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Acts 8:5-8, 14-17; 1 Peter 3:15-18; John  14:15-21; Psalm 66

If you have any interest in the business world, you might remember that back in the mid-90’s, there was a merger between Continental and Eastern Airlines. Both of them were floundering, and the merger only made it worse. Eastern actually went bankrupt, leaving Continental dead last in profits among all U.S. airlines. No one thought that Continental would be around for very long, and their stock took a huge plunge.

But an interesting thing happened. Eastern brought in a new CEO, a gentleman named Gordon Bethune. And within an astonishingly short period of time, Gordon Bethune had turned Continental around, as he himself later explained in his book that he called, appropriately enough, From Worst to First: Behind the Scenes of Continental’s Remarkable Comeback.


 Now obviously Gordon Bethune did a lot of things that helped with this corporate  turnaround. But his primary concern was with employee morale. Bethune knew that if he could get Continental’s employees energized and alive again, that would go a long way toward assuring success for this company. Going through operations with a fine tooth comb, one thing he found was that the Employee Manual for the old Continental Airlines was so old, so archaic, so stifling,  so regimented, and so out of touch with the times that the policies it contained were just sucking the life out of the airline’s employees. So in a rather dramatic gesture, Gordon Bethune took some management personnel, as well as a large number of middle and lower level employees, out onto a parking lot one day. And there, in the presence of these employees, Continental’s CEO set fire to a huge pile of these Manuals. The word went out through the company that this had happened. A newer, cleaner, clearer, more employee-responsive Manual was put into place. And the company went, in his words, from worst to first. 


Those Continental employees were working under a law that had oppressed them. The words in that law did not give life or meaning to their work. They were floundering until a new spirit enlivened them, in the form of this new Manual.. And I think we come upon the Samaritans in our first reading today in somewhat the same spot. These Jews had returned from the Babylonian Captivity some years ago. But they had settled in Samaria. And even though they were Jews, the cultural law of the times dictated that they be excluded. You remember just a few weeks ago we read the gospel of Jesus and the woman at the well who had to remind him that he shouldn’t be talking with her, not only because she was a woman, but also because she was a Samaritan. The Samaritans were living under a repressive socio-political-religious  Manual. And then, along comes Philip in today’s reading, healing and curing and baptizing in Jesus’ name. Then come Peter and John, sealing the deal – laying hands on these Samaritans and breathing a new spirit into them and into their law, giving them a new Manual.
This spirit that Peter and John shared with the Samaritans is, of course, the spirit Jesus spoke of in his Last Supper discourse that we heard today. I will ask the One who sent me to give you the Spirit of Truth who will remain with you always. And you will recognize her because She will remain with you and be within you. I will not leave you orphaned. I will come back to you. You will see me as one who has life, and you, too, will have life. 
At the Last Supper, I believe that Jesus was telling his friends – as he tells us – that our days of floundering and waiting for the other shoe to drop are over. Like Continental Airlines, we needn’t go bankrupt. In Gordon Bethune’s words, we can go from worst to first by simply remembering – as often as we can, and as often as we need to – that Jesus has promised us that he will always be with us. He will never leave us. His spirit remains with us. We are not orphans. We are children of God, loved by Jesus, and enlivened by the Holy Spirit. We can burn our old Manuals of fear, guilt, sin, and anxiety on a parking lot somewhere.  Jesus has clearly given us a revised Employee Manual!  
Maybe you’ve noticed that I always wear this silver bracelet. Let me read it to you. It says: As long as space endures, as long as sentient beings remain, until then, may I too remain and dispel the miseries of the world. This comes to us from the Buddhist tradition, and it’s called the Bodhisattva Vow. In Buddhism, a bodhisattva is one whose love for others is so great that they vow to put off their own experience of nirvana until every other sentient being for all time has completed their own cycle of reincarnations and has reached nirvana. In other words, the bodhisattva vows to be the last one in the door. A bodhisattva’s love is eternal and selfless. 

Anyone can desire or aspire to be a bodhisattva (hence, the bracelet). But Buddhism recognizes only two great ones – one, of course, is the Buddha. The other is Jesus. In whatever mysterious way it happens – however Buddhists, or Muslims, or Christians theologize about it – the bottom-line is we believe that because Jesus has vowed to remain with us until the end of time, working to dispel our darkness, along with all the miseries of the world. His presence with us and within us is what we call the Holy Spirit.

The old Manual told us that God-Is-Out-There-Somewhere. God is He Who Must Be Obeyed and  Appeased and Sacrificed. Yet that old Manual is no more; Jesus has burned it. And in its place is a new Employee Manual wherein the Bodhisattva Jesus promises, in the words of the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas:
The Kingdom of God is inside you and all around you, 
not in a mansion of wood and stone. 
Split a piece of wood and I am there. 
Lift a stone and you will find me there.

In today’s second reading, Peter writes his letter to an early Christian community, but he also he writes it to us. And in his letter, he says, Dear Friends Assembled at St. Luke’s Church in Eastport on Sunday afternoon, I invite you to venerate Christ in your hearts. Should anyone ask you the reason for this hope of yours, be ever ready to reply. Speak gently and respectfully, but tell those who question you why it seems important to you to venerate Christ in your heart.

So I guess maybe the challenge for us today is …  
· To think about what we may have been taught and how we may have felt and behaved, guided by an old Manual
· To reflect on what Jesus said to us all in the form of his New Manual discourse at the Last Supper

· To ask ourselves – this day and I hope every day – what this all means to me in a very practical way.

This afternoon, we  remember the words of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin who said, Our duty, as men and women, is to proceed as if limits to our ability did not exist. We are all collaborators in creation. Given a New Manual and the promise of new Spirit breathed into us each day, our duty is to save the airline. 
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