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When I was a much younger person, in my late teens and twenties, I’d say, one of my favorite 

movies was the 1967 classic starring Paul Newman and George Kennedy, “Cool Hand Luke.”  

One particularly memorable scene involved Newman, in the title role, in conflict with “the 

Captain” or warden of the prison farm where he was an inmate.  Having just been recaptured 

after an attempt to escape, Luke is given the punishment of wearing chains at all times.  The 

Captain, played with oily menace by Strother Martin, tells Luke that the clinking of the chains 

will remind him of the Captain’s advice to him, which is “for your own good.”  When Luke 

retorts, “I wish you’d stop being so good to me, Cap'n,” the enraged official beats him with the 

handle of a whip, knocking him down the bank of the road.  Turning to the other prisoners on the 

work gang, he composes himself and utters the immortal line, “What we have here is failure to 

communicate.” 

 

My pals and I quoted the line often, usually when we thought we’d carefully explained 

something to someone who wasn’t understanding us.  And I couldn’t help but think of it this 

week as I reread this pericope from John’s Gospel as Jesus, in the midst of argument with the 

Pharisees who seem to be willfully misunderstanding him, says to them (at least in the NRSV), 

“Why do I speak to you at all?”  Or as my friends would have said in the late 70s, “What we 

have here is failure to communicate.” 

 

This morning, I’d like to spend some time unraveling what Jesus said in that context and 

speculate with you as to whether Jesus was being obscure or whether the Pharisees were being 

obtuse; that is, was he not being clear or were they being willfully unenlightened.  Once we’ve 

got a handle on that, I’d like to think about when we fail to communicate.  Are there times when 

we aren’t clear about what we think we are saying to others?  Are there times when we stop the 

ears of our understanding?  In a time when we are bombarded by communication, how is it that 

we fail to communicate and how can we remedy that? 

 

Our passage this morning is actually a direct continuation of the scene we looked at last week in 

chapter seven, verses 40-52.  There is a strong scholarly consensus that the story of the woman 

caught in adultery which is found at the opening of chapter eight has actually been interpolated 

from somewhere else.  Some scholars place it elsewhere in the Gospel According to John, some 

in the Gospel According to Luke, yet others believe it came from a now-lost book called the 

Gospel According to the Hebrews, saved from complete disappearance only by this story and 

some short quotations by other first and second century writers.  But that’s a topic for another 

day.  It’s important, for reasons I’ll divulge in a moment, for us to see verses twelve through 

thirty of chapter eight as following directly on from 7:52. 

 

The reason that I’m calling this to your attention is because of the setting.  If you go all the way 

back to the beginning of chapter seven, you’ll find it opens with a debate between Jesus and his 

brothers as to whether he should travel to Jerusalem from Galilee in order to take part in the 

pilgrimage festival of Tabernacles.  Although he tells his brothers he does not want to go, 

because the religious leaders were plotting against him, ultimately Jesus does go up to the 

Temple for the festival and the remainder of chapter 7, all of chapters 8 and 9, and the first half 

of chapter 10 contain the account of Jesus’ actions and teachings during that festival. 
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What was the Festival of Tabernacles, you may ask?  It was a harvest festival, held in the fall.  

The Hebrew word for it is Sukkoth, which you may still hear in contemporary Jewish usage.  In 

Exodus 23, it is called “the festival of in-gathering at the end of the year.”  In Leviticus 23, 

however, it is assigned a double purpose – a remembrance of the years of wandering in the 

wilderness and of Israel’s dependence upon God.  It is known in the New Testament as 

Tabernacles because the people are told to spend the week living in huts or tents as a reminder of 

the forty years in the wilderness.  This also has an agricultural meaning as such huts were often 

constructed in the fields at harvest time as convenient shelters during the busy harvest and also as 

“security shacks” so that farmers could guard their crops at night when they were ready to be 

harvested.  In the later Old Testament period, the prophet Zechariah also used the metaphor of 

the harvest to remind Israel that all the nations were destined by God to be gathered by Israel to 

worship God.  That’s a good thing for us Gentile Christians to remember. 

 

There were some very special ceremonies at the Temple each day during the Festival of 

Tabernacles, which would have been as familiar to the participants as the traditions of Christmas 

trees and coloured eggs on Easter are to us.  Jesus makes good use of them in his teachings found 

in John 7 and 8.  One of these ceremonies was a water ritual.  Rev. Dr. Gary Burge, professor of 

New Testament at Wheaton College discusses it in his book, Jesus and the Jewish Festivals.  

“Late autumn,” he writes, “is a period of drought in Israel.  Strong, drenching rains had not been 

seen since spring.  Cisterns were low.  Springs were becoming weak.  The hills were parched.  

The ground could not be renewed without water.  Therefore Tabernacles incorporated a set of 

symbols depicting a prayer for water that would replenish the country agriculturally as well as 

refresh the land spiritually.”  The ceremony included a procession of priests to the spring of 

Gihon, just inside the city, a drawing of water and a procession back to the Temple.  The water 

was then poured, along with wine, onto the altar.  Worshippers would have been reminded that 

God had caused water to gush from the rock in the desert during their wanderings.  This is the 

setting for Jesus’ call to the people recorded in John 7:37-38:  “Let anyone who is thirsty come to 

me, and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s 

heart shall flow rivers of living water.’”  Jesus, in other words, was claiming for himself God’s 

power of bringing forth life-giving water, albeit in a spiritual sense. 

 

The other daily ceremonies involved light.  As the autumn sundown drew near, leading to the 

ever-lengthening nights at that time of year, enormous golden bowls filled with oil were set 

aflame.  In a world where candles, oil lamps, and cooking fires were the only manmade 

illumination, this would have been a spectacular sight.  There was then a procession from the 

Women’s Court, where these huge lamps were, to the eastern gate, where the procession stopped 

and turned around to face west.  The liturgy still exists in the Mishnah: “Our fathers when they 

were in this place turned their faces toward the east, and they worshipped the sun toward the 

east; but as for us, our eyes are turned toward the LORD.”  Can you imagine the stir it must have 

caused when Jesus lifted up his voice and said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me 

will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” 

 

I hope you are hearing how provocative Jesus’ words would have been to the religious leaders of 

his time.  We don’t know if these two pronouncements from him happened on one day of the 

festival or over the course of the week but either way Jesus was certainly making his mark.  And 

there is something else, too, that would have popped out to the Pharisees with whom Jesus was 
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in conflict and also to John’s original audience.  When Jesus says, “I am the light of the world” 

and no fewer than four more times in our passage for this morning, John renders what he says, “I 

am,” in Greek as “ego eimi.”  Now, this was a very peculiar construction in Greek.  It’s 

redundant, as both “ego” and “eimi” are different conjugations of “I am,” and this also makes it 

emphatic – “I am, I am.”  It’s also part of the Greek form of what Yahweh says to Moses in 

Exodus: “I am what I am.”  For centuries, Christians have interpreted Jesus’ “I am” statements as 

statements in which he claimed his divine identity.  I think we can safely assume that every time 

he made one of these pronouncements, the Pharisees would have squirmed.  “I am the light of 

the world… I am one who bears witness to myself… I am from above… I am not of this world… 

you will die in your sins unless you believe that I am…”  Wow. 

 

In his pronouncements at the Festival of Tabernacles, Jesus is blunt and audacious.  “I am…”  

On the one hand, I’m reminded of a memorable passage by the great C.S. Lewis in his book, 

Mere Christianity.  Perhaps you’ve heard it, or something like it: “I am trying here to prevent 

anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: I'm ready to accept Jesus 

as a great moral teacher, but I don't accept his claim to be God. That is the one thing we must not 

say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great 

moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic — on the level with the man who says he is a 

poached egg — or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this 

man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can shut him up for 

a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord 

and God, but let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human 

teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to. ... Now it seems to me obvious that 

He was neither a lunatic nor a fiend: and consequently, however strange or terrifying or unlikely 

it may seem, I have to accept the view that He was and is God.” 

 

On the other hand, we have the response of the Pharisees, who try to squirm out of this trilemma 

with legal niceties and by, frankly, pretending not to understand what he is saying.  Their 

response makes me think of the parents (and I’ve been one of them) who open the door to their 

child’s room and found a disgusting mess and shriek, “What have you done?”  Well, you know 

what they’ve done; you just don’t want to deal with it.  In the same way, the Pharisees don’t 

want to deal with how Jesus has turned their world upside down.  The Messiah has presented 

himself, the Day of the Lord has arrived and they weren’t ready.  They stammer and sputter their 

counter-arguments but, as Lewis wrote many years later, they can either fall to their knees or 

have him executed as a blasphemer.  Good Friday is only 19 days away, y’all. 

 

The problem for the Pharisees, it seems to me, is twofold.  First, as I mentioned last week, they 

are prejudiced.  They have pre-judged Jesus and found him wanting.  Without waiting to hear 

him or to encounter him, they have decided that he is just another trouble-maker, just another 

wandering, begging preacher trying to make a name for himself.  And, besides, he’s from 

Galilee.  Can anything good come out of Nazareth?  Second, they have too much to lose if he 

really is the Messiah.  They won’t be the most righteous kids on the block anymore.  They won’t 

be important in the new Kingdom.  God wouldn’t really upset their applecart, would He?  (And I 

use the male pronoun advisedly here).  The Pharisees have a failure to communicate not because 

Jesus is not clear but because they do not want to hear.  They close their ears because their 

position is more important to them than the truth. 
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It’s always important for us to remember that the Pharisees were the good, religious people of 

their day.  Any time we get too set in our ways, spiritually, we run the risk of traveling down the 

path of the Pharisees.  Any time we forget that humility goes along with justice and mercy, it’s 

very easy to fall into those same sins.  So, what about us?  How do we fail to communicate and 

how can we avoid it? 

 

Let’s first take the bad example of the Pharisees in this passage and consider how to avoid it.  

Their mistake was that they weren’t really listening.  Last week, I mentioned my 8
th

 grade speech 

class and learning about ad hominem arguments.  I also learned in that class that half of 

communication is always listening.  It doesn’t matter how eloquent or learned or charismatic or 

prepared the speaker is if the audience isn’t listening.  With the bad example of the Pharisees in 

mind, here are some ideas to help us be good listeners. 

 

We must listen with open minds.  The Pharisees minds were closed as I’ve already mentioned.  

They weren’t going to listen to Jesus, not really.  They’d already decided to refuse his message.  

To avoid the sin of the Pharisees, we must be ready to listen to what people have to say to us.  

We must set aside our preconceived expectations and really listen.  We can’t say to ourselves, 

“Oh, this person is the wrong age or the wrong gender or the wrong religion to have anything to 

say to me.  They belong to the wrong political party, they’re from the wrong part of the world, 

they don’t have the right credentials, so I don’t have to listen to them.”  No, we must be ready 

and willing to listen to anyone who wishes to tell us something.  In meetings of our Evergreen 

Association, we use the “Respect Communication Guidelines,” developed by Rev. Eric Law and 

the Kaleidoscope Institute.  We’ve used them here, too.  One of those guidelines is “Examine 

your own assumptions and perceptions.”  The Pharisees failed to do that. 

 

We must listen with the true intent of understanding.  Again, this is quite unlike what the 

Pharisees do in today’s passage.  They asked Jesus questions but they didn’t really care about the 

answers.  They’d already made up their minds.  We can’t do that to each other or to others we 

encounter.  If someone is trying to tell us something, they deserve our attention and our 

intention.  Another old communication tip is “Don’t listen to prepare to speak; listen to 

understand.”  We’ve all done it, haven’t we – listened half-heartedly to someone until they pause 

for breath and we can air our own understanding of the situation?  To have true communication 

we must engage in listening every bit as much as we engage in talking. 

 

We must listen with love and perhaps the one of those old Latin words for love would be helpful 

here – we must listen with charity.  We must respond to the speaker as if they are our dear friend, 

even if they are not.  We must be willing to give of ourselves, open ourselves up, to the speaker.  

Again, there’s a good way to say this found in the “Respect Communication Guidelines:” “Use 

Empathetic Listening.”  If we have empathy with the person trying to communicate with us, if 

we put ourselves in their shoes, then we are loving our neighbor as we love ourselves.  If we 

listen and respond with empathy, if we listen and respond out of a true desire to understand, if we 

listen and respond with openness, we can avoid “failure to communicate.” 

 

We must also remember to bring these ideas to bear when we speak.  I can think of a couple of 

examples of bad communications habits that good Christian people fall into.  Believe it or not, 
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I’ve even seen them in action around Good Shepherd Baptist Church.  Sometimes, in an effort to 

be “nice,” we’re not honest in our communication with people.  It’s not that we mean to be 

dishonest, you understand, we just don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings.  And so, we 

prevaricate, we omit, we don’t tell the whole truth, we tell little white lies.  But when we don’t 

tell each other the whole truth, then the problem that is between us can never be solved.  Of 

course, when we tell each other the truth, we have to do so lovingly because issues can be hard 

and hurtful.  But if we don’t tell the truth, we will have failed to communicate. 

 

Sometimes, when we fail in that way to communicate with each other, we create another failure 

of communication.  Because the issue we’ve failed to deal with is still an issue for us, we start to 

tell other people about the issue.  Again, we don’t mean to sin against our brother or sister, we’re 

just trying to get perspective on our problem, right?  Of course, the less polite term for this 

failure of communication is gossip and we all know that’s wrong, don’t we?  So often these sins 

spring from our desire to be nice but once again, what we have here is failure to communicate.  

As the “Respect Communication Guidelines” say, “Share constructively to uphold the well-being 

of the community.”  We must continue to learn to speak and listen with love. 

 

We often think of Lent as a dark season and we often commemorate it by the extinguishing of 

candles.  But there is hope and light in this “dark” season.  Our days are getting longer and even 

better, we have celebrated this morning that Jesus is the true light of the world.  We have 

remembered that our road can be hard but also that our wayfaring will take us to our true home, 

where we are free from all our trials.  We remember that Jesus said, in that punning way he had, 

that if he was lifted up, as he was lifted up on the cross and as he is still lifted up in our hearts, 

that he would bring us joy.  In the grace of God through Christ Jesus, even our failures to 

communicate are redeemed and now, as we follow the One who is the Light of the World and as 

we love God and our neighbors, we will learn that awesome mystery – who we are and who we 

are meant to be and what it is that we have to bring to the world as we follow him.  For the Light 

of the World and the one who quenches every thirst, thanks be to God. 


