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14 8 Philip said to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied.” 9 Jesus 
said to him, “Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me, Philip? He who 
has seen me has seen the Father; how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? 10 Do you not 
believe that I am in the Father and the Father in me? The words that I say to you I do not 
speak on my own authority; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. 11 Believe 
me that I am in the Father and the Father in me; or else believe me for the sake of the 
works themselves. 
12 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in me will also do the works that I do; and 
greater works than these will he do, because I go to the Father. 13 Whatever you ask in 
my name, I will do it, that the Father may be glorified in the Son; 14 if you ask anything 
in my name, I will do it. 
15 “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16 And I will pray the Father, and 
he will give you another Counselor, to be with you for ever, 17 even the Spirit of truth, 
whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him; you know 
him, for he dwells with you, and will be in you. 
18 “I will not leave you desolate; I will come to you. 19 Yet a little while, and the world 
will see me no more, but you will see me; because I live, you will live also. 20 In that day 
you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21 He who has my 
commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me; and he who loves me will be 
loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him.” 22 Judas (not 
Iscariot) said to him, “Lord, how is it that you will manifest yourself to us, and not to the 
world?” 23 Jesus answered him, “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my 
Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. 24 He who 
does not love me does not keep my words; and the word which you hear is not mine but 
the Father’s who sent me. 
25 “These things I have spoken to you, while I am still with you. 26 But the Counselor, 
the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and 
bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you. 
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27 “Peace I leave with you; my peace give I to you. Not as the world gives do I give to 
you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. 
 
 Last week, I was visiting my father and sister in Virginia. A number 

of you remember my father. He lived at Presbyterian Manor for five 

months in 2011. He always liked the people of Wichita Falls whenever he 

came to visit, and we had promised him, when he first moved here, that if 

he didn’t like it after three months, we would arrange for him to go back 

home. Everybody here was very kind, but after a stroke, and the death of 

his last brother (whose funeral he could not attend), and 100 straight days 

when the heat hit 100 degrees, and epic homesickness, Dad demanded that 

we keep our word and move him back to our old family home in 

Hampton, Virginia. My sister Linda arranged 18 hours a day of in-home 

care, which ate up his assets pretty quickly. My father is now 96, and his 

Parkinson’s is getting progressively worse, so when I went to Virginia six 

months ago we moved him 300 miles to a nursing home near Linda. On 

that trip, I took a farewell stroll in the old neighborhood, we took Dad to 

one last worship service at his church, and I basically say good-bye to the 

family home we moved into 57 years ago. 

 Well, some of you may know that my sister was dissatisfied with the 

care Dad was getting at the nursing home—she has very high standards of 

care—so she moved him out of there, and turned her living room into 

Dad’s bedroom. A few years ago, Linda and her husband, Steve, brought 

in Steve’s 92 year old mother, Margaret, and Steve’s 68 year old brother, 
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David, who had been confined to a wheelchair ever since contracting polio 

as a child. Dad’s arrival added a great deal more to their load. They are far 

better people than I am, my sister and brother- in-law. A few months ago, 

David passed away, which added deep grief to all the other challenges. His 

mother, Margaret, was understandably desolate. I truly believe that the 

death of a child, of whatever age, is the hardest grief of all. After a 

respectful interval, Dad was moved from the living room into David’s 

bedroom. He felt like an intruder. Sometimes, at the dinner table, Margaret 

will dissolve into tears. 

 Before David’s passing, in order to give everybody a little space, 

Linda had decided that for two weeks out of the month, she and Dad 

would go back and stay at the house in Hampton, with occasional 

caregivers coming in to give her a hand. That’s where I was last week—at 

the old family home in Hampton with my father and sister, the home I’d 

never expected to return to, except maybe to help move the furniture out 

after it sold. But how can you say good-bye to a place when you never 

leave? Whenever Billy Graham returned from one of his long evangelism 

trips, his wife, Ruth, put a special doormat on the front porch. It read, 

“OH, NO. NOT YOU AGAIN!” I thought of that doormat as I walked into 

the house. Hey, old family home, it’s me again. 

*** 

 People who have lost someone whom they love more than their own 

lives know all about desolation; the feeling of looking and not seeing, of 
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listening and not hearing; how a home can suddenly seem far too big for 

the occupants who remain; how the chairs where they sat, or the tables 

where they had eaten with their families, no longer seem like pieces of 

furniture, but like living holes, empty out of all proportion to their size. 

And just when you think you’re over the grief, it lurches back up and 

twists you into pieces. That’s desolation. There’s an old spiritual, most 

memorably sung by Odetta, that goes 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child; 
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child; 
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child; 
A long way from home. 
 
A motherless child; a childless mother. They’re both desolate. In New 

Testament Greek, the words “desolate” and “orphan” are the same word—

ορφανοζ—which means a child left alone in the world. God commanded 

his people to be compassionate to desolate people. The commandment in 

Deuteronomy 14.28-29 requires that an offering be brought into a 

storehouse for widows, orphans, resident aliens and the homeless, so they 

would have sustenance. Food Banks are Biblical. But while we are 

commanded by God to care for those who cannot care for themselves, the 

compassion of strangers can never fully take the place of either a home of 

one’s own, or of people who love us unconditionally. In Robert Frost’s 

poem, The Death of the Hired Man, a husband and wife debate what their 

obligation is to an old farmworker named Silas who has shown up in their 
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barn, sick and lost. The husband thinks the old man is no longer capable of 

earning his keep, and that Silas’ brother should take care him: “Home is 

the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” the 

husband said. The wife, far more compassionate, responds, “I should have 

called it something you somehow haven’t to deserve.” What is the basis 

for providing a home—obligation or grace? 

Today’s scripture takes place during the Last Supper, the night before 

the Crucifixion, when Jesus was trying to tell the Twelve the most 

important things. One of the most important things he said to them was: “I 

will not leave you orphaned.” I am not yet orphaned, not while my father 

lives, but most people my age are. But those who become orphans when 

they are middle-aged and older are a different category from those who 

were orphaned when they were children. A friend of mine in another state 

who had been adopted as a young teenager told me that he had to test the 

people who adopted him. He had already been through several foster 

homes. God bless foster parents, they do blessed work, and I cannot praise 

them enough, but if the situation with a kid becomes untenable, foster 

parents have an off ramp. When my friend was finally adopted, he had to 

be sure his adoptive family really wanted him, that they wouldn’t cast him 

away. After he had repeatedly tested them, and they still would not let him 

go, he realized that he finally had a home, that he really was loved 

unconditionally, that he would not be an orphan again. “I will not leave 

you orphans,” Jesus promised his disciples. “I have gone to prepare a 
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place for you, but while we are apart I will send someone to comfort you.” 

That someone, of course, is the Holy Spirit. 

The 14th chapter of John talks more about the Trinity—God in three 

Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit—than any other chapter in scripture. 

The Father created us, and everything that is; the Son, incarnate as Jesus 

Christ, redeemed us; the Holy Spirit comforts us, and brings us to faith, 

and inspires us to do the work of Jesus Christ as long as we live upon the 

earth. It was the coming of the Holy Spirit to a ragtag, disorganized bunch 

of disciples at Pentecost—disciples who wondered if Jesus had finally 

abandoned them once he ascended to heaven, after having already died on 

them before he was raised from the dead—that gave birth to the Church. 

Whenever, in the midst of our sorrow, we begin to find an inkling of 

spiritual comfort—a strange, mystical sense that we are not alone, what 

Jesus called “the peace that passes understanding”—that is the work of the 

Holy Spirit. Jesus was fully human and fully divine, but while he was here 

upon the earth, he was bound by the constraints of his humanity and could 

not be everywhere at once. But the Holy Spirit can be. 

*** 

As you probably know, the numbers we use are Arabic numerals. 

“Algebra” is actually an Arabic word. Unlike Roman numerals, Arabic 

numerals are concise and rational. When I was a kid, I used to hate math 

because every question only had one right answer (I much preferred 

history, which allowed a variety of interpretations). Because of this 



JOHN 14.8-27  7 

numerical concision, one of the early sources of Muslim disdain for 

Christian doctrine was because of the Christian belief in the Trinity—one 

God in Three Persons. The old joke was, “No wonder Christians are 

confused—they think One is Three and Three is One.” That is actually 

quite a fair point. St. Patrick tried to teach the concept of the Trinity to the 

Irish with the use of shamrocks—three leaf clovers. But the fact is, the 

idea of one God in Three Persons—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—doesn’t 

make numerical sense. Maybe it wasn’t intended to. In Islam, Allah is the 

awe-inspiring One and Only, unfathomable, mysterious, and utterly alone. 

In Christianity, we believe in a God who loves fellowship. Even in the 

opening chapter of Genesis, God the Creator is having a discussion with 

others: “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” 

[Genesis 1.26], and then, when humans are created, God is constantly 

engaging with them as well. Our God—the God of scripture, the God 

whom Jesus Christ called “Father”—is, in being and act, word and deed, a 

God who loves company, including ours. If you love someone, the idea of 

the Trinity make not make numerical sense, but it does make intuitive, 

emotional sense. Contrasting Islam’s strict unitarianism and Christianity’s 

evocative Trinitarianism, G.K. Chesterton wrote, “It is not well for God to 

be alone” [The Romance of Orthodoxy]. 

*** 

It may seem that if God really wanted to comfort us in our losses, God 

would give us amnesia—would make it so that as soon as a loved one 
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died, we would forget all about them, wipe the slate clean, no memory at 

all. But God did not do that. Or, alternatively, if God wouldn’t grant us 

amnesia, maybe God could have made these people not so precious to us, 

so that we could think of them as having only utilitarian value, like money 

passing through our hands. If I lost a $20 bill in the parking lot, I suspect I 

would be temporarily bothered, until I found another one, at which point 

I’d forget all about the one I had lost. But God made our loved ones 

interchangeable. God made them unique. All things considered, it seems 

as if God, being God, did the best thing; made the people whom we love 

infinitely priceless to us; made us mourn them so we would know how 

priceless they are; gave us the Holy Spirit to comfort us in our mourning; 

gave us the hope of seeing them again through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, the Son. To quote G.K. Chesterton again, “The only way to make 

bereavement tolerable is to make it important” [Tommy and the 

Traditions]. 

“In my Father’s house are many dwelling places,” Jesus said. “I go to 

prepare a place for you, that where I am, you may be also.” By home, 

Jesus meant his home, the Father’s home, the home he prepared for us. 

Earth is for remembering. Heaven is for reuniting. We are not orphans. 

God is not alone, and neither are we. I find great comfort in that. 

 “Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid,” Jesus 

said. 

          Amen. 
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