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The Wind at our Back 

I mentioned in a sermon recently that when we were back in Memphis a few weeks ago, I had 

visited a number of my old haunts, both in the neighborhood where I’d grown up and downtown 

where we had lived later on when I was a pastor there.  One of those haunts I had particularly 

wanted to see was my old running route.  As hard as it is to believe looking at me now, I used to 

run several miles every morning, most of the time running north on Front St along the river, and 

then turning around and coming back south on Main Street, along the way running through some 

of the oldest parts of the city. 

As I drove along the route the other day I remembered something about that experience, 

something that had always struck me when running there, particularly in the winter when the 

wind blew dead out of the north straight down the river.  What struck me is that it always seemed 

like no matter how hard the wind was blowing when it was in my face, when I turned around 

and headed south, the wind always seemed to die down.  Always.  I can remember wishing that 

for all those times the wind was in my face that just once a while it could be at my back and be a 

help for a change instead of a hindrance. 

Of course, it was all in my mind.  I knew perfectly well that the wind was at my back every 

bit as much as it was in my face, but it just never seemed that way.  Because while I was very 

conscious of the wind being against me, painfully conscious of the wind when it was blowing in 

my face, I was just never that conscious of the wind when it was at my back, when it was working 

in my favor, when it was helping me instead of hurting me.  That I didn’t notice.  I just thought I 

was fast. 

I’m pretty sure we’ve all felt that way at times.  Times when we were very aware of all the 

obstacles in our way, often times so aware that we blow them up all out of proportion to how 

large they really are, in the process turning them into huge obstacles, while at the same time 

discounting all the advantages that we have or the resources at our disposal.  All too often with 

the result that we end up not even trying to do things that are actually well within our capabilities, 

not even trying because we’ve magnified so much the difficulty involved, while minimizing our 

own strengths, that we’re afraid to try to do anything much at all.  For some reason, this seems to 

be particularly true of churches.  Every church I know can tell you all the reasons why they can’t.  

They know those reasons by heart.  But there are very few churches that can tell you all the 

reasons why they can. 

We can see something of that mindset—or its absence—in all three of our scripture lessons 

this morning, all three snapshots of life in the early years of the church.  In our gospel lesson from 

John, we see Jesus talking to his disciples in the hours following the last supper.  In our passage 

from Acts, we see the Risen Lord with his disciples at the time of his ascension, and finally in 1 

Peter, the apostle is writing to Christians in Asia minor some years later at a time when they are 

suffering from persecution.  
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I’d like us to try to put ourselves in their shoes, imagine ourselves in their situation, and try 

to imagine then how we’d react if faced today by the same kinds of challenges they faced.  Because 

the fact is, when you compare their situation to ours, and apply the same criteria for success or 

failure that we use today, the mere survival of the church in those early years seems to be nothing 

short of a miracle.  Because anyone could have seen how great the obstacles to their survival 

clearly were, while their resources, the strengths they could draw upon, seemed to be all but 

invisible.  You cannot help but wonder how they did it.  And what would we have done in their 

place? 

The passage from Acts, the scene of Jesus and his disciples at the time of his ascension, is one 

of the most optimistic and supremely confident moments in the entire New Testament, until you 

stop to think how completely crazy this would have seemed to any neutral observer, or to any of 

us if anyone were to suggest such a thing today.  Here, Jesus is giving his followers their marching 

orders after he leaves them, and what does he tell them to do?  They are to proclaim the gospel 

in Jerusalem—which seems reasonable enough since it wasn’t that big of a city—and in the 

surrounding regions of Judaea and Samaria— a little more challenging but still doable, one would 

think—and from there, they were to go on to the ends of the earth—which by any rational 

measure sounds like absolute madness.  I mean, there were only eleven of them, maybe forty or 

fifty if you counted everyone in their group, none of them as far as we know people of any means, 

so the resources at their disposal must have been fairly limited.  And they’re supposed to go to 

the ends of the earth? 

Now what would you think if I were to stand up here today and tell you something like that?  

After all, there are a lot more of us here today than there were of them, and we have vastly greater 

resources at our disposal than they did, both individually and as a church.  But still, if I were to 

tell you that your job after I leave is to go spread the word throughout Philadelphia, you could 

come up with all kinds of reason why that’s not doable, why you can’t.  Maybe we could do a 

little something in this neighborhood, but not the whole city, to say nothing of going beyond the 

city or even across the river to New Jersey, which would clearly be way beyond our ability to do.  

As far as the ends of the earth goes, why, that’s simply laughable.  Frankly, I don’t doubt but that 

some of the disciples there with Jesus that day felt the same way.  That the man must have lost 

his mind.  The ends of the earth?  Are you kidding me? 

Yet, astonishingly enough, they did it.  Now they didn’t get to the ends of the earth in that 

first generation of believers, but they got a long way, and the question is how?  How did they do 

it?  The obstacles that stood in their way, the problems they faced in doing what they did are 

obvious.  Enormous obstacles.  And their resources, again by our measures, were pitifully few.  

So how did they do it?  And if they did it, why can’t we?  I know what we have that they didn’t.  

That’s obvious.  But what was it they had that we don’t.  Or at least, that we don’t think we have. 

Just how great the challenge facing them really was is apparent when we read 1 Peter, a letter 

written many years later at a time when the church had spread well beyond Palestine and even 

to Rome itself, where Peter seems to have been when he wrote this letter.  The talk here, though, 

is not of the great commission, not of their going to the ends of the earth, but simply of survival, 

for the Christians to whom Peter writes are having a very tough time of it, persecuted for their 

faith both by the Roman government and even by their own neighbors, persecuted not so much 
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for their faith, as simply for the oldest crime of all, the crime of being different.  About the best 

Peter can do in the way of encouragement is to assure them that they’re not alone in their 

suffering, that their brothers and sisters everywhere are suffering, too.  In the face of that 

suffering, no doubt there were plenty of those at the time who said, “See, I told you so.  Told you 

this was never going to work.”  In fact, at that point, it may have difficult to find anyone who still 

thought it would work, so obvious were the obstacles that stood in their way and so few their 

resources. 

Yet, astonishingly enough, they survived, and eventually thrived, and the question is how?  

How did they do it?  How did a tiny minority of believers, with barely any resources at their 

disposal, how did they survive against all odds?  How did they do it?  What did they have that 

we don’t?  At least don’t think we do. 

Of course, not all of the struggling communities of believers back then did survive the years 

of struggle.  Some, perhaps even many, succumbed, victims both of persecution and even more I 

suspect the internal tensions that are often exacerbated by suffering.  One of those communities 

that does seem eventually to have succumbed, nonetheless left a testimony of faith, of a faith 

maintained in the face of enormous challenges.  It is a testimony that is in its own way as inspiring 

as any worldly success that community might ever have achieved.  That testimony, of course, is 

what we know as the Gospel of John, together with the three later epistles of that name. 

This morning we heard from John the words of Jesus spoken to his disciples after the last 

supper just before he’s arrested and later put to death.  He knows what’s coming, but they don’t.  

They’re just upset, upset because Jesus said he’s going away and they don’t know where or why.  

Here he prays for them, prays for his followers whom he entrusts now to his father’s care, 

knowing they’ll need it.  They’ll need in the face of the enmity of the world, a world which hates 

them because it’s a world of lies and Jesus has spoken the truth.  You can hear in these words, in 

the concern that Jesus has for his followers, just how great that enmity would be, how difficult 

the road that lay ahead for them, how enormous the obstacles that stood in their way.  Yet it was 

their faithfulness in the face of that struggle, the courage with which they faced the world’s 

enmity, the love they maintained for one another in the midst of that struggle that produced a 

testimony of faith that has inspired more people over the years than all the success stories ever 

told, a faith that lives on in the faith of the church even today.   How did they do it?  What did 

those early Christians have that we don’t? 

Nothing.   For with that same wind at our back, the power of the Holy Spirit at work among 

us, and the resources that God has given us, there is nothing that we can’t do.  Nothing. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


