Acts 19:1-7

I love our little text for the morning – the straightforward way Luke tells the story.  Paul is the visiting preacher at a preaching mission in Ephesus and he is introduced to twelve men who are called believers.  He is not the first preacher they’ve ever heard – it’s not clear who had gotten to Ephesus before Paul, but we know that person was a follower of John the Baptist.  If that preacher was a follower of John, we can bet those folks had had a good old fashioned conversion – had been convicted of sins that had limited their enjoyment of life and their relationship with God – and had decided to change.
Somewhere in the conversation Paul began to realize that something was missing in the fellows’ understanding of what the Christian faith could mean.  He asks – “When you were baptized, did you receive the Holy Spirit?” – “We did even know there was such a thing!” they say.
OK, maybe I don’t like everything about the way Luke tells the story.  I want to know the part he left out.  I want to know how Paul described to them what the Holy Spirit is, how it feels when the Spirit is inside and around you, how different we are when we move from being just a believer into being a Spirit-filled disciple.

But, the story is what it is.  We are left to let our imaginations run, to wonder about the Spirit and her nature and our relationship to her.  Yes, she’s a big old girl!  In Greek and Hebrew and in the understanding of most of the major religions of the world the part of God who communicates with and empowers us is a girl.  The words that describe her in human ways are feminine words.  I love that.  If there was anything that ever needed a make-over with a feminine touch, it is our understanding of God.
So in preparation for today, I’ve been wondering about the Spirit, thinking about women, and considering what I could say to you about advocacy on behalf of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people at this time of great debate in our country on LGBT equality.
I began to think about my experience of the Spirit of the living God and how I have seen it manifested in my work as an advocate for justice for LGBT people over the years - and I got really happy.  I believe we are in the midst of a fourth great awakening – there are said to have been three great periods of revival in this country – and I believe we are slap in the middle of the fourth.  And this one is the unique gift of LGBT people to the Church. 
I see everyday in my work as Director of the Religion and Faith Program of the Human Rights Campaign the incredible faithfulness of lay and clergy believers around the country who are speaking truth to power in winsome ways that are changing the hearts and minds of religious and political leaders, and more importantly, the hearts and minds of their constituents.  

People of faith are talking with legislators and governors and the President, saying, “You know these people are our neighbors, our family members, and our friends.  Please, stop hurting them.  And for goodness sake, stop hurting them in the name of Jesus Christ.”
It’s revival!  The movement for justice for LGBT people is being kicked up a notch now that some of us have remembered what we knew but had allowed ourselves to forget.  There is such a thing as the Holy Spirit!

This is a “fullness of time” kind of moment.  Together we are reclaiming the rich, powerful language of love, commitment, community, and justice and talking once again in language people in America understand – faith language.  We know there is great power within us all as human beings – and now we are tapping into the greater power that is the Source of all our being.  We are a gift to the country and to the Church – neither will ever be the same – because we are living in the power of She Who Is – the big old girl who whispers creative ideas, nudges us up to the microphone, stands by us with her arms crossed and her hip poked out and her pocketbook swinging, and who holds us when the crisis is past and lets us laugh or cry or both in equal measure.

Revival.  That’s what I’ve been thinking about, dreaming about, as I’ve looked forward to being with you today – what will a Spirit-filled, Spirit-led movement for justice look like?

A Spirit-led justice movement will be characterized by courage.  Not a lack of fear, not a flighty disregard for the consequences of our actions, but the sort of faith that allows us to just do what needs to be done and say with Queen Esther, “I will go into the King and if I perish, I perish.”  
When I was the Executive Director of Georgia Equality, we sponsored a hate crime bill in the state legislature that included protections for LGBT people.  In the previous election we had endorsed the man who had been narrowly elected Lieutenant Governor of the state because he told us he would see to it that the hate crime bill would pass.  But when the bill was introduced and began to move through the state senate, the Lt. Governor began to change his tune.  He told the Atlanta Journal that he didn’t think the bill was a priority, or some such language, and signaled that he wasn’t going to put any political capital behind getting it passed.  I tried to call him on the phone with no reply.  I emailed him.  I sent friendly senators to see him.  I called his press secretary and said, “Please have the Lt. Governor call me.  I’m going to have to talk about him in the press and I really don’t want to do that without talking with him first.”  Not a word from the capitol.
So I gave the press interview you would expect – let’s say I “reminded him and the LGBT community of his promises to us.”  
That night I got a summons to the Lt. Governor’s office – be there in the morning, 9:00 am.  Now friends, I was scared.  The offices of the Governor and Lt. Governor in the Georgia State Capitol are designed to remind visitors of who has the power.  20 foot ceilings.  The Lt. Governor’s office is probably 30’x30’ – enormous desk.  Usually everyone is dwarfed in these surroundings, but in this particular fellow’s case, the office actually fit him.  The Lt. Governor of Georgia at that time was about 6’3” and weighed in the neighborhood of 300 pounds.  He’s a big guy.  
He had summoned four other people to the meeting – Georgia Equality’s lobbyist, two of our legislative allies, and the leader of a rival advocacy organization who he knew I didn’t like.  He had set me up for maximum embarrassment.  He had the other four people sit in chairs in front of him and faced them across the desk as you would expect.  But he had pulled the chair he intended for me over to his left.

We sat down.  The Lt. Governor turned to face me and hoisted his gigantic leg onto the desk.  Do you get the picture?  Pure power.  He looked me in the eye and said, “Boy, you don’t know how things are done around here.”

Now I had said a little prayer before going into that office that had sort of never stopped.  It went something like, “oh God, oh God, oh God, of God…”.  In that moment peace came over me and a little voice said in my head, “You represent Me and all the LGBT people in Georgia, who I love.”

I looked at the Lt. Governor and said, “Lt. Governor, I’m sure there is much I don’t know about how things work here.  But I know you told us you would help us move this bill and I know we delivered 70,000 votes to you and I know you won the election by fewer than that number.  We would like to find a way to work this out.  Please help us.”

The longest ten seconds of my life passed with my eyes locked on those of the Lt. Governor.  Then he lowered his leg, sat up in his chair, and said, “Alright, here’s what we can do…”  And our hate crime bill passed.
I hope you know that I know that was a spiritual moment - that the hero of the story is the marvelous Spirit of the living God.  My political science degree didn’t help me.  My Master of Divinity degree didn’t help me.  My job title didn’t match the title of the oppressor that day.  And I surely didn’t have a brilliant plan going into the meeting.  I was scared almost to death and the Spirit pulled me through.
If I did anything right, it was this.  I accepted the gift of courage the Spirit offered me.  She didn’t offer me peace until right at the last moment.  But She gave me courage to put on my suit and drive to the Capitol and take was going to be dished out – and then She gave me the peace that calmed my quaking voice and the words that were just right for the situation.

A Spirit-led justice movement isn’t ever going to have all the answers and a perfect plan.  But it will have courage born of our collective experience of all the times God has made a way where there was no way.

A Spirit-filled movement for justice will recognize that progress is not linear, but spherical. Remember the Spirit has a feminine nature.  Not straight up and down, but round.  Not planned and perfectly executed and delivered on time, but organic, rooted, deep and wide.
A Spirit-filled justice movement will be less focused on winning any one election and will focus everyday on winning another soul to God’s cause.  It will not seek magic bullet messages that will manipulate a majority into voting one way or the other, but will seek to do real, consistent education and personal outreach that will help change the way people feel, then change how they think, then change how they act, then change how they vote.  
A Spirit-filled movement will celebrate a 60-40% loss because it knows that before the campaign started only 20% were in favor of justice.  It gives us all the space to know that as we win hearts and minds, we make the ultimate victory, the one that is coming, a change that will last because it will be rooted in the rich dark soil of true belief, not the shifting sands of transitory sound byte ideology.
People working in justice movements that are Spirit-filled and Spirit-led will offer grace commensurate with the grace they have received.

Until it finally crumbled into dust, I carried in my billfold a little scrap of newsprint from the Georgia Wesleyan Christian Advocate, dateline 1976.  It was a letter I wrote as a precocious 15-year old to the newspaper of the United Methodist Church in Georgia.  In it I decried the decision of the National Youth Ministry Organization to sponsor education about homosexuality and assured my fellow Methodists that the youth of the South Georgia Conference would never go along with the national policy.  There have been times in my life when I was more like the former Lt. Governor of Georgia than I find it comfortable to admit.
None of us started out where we are today.  I am grateful beyond words to the good souls who, in my youth, confronted my homophobia and racism and sexism and privilege and argued and cajoled and reasoned and laughed at and pushed and cried with me until I got started on the journey through to the other side.  
They could have said, “Humph! Another bigoted Southern white boy,” and walked away.  But they stood with me when I was lousy company and offered no hope of my own redemption.  They loved me with the love only the Spirit of God can provide, for I was as ugly and unlovely as you can possibly imagine.  And in advocating for themselves, they gave me the gift of a new life for myself.
Spirit movements are predicated on a massive change of heart - on the hardest thing in the world – people like you and me, for we are all both oppressed and oppressor at various times in our lives – admitting we are wrong and promising to do better.  Such movements require repentance.  And repentance almost never comes at the end of a gun, or as the result of overwhelming force or displays of power.  And I hate to say it, but it rarely comes as a result of a more reasonable argument.  
Repentance is almost always accomplished in an atmosphere of unconditional love – love that speaks truth to evil, but does it in ways that invite and invite and invite and rarely, if ever threaten.  In such an atmosphere, the oppressors can begin to experiment with scary change, and in the forgiveness offered by us, see mirrored the forgiveness of God, and begin to forgive themselves.  
We have received such grace from God!  We must, in gratitude, offer that same grace to others – and in the process we may find that grace is more powerful in the end than all the powers and principalities arrayed against us.
Finally, when we are justice-seeking people who are filled and led by the Spirit, we can give ourselves a little grace, too.
Activism is not the same for everyone and there is no single right way to do it. When you foul-up, act like a Soprano and “forgettaboutit” – give yourself a break

The scriptures don’t call the twelve men at Ephesus half-way Christians – they are called “believers.”  The fact that they received a new gift – and all the gifts that followed from it – shows that they were worthy, even in their ignorance.  There is no roadmap for how to achieve justice in this generation.  We learn the rich lessons taught by those who’ve gone before, but we must invent it anew for this time and the issues that face us now.  We are ignorant in some really fundamental ways.  But rejoice! You believe in and have tied yourselves forever to the One who is not limited by time and space, Who has redeemed us out of sheer unreasonable love for us and Who has cattle on a thousand hills.  You know enough; you have the vocabulary; you will find the courage; the money will be there.  God bless you as you work and work and talk and talk and strive and strive for justice.  Your effort is a constant prayer of both petition and praise.  And while you’re at it, please pray for me and your colleagues at the Human Rights Campaign. Amen.

