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“The Continuing Presence of Jesus"
1 John 5:9-13 & John 17:6-19
Today is the Seventh Sunday of Easter.  It is the last Sunday of this year’s Easter season.  If our celebration of this season is to have any lasting value it will come through our giving heed to the prayer Jesus prayed for the disciples who first followed him.

Our reading from The Gospel According to John is presented in the form of a pastoral prayer.  But it is really an attempt by Jesus to share with the disciples his concern for them.  The prayer that Jesus offers in The Gospel According to John is essentially a sermon (John 11:42; 12:30).  

It becomes clear that Jesus is returning to God (John 17:11-13).  He is aware of his impending death and of his eventual ascension into heaven.  He is leaving behind disciples who are confused and afraid.  What are they to do?  What will become of them?

A case can be made that the prayer contains three distinct sections.  First, Jesus asks to return to God (John 17:1-5).  Second, Jesus intercedes for his disciples (John 17:6-19).  Third, Jesus intercedes for the readers of the gospel in the verses that follow our reading who are believers at least once removed (John 17:20-26).

It may not seem all that important for us to listen to Jesus pray for the first disciples.  But by the time The Gospel According to John was written all of the disciples probably had died.
The fact is Jesus’ prayer for the disciples who were with him is on behalf of those of succeeding generations including ourselves today.   Can we trust the tradition that we have received of the revelation and truth of Jesus?  

Our reading tells us, “Yes!”  The apostles were given by God to Jesus (v. 6); Jesus gave them the word of God (vv. 6-8); they received that word, believed it, and kept it (vv. 6-8); they had not been corrupted by the world, for they were not of the world, which, in fact, hated them (vv.9-16).

Just as Jesus had set himself apart in dedication to God, so were the apostles set apart for the truth (vv. 17-19); and the apostles had as their sole purpose the continuation of the mission that Jesus had from God (v. 18) and that mission was to be his presence in the world.  Today, we are heirs to the legacy of the early disciples and generations of others who have gone before us – from God, to Christ, to the apostles, to us here who are a part of the church or the Body of Christ today.
As we gather each Sunday to worship God we come to sing, pray, and witness with others with whom we share a common faith.  Yet we know if the church is to take its mission seriously, if we are to take our mission seriously, we must step out into a world that is often hostile.  
Over the last couple of days I’ve been in conversations with several of you who had the opportunity to see Oprah Winfrey’s interview of Elie Wiesel at Auschwitz.  Auschwitz was the Nazi death camp where over one million Jews – women, children, and men - were exterminated during World War II.  
Wiesel was imprisoned at Auschwitz.   He survived.  In the years that followed he wrote at least forty books on the holocaust and received the Nobel Prize.

By the end of the war more than six million were exterminated including not only those who were Jews but those who were also Jehovah’s Witnesses, gypsies, homosexuals, and handicapped.  There are some today who argue that the holocaust did not occur and that the death camps never existed.   Their views have appeared in the news whether in print or on television and radio.
All I can say is if such persons exist than they are idiots.  There’s not much to be said of such folks.  And if I sound more angry than compassionate it is because I am angry.

Winfrey’s interview of Wiesel was a powerful reminder of a horrific time.  The interview was powerful not because it was filled with the bravado of loud voices but because they spoke in hushed voices, at times almost in whispers.  The interview was powerful not because it was filled with any understanding of why such evil was able to flourish but because it was filled with the recognition that evil exists. 
There is no understanding.  There is no meaning.  There is no purpose to the brutality at Auschwitz or in the killing fields of Kampuchea or the streets of Bosnia or the countryside of Rwanda and Burundi or the villages of Darfur.  Any talk of political or religious ideologies fall empty and flat to the ground in the face of any and all wars when we hear the voices of Rachel’s children weeping in every land.

Wiesel remarked in his interview with Winfrey that God cried two tears for every person that died.  “Can we imagine,” he asked “what that was like for God?”


I believe Jesus saw the world in which we live “as a curious mix of brutal hate mingled with surprising tenderness.” (Living the Good News, Church Publishing Incorporated, Denver, Colorado, 2005, page 78)  He saw the death and despair but he also saw birth and joy.  He saw the beauty of human compassion juxtaposed with the ugliness of human selfishness.
Let it be said again that if we are to take our mission seriously then we must step out into a world that is often hostile.  We do so aware that that same world is the object of God’s gracious love.  In his prayer to God, Jesus said:  “I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one.” (John 17:15).
Let it also be said that evil lurks within and outside any community.  Let it be said that the evil we see in others may well be within ourselves.
Jesus does not say that evil won’t happen or that it doesn’t exist.  But he does provide us with the promise of his continuing presence through the power of the Spirit.  
Next Sunday will be Pentecost Sunday.  It will be a time for us to remember and to celebrate the gift of that Spirit that gave birth to the church centuries ago.  If the Spirit abides in us and if we abide in the Spirit then we become Jesus’ living presence in our own day and time.
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