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mitted that we must stand in awe of the mysteries of 

God's  decisions,  which  are  unfathomable  by  human 

minds.  If  that  is  so,  then I  heartily agree.  Let’s  leave 

God’s  mysteries  to  God and pursue  a  different,  more 

fertile question: What does God ask of us?

I have two stories that came to me miraculously this 

week from the same source, one of my Jewish friends. 

Like me, he is an old hippie, but he took it much further 

than I did, hitchhiking around the US and Canada. He 

even got to go to Woodstock! Here are his two stories. 

Story Number 1:

I was hitchhiking across country in the summer 
of 1968. I was stranded on old Route 66 outside 
of Needles, California, in the Mojave Desert. 
There was no town, merely a lone gas station a 
few hundred yards away, with the letters denot-
ing the gas company's name on huge pylons 
above the highway — except that the "S" was 
missing from its perch and the sign, very aptly, 
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read "_ H E L L". Well, about seven hours into 
my desolate stretch of waiting, a Win-
nebago-type mobile home approached, slowed 
down, and stopped. The driver rolled down the 
window and I very gratefully began to thank 
him for what I thought would be a ride. “Oh, 
I'm not giving you a lift,” he said. “I stopped to 
give you this.” He handed me a little pamphlet 
about Christian missionaries doing God's work 
in Australia (or something like that). I was flab-
bergasted, and I managed to sputter, “You mean 
you're not picking me up? I've been standing 
here in the sun, in 110 degree heat, for seven 
hours, and you're not going to give me a ride?” 
The guy said, “Son, the Lord helps those who 
help themselves,” and he drove off. 

You all  know by now that  “The Lord helps those 

who help themselves” is Aesop, not Jesus. Let me be 

clear, if you were dozing when we took that up. “The 

Lord helps those who help themselves” is not Biblical. 

Remember that, and smack yourself every time you try 

to hide behind it. 
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I  don’t  have the faintest idea who goes to heaven 

and who goes  to  hell,  but  I  can hazard a  guess  who 

failed to act as Jesus taught in this little story.

Mik’s second story:

It’s August, 1969, and me and two pals have 
been hopping freight trains across Canada, try-
ing to get back to New York in time for the 
Woodstock Festival. We’ve just been thrown off 
a CP freight by the Canadian police, and told to 
hitchhike (legal in Canada, at least back then). 
As our last ride was in a coal-car gondola, our 
smelly clothes and hairy faces are covered with 
soot, and we’re out there on the highway, late 
Sunday morning, in Saskatchewan — long, 
open prairie, and clean-scrubbed folks driving 
home from church and gaping at us with morti-
fied expressions. We’ve begun to despair of 
ever making it home, when a car pulls over, 
driven by an elderly farmer, his elderly wife 
seated next to him. They tell us they’re going to 
Regina, and the woman, smiling, after asking us 
our names, where we live, etc., tells us that 
they’d be happy to take us home, give us a 
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meal, wash our clothes (!), put us up for the 
night in what used to be their son’s room, and 
take us back to a “good spot” on the highway 
Monday morning. All of these things transpire, 
including a fabulous home-cooked dinner and 
breakfast the next day. Through it all, they have 
not said anything about themselves or their rea-
sons for picking us up and taking us in. It was 
only when my buddy Alan asked them, as we 
were about to part, why they did all that for us
—three weird-looking strangers—that the wom-
an replied, “Well, we’re Christians, and we be-
lieve that we have to do as Jesus would do. And 
Jesus would not leave three young boys strand-
ed so far from home, hungry and dirty—he 
would have brought them home and taken care 
of them.” That was it—no proselytizing, no ser-
monizing, no nothing except a very simple dec-
laration of faith, and even that had to be coaxed 
from them. To this day, whenever my Jewish 
commie atheist friends start ranting about Chris-
tians, I tell them, “You just haven’t met a real 
one — and I’ve met two!”

What do you think? Are we racing for heaven, run-
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ning from hell, or following the course that Jesus laid 

out because it is really the only decent and proper way 

to get  along in God’s  Creation? The PCUSA website 

says this:

Those of us who are called to faith can give 
thanks for God's initiative in dealing with us so 
graciously. But most contemporary Presbyteri-
ans are reluctant to assume that we know any-
thing about God's purpose for those who seem 
to have rejected faith. We perceive it to be dan-
gerous to move beyond the mystery of predesti-
nation to try to explain what God has not re-
vealed.

What do you think?

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square  
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Church of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Page 18


