The Fifth Sunday of Easter
May 22, 2011
Text:  John 14:1-14
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

How would you say “good-by” to your loved ones if you were going away for a long time?  Isn’t there that instinct within each of us, to leave a part of ourselves with those whom we love?
Years ago I remember visiting with a man who was dying of a brain tumor.  At that time he already had a couple of grandchildren and he figured that there would probably be more grandchildren that he would never get to meet.

Bob wanted to leave a part of himself with his grandchildren….so he did some writing:  about his life, about his hopes and dreams for his grandkids.  It was his way of saying “good-by” and leaving his family with a part of himself.

On another occasion I was with an elderly man when he was dying.  He was able to be at home….they had set up a hospital bed right there in the living room.  Orrin knew he was dying so he summoned his family – children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren – gathered them around his deathbed in his living room, and….I don’t know how else to describe it, but to say that he blessed them.  Kind of like Jacob in the Old Testament, Orrin died, leaving his family with a blessing.

How would you say “good-by” if you knew you were dying?  That is the context for our Gospel today.  This 14th chapter of John’s Gospel is Jesus’ Farewell Discourse….his good-by words to his disciples.  These are Jesus’ words spoken on the night before he died.  It is the evening that we celebrate on Holy Thursday of Holy Week.  Do you remember everything that happened on that night?

Of course, there was the meal, the meal of bread and wine, which we in the Church still celebrate as Holy Communion.  There was also the foot-washing…remember Jesus getting down on his hands and knees to wash his disciples feet?  It was an example of Jesus’ servant love, along with the new commandment that “you also should love one another, just as I have loved you.”  And then the heavy words, the words pointing to Jesus’ betrayal and death.
Don’t you imagine that all that talk about death raised the anxiety level of the disciples?  They were filled with all sorts of questions.

It’s like when Mommy and Daddy are getting ready to go out for the evening, the children’s questions are always the same:  

· Where are you going?  

· When will you come back?  

· Who is going to stay with us?

Well, those are the kinds of questions the disciples have.  They aren’t really asking about what’s going to happen to him.  They are more concerned with:  what’s going to happen to us?

So how does Jesus say “good-by” in a way that reassures his disciples?  Well, notice his very first words:  Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Jesus recognizes that heavy sadness that hangs over the evening, and yet at the same time he gives an indication that his “good-by” words will be reassuring words, comforting words – they will be Gospel words – words of good news.

He begins by talking about a place and a journey.  In my father’s house are many dwelling places, and I am going on ahead of you to prepare a place for you.  But then, when Jesus is pressed by Thomas to give some details about this place and journey, then we discover that the more important good news is about a relationship:  I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life, Jesus says.

That is the core of Jesus’ “good-by”.  Yes, I am going back to the Father, but one day you can come, too, because I am the Way to the Father.  What does that mean?

Well, suppose you are driving in a strange town and you ask for directions, and you are told:  Just go down the street a couple of blocks until you come to the Johnson house; turn right there and go a few more blocks to where the water tower used to be; take a left there…  Well, you already know you’re gonna get lost!

But suppose the person you ask says:  Come, follow me.  I will take you there.  Then that person becomes the way; and it is guaranteed that you will arrive at your destination.

Jesus must leave in order to be that Way for us.  He must die, must be raised, and then must return to the Father….all so that he can be present to us in a new way, in a relationship of love.

If Jesus’ presence was not going to be limited to just a physical presence of time and space – that is, just to 12 disciples, only back in that first century – then this is the way it had to be!  Jesus had to leave, to enter into eternity, into an existence that is defined by love, rather than by physical presence.  He had to go away in order to be more fully present with all of us, his whole church, throughout the centuries, throughout all time.
T.S. Eliot, the Christian poet, once wrote the lines:

Love is more nearly itself,

When here and now cease to matter.

That is, love only becomes complete and universal when it is not dependent on time and place.

There is a moving story in one of Chaim Potok’s novels, a story about a little 4-year-old girl named Devorah.  She lived with her parents, Hasidic Jews, in Nazi-occupied Paris, in the days when the Nazis were rounding up all the Jews.

One day four-year-old Devorah came home and noticed cars and trucks parked up and down the street.  It didn’t mean anything to her; she was four years old, after all.  She went inside; the door to her apartment was open, and from the corridor she saw two men in uniform and a couple of men in everyday clothes, and she saw her parents in the living room stuffing things into suitcases.  

She was about to call out, “Mama!” when her mother spotted her in the doorway and shouted in a voice that jolted her like an electric charge, “What are you doing here?  What do you want?  There is nothing for you to see here!  This is not a circus or a zoo!  Go home to your parents!”  The voice was a wall of energy; it had a force of will that bent her response to it.  Her mother stared at her with raging features; her father had his back to her and did not turn.  The men looked at her and at each other.  She whirled and fled.
[From The Gift of Asher Lev, p. 216]

She ran to her uncle’s apartment where she was scooped up by them just as they were fleeing their apartment.  Devorah, along with her uncle’s family, escaped hidden away by a Gentile for the remainder of the war.  Her mother and father were taken away to a concentration camp where they died.

The mother’s farewell words to her four-year-old daughter must have sounded harsh and angry, and most probably were initially misunderstood by the four-year-old.  Yet in reality there could be no stronger words of love.  Her mother’s words, shouting at her to go, showed her the way to safety.  Her mother’s words gave her life.

Devorah never forgot those farewell words of her mother’s.  They were an always present sign to her of her parent’s love….a love that went beyond the here and now…a love that transcended time and space.

To be sure, like Thomas the disciple, we crave physical contact….the here and now….to assure us of the reality of Jesus’ love.  But love only becomes complete when it is not dependent on time and place.  T.S. Eliot again:

Love is most nearly itself

When here and now cease to matter.

It was necessary for Jesus to leave in order to be more fully present with us.  And, if we keep in mind that farewell scene on the night before he died, we will remember that he also left us two permanent signs of his love:  

· the meal of bread and wine, the Eucharist, in which Jesus is truly present to us; 

· and his example of servant love, of stooping down to serve others.  Thus we know that when we serve our neighbor in need, we serve the Christ himself.
Those two gifts, plus our trust that Jesus is the Way for us….what more do we need?....what more could we possibly need?
