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Sometimes, in the face of great mystery, a preacher feels the inadequacy of words.  Sometimes, 

when I read a passage such as this one, I wonder if we all wouldn’t be better served if I simply 

resumed my seat and gave us all a period of silence in which to contemplate what we’ve heard.  

If we were Quakers or if this was a worship service in the Taizé style, that’s exactly what I’d do.  

But in our tradition, I am called to offer my words to God and to you with fervent prayer that the 

words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart would both be acceptable in the sight of God 

and edifying in your ears.  So, here we go… 

 

The first mystery to be dealt with is why we should be reading this particular passage on this 

particular day.  Like others of my Baptist peers who’ve adopted the discipline of the Lectionary 

after having grown up with the free-for-all of various sermon schemes of preaching through a 

given book of the Bible or thematic sermon series or the inevitable personal Top 40, I didn’t 

have a good answer for this question.  After all, it’s Eastertide, the last week of Easter 

observances before Pentecost, in fact, so shouldn’t we be focusing on another story of the time 

after Jesus’ resurrection?  Actually, we have that option in the Lectionary today – it’s Ascension 

Sunday as well, so I could have preached from that story as I often have in the past.  But I’ve not 

preached from this passage in John and new horizons always intrigue me.  My Lectionary buddy, 

Fr. John Forman, provided me with the historical reason for the presence of this and some other 

pre-Crucifixion passages in the Eastertide readings.  He reminded me that the readings from 

Advent through Epiphany and Lent were originally designed to guide those who would be 

seeking baptism on Easter morning through the basics of the faith.  The post-Easter readings, he 

said, tapping into the centuries of tradition still taught by Catholics and many Anglicans, were 

meant to introduce the mysteries, the more mystical concepts in the teachings of Jesus and his 

disciples.  Or, as Fr. John likes to say with a grin and a gleam in his eye, “Ok, kids, here’s where 

it gets weird!” 

 

And, indeed, had I preached strictly from the Gospels in the Lectionary this Easter season, we 

would have heard and considered some weird stories.  From the ability of Jesus to pass through 

locked doors and his invitation to Thomas to examine his wounds to the mystery of the 

revelation of Jesus in the breaking of bread at Emmaus to his assumption of the title of “Good 

Shepherd” so long reserved for God Godself, the mystery of his and our ultimate destination, and 

the coming of the Advocate, none of these are stories or concepts that are explicable in our 

everyday, humdrum, materialistic ideas of propositional truth or what is “real” in our world.  

Instead, they stretch us into thinking about that which we cannot explain and yet that of which 

we are convinced and in which we put our trust.  The Gospel stories reserved for the season of 

Easter in the Lectionary are those which defy our human categories and understanding.  These 

are stories of faith. 

 

Perhaps the best way to get at what I’m trying to communicate is to look at the setting of our 

story.  The Fourth Gospel treats the story of the Last Supper in a way quite different from the 

three Synoptic Gospels.  In the hands of John, the relatively brief tale of a Passover Seder marred 

by the departure of one apostle and the confusion of the others and transformed by Jesus into 

what some of our sisters and brothers in Christ call a sacrament and we refer to as an ordinance, 

that simple story becomes a four chapter discourse by Jesus on the meaning of his work and a 

further entire chapter taken up by his prayer for his disciples.  It is just the opening of that prayer 

that I read to you a few moments ago.  In the many things we do in the name of Jesus, caring for 
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each other and our neighbors, praising God in song, coming together to learn and to encourage 

each other, prayer is perhaps the most odd and mysterious.  When we pray, in the eyes of those 

who do not believe, we are simply having some conversation with our imaginary friend.  

Imagine, if you will, a visitor from outer space who had no knowledge or tradition of prayer, 

arriving in our building as I pray following our sharing of joys and concerns.  That alien would 

likely think that I was insane and that you all were allowing my ravings out of concern for me or 

at least courtesy.  Directing our most fervent petitions and praises to an unseen entity whom we 

assume is listening to us while at the same time fielding similar utterances from an unknown 

number of other worshippers is at best highly illogical. 

 

Even for those of us who believe deeply in the importance of prayer, it can be a daunting push 

into the face of mystery.  Sometimes, I feel tongue-tied when I pray, stammering out poorly 

conceived praise and petition to the Almighty.  Sometimes, I feel lifted up by the Spirit into the 

presence of the Source of Love and Life, where my thoughts are allowed to take flight, to flower 

into beauty.  Many commentators point to the ease of Jesus’ communication with the Father in 

this prayer.  Since I didn’t have my Lectionary group meeting this week, I asked the gathering at 

Soup, Salad, and Soul to help me with their reflections on these verses.  Sandy noted that this 

sounded a little bit like a performance review, with Jesus delivering a report to the Father on his 

assigned activities.  We all liked that and it reminded me of our family tradition of reporting in at 

dinnertime on our experiences of the day.  Sometimes, when we’re tired or in a hurry, it can be 

pretty perfunctory.  Sometimes our prayer is like that, too.  But when we have time and are really 

in good communication with each other, that family check-in time becomes a time for reflection 

on our hopes and fears and desires and dreams – a time to share what is deepest in our hearts.  I 

think that is the level on which Jesus is having this “check-in” with God.  The love for God and 

the love for his disciples simply flow out of him and, as rendered by John, the language even in 

translation is rich and rhythmic and poetic.  One of the pastors under whom Connie and I were 

nurtured, Rev. Dr. William Johnson, Minister of Education at Crescent Hill Baptist Church, was 

able to weekly model this type of prayer in intercession on Sunday mornings and I’ve always 

hoped that I could be at least half as effective as Bill in modeling that sort of prayer for you, too.  

It is tapping into the mystery and I am so grateful when I feel that I have succeeded, at least in 

part. 

 

Another of the mysteries touched on in this passage is that of glory.  On the one hand, knowing 

the end of the story, we can easily conclude that what Jesus has in mind is the glory of his 

coming resurrection and ascension.  Both of these events seem to be clear displays of the glory of 

God in and through the life of the humble Nazarene carpenter.  It’s more challenging for us to 

see the glory of God in the events immediately following this prayer – Jesus betrayed, 

abandoned, arrested, tortured, killed.  The further I move from an understanding of the passion as 

the vicarious sacrifice of Jesus to an angry and vengeful God, the harder it is for me to see how 

that innocent victim shows forth the glory of God.  But what if we see in that horrible episode 

not the requirement of the Law but rather the willingness of love?  If we see in the crucifixion 

Jesus’ willingness to embody his teaching that the greatest love we can show is to give our lives 

for others, then our Loving Creator is glorified as Jesus is glorified.  If, as Jürgen Moltmann and 

(indirectly) Elie Wiesel and others who experienced the horrors of the Holocaust have suggested, 

we turn our eyes upon Jesus in his act of ultimate faithfulness and see before us the Loving God 

who is with the victim, with the tortured, with the dying, who, indeed, is God being crucified 
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Godself, then that is a new and deep picture of glory.  The glory of triumph and victory is 

understandable to us.  The glory of defeat and desolation endured for the sake of the beloved, for 

our sake, is mysterious to us.  And yet, we know it to be true.  We remember the earlier words of 

John’s Gospel: “God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes 

in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

 

In this prayer, Jesus thanks the Father for granting him authority to give eternal life to all that 

God has put in his hand.  That eternal life is yet another part of the mystery.  If we take the 

translation at its face value and consider what life that never ends may look like, then thanks to 

those who’ve reported on near-death experiences, we have a glimpse of what may await us all.  

But although I think that anticipation of a never-ending life in the grace and glory of God is 

appropriate for those who trust and walk in the Jesus Way, I think it’s also appropriate to 

consider an alternative translation here.  The Greek that John repeatedly uses can also be 

translated as “the Life of the Age to Come.”  The “age to come” is John’s substitute for the 

Synoptics’ “Kingdom of God.”  What if we think of Jesus’ statement here as an assertion that 

living now as if we were in the Age to Come is all about knowing God, being in relationship 

with God.  In our Baptist tradition, we often talk about being in relationship with God or with 

Jesus.  How does that relationship affect the way in which we live?  Can it be that we are to live 

each day as if now was the Age to Come, as if we were constantly in the presence of God?  How 

would the world be different if all who call on the name of Jesus were to do so?  Our default 

mode would be kindness and truthfulness and forgiveness, wouldn’t it?  Such a world seems like 

a mysterious, far off place but it needn’t be. 

 

Jesus also thanks God for those that God has given him.  “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…  All mine are yours, and yours are mine… Holy Father, protect them in 

your name that you have given me…”  We also talked on Wednesday night about the mystery of 

belonging to Jesus although he is not here with us physically.  He has left us in the care of the 

Holy Spirit.  In some ways, we decided, it’s much like raising children and then releasing them 

into the world to make their own way, praying that God would guide and care for them.  Our 

friend Lannon pointed me to a poem she loves, a section of “The Prophet,” by Khalil Gibran.  

Listen for the parallels between parenthood and the experience of discipleship under our Risen 

Lord:  

 

Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself. 

They come through you but not from you, 

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you. 

 

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,  

For they have their own thoughts. 

You may house their bodies but not their souls, 

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow,  

which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams. 

You may strive to be like them,  

but seek not to make them like you. 
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For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday. 

 

You are the bows from which your children 

as living arrows are sent forth. 

The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,  

and He bends you with His might  

that His arrows may go swift and far. 

Let your bending in the archer's hand be for gladness; 

For even as He loves the arrow that flies,  

so He loves also the bow that is stable. 

 

We are one with Christ, even in his absence.  As we are one with Christ, we are one with the 

Loving One who sent the Christ and to whom the Christ returned.  We are one with the 

Comforter, who unites us with Christ and with the One.  And so, we are also one with each other.  

And this unity is also a glimpse of the Age to Come, the life of the age, the eternal and abundant 

life.  It is all too easy, even within this comfortable, friendly, loving family of faith, to fall into 

discussion and even argument about our points of difference and disagreement.  But when we 

can deflect the spirit of division, when we can focus on the love that we have for each other 

which we learn from Jesus and which is enlivened in us by the Holy Spirit, then the Creator of 

All weaves us into a community which models the age to come for our hurting and desperate 

world.  When we give ourselves over in praise and emulation to the One who loves us enough to 

die for us, when we confess and hail the power of Jesus’ name with our hearts as well as with our 

mouths, then we, too, are like the branches of the tree which is one tree, the members of the body 

which is one body, the lightbeams that are one light.  My sisters and my brothers, these are 

among the mysteries of our faith and yet, I tell you, they are not mysteries at all, for Jesus has 

revealed them to us in his life and the Holy Spirit has revealed them in our hearts and in our 

minds.  Jesus has shown us the way and the Spirit has empowered us to live in the way.  Let us 

pledge anew to be one, one with each other, one with our sisters and brothers around the world of 

every race and every gender and every creed, one with the only true God, joining in God’s 

ongoing work of creating the Age to Come when, as in the vision of the prophet Micah, each 

child of God shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, and no one shall 

make them afraid; for the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken.  Amen. 

 


