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In the Name of God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

There are those times when we are given the experience of a final conversation 
with someone we love, someone who knew that he or she would not be with us 
much longer.  Such an experience can be an incredible blessing.  We don’t always 
have that opportunity, but when it does happen, it is a true gift. It is sacred time 
and it is something we will remember for the rest of our life. I remember well the 
morning of July 29, 1997 as Jeannie and I sat by the bedside of my mother who 
was in her final days of her earthly journey.  She had waged a valiant battle 
against cancer and she knew she would be leaving this earthly sphere very soon. 
We had experienced the loss of our son, Jamie , earlier that year. On this morning 
my mother took my hand in hers and spoke to me in words of comfort and 
encouragement that I will never, ever forget. She got right to the point, which was 
not unusual for my mother. But she was particularly direct at this moment.  She 
said to us both, “I’m not afraid to die, and you shouldn’t be either.” Then she said,  
“ I’m going to look for Jamie, and I will find him!”  Now my mother was not always 
right, but she was never, ever, in doubt.  I somehow believe she was right on the 
matter of her finding Jamie,  and that one day we will see Jamie too as we will 
experience  the communion of the saints. Then, she looked at Jeannie and said 
with a twinkle in her eye as she pointed over to me, “Watch over that rascal, he’s  
a handful as you know.”  The next day, she died peacefully, but only after she had 
imparted those words of hope and encouragement to me and to Jeannie.   To this 
day, that time at her bedside and her words to us have given me the strength to 
go on. Such sacred time these experiences are when those we love share holy 
time with us before they depart this world. 

On this Fifth Sunday of Easter, the church invites us to recall a final conversation 
Jesus had with the disciples  just hours  before his crucifixion.  Judas had left them 



and had gone out.  The hour had now come.  There was no turning back.  The 
betrayal had been set in motion and could not be stopped. As Judas had left them 
and had gone out, Jesus knew what this meant.  He also knew that the disciples 
were not going to understand the implications of what had just happened and 
what was about to happen.  This would be Jesus’ last opportunity to say what he 
wanted to say to them. At this moment, Jesus would speak to them with an 
intimacy that would convey the poignancy of this final moment in his life as he 
knew that he would not be with them much longer.  “Little children,” he said 
these grown men, “listen to me now. I am getting ready to go to a place where 
you cannot come, so it’s important for us to have this time together now.” 

Jesus spoke to them with an urgency, getting right to the point. Laying  aside his 
usual way of speaking in parables, he simply gave them a simple order, “I give you 
a new commandment, that you love one another.” D. A. Carson, a modern New 
Testament scholar in his book, The Gospel according to John, observes, “This new 
commandment is simple enough for a toddler to memorize and appreciate, and it 
is profound enough that the most mature believers are repeatedly  embarrassed 
at how poorly they comprehend it and put it to practice.” 

By loving one another, Jesus says, everyone will know that you are my disciples. 
Jesus didn’t talk about the importance of the Bible, important as it would come to 
be when it would be written.  He did not mention the Nicene Creed which would 
be drafted 350 years later by a group of combative theologians.  As the Bible and 
the creeds would become very important over the generations that would follow, 
the one thing most important to Jesus would somehow often get lost as Christians 
would come to argue over power and issues of orthodoxy.   

What Jesus was saying, what he wanted them, and what he wants us as well, to 
know, was that although people would come to fight wars over who held the 
correct beliefs, that was not, and is not his primary concern.  He simply said, “I 
give you a new commandment, that you love one another.”  The commandment 
is not about what you believe.  It is about how you and I live. 

Gary Jones, a colleague of mine, cites the writings of Karen Armstrong in her 
autobiographical work, The Spiral Staircase. She writes that she has come to note 
that in most religious traditions, faith is not about belief but about practice.  
“Religion,” she writes, “is not about having to believe or accept certain difficult 
propositions; instead, it is about the things that change you.” She came to 
understand, for example, that people of the Muslim faith are not expected to 



accept a complex creed.  Instead, they are required to perform certain ritual 
actions that lead them to cultivating  the kind of generous spirit that makes them 
want to give to those in need graciously as God does.  Karen Armstrong goes on 
to say that these rituals are not a belief system but a process.  The religious life 
empowers people to act in ways that are supposed to change them forever. 

Our Christian religion has its own share of ancient practices and rituals, Holy 
Communion being one of them, and one that is central to our lives.  These rituals 
are intended to shape our lives. Although Christians today,  as in previous 
generations, can get wrapped around the axle over who is orthodox and who is 
revisionist, perhaps the most important concern might have to do with how we 
most effectively demonstrate the love of Christ in our lives.  After all, we must 
remember that Jesus did not say, “They will know you are my disciples if you 
believe the right things.” He said, “…everyone will know that you are my disciples 
if you love one another.”  

I commend to you Bishop Shannon Johnston’s letter in the Spring edition of The 
Virginia Episcopalian in which he maintains that it’s all about Jesus which is a 
radical point of view. “I think it’s a very radical point of view,” he writes, because 
it seems that so many people, so many structures and institutions that carry 
something of ‘Jesus’ in their name and logo, actually want to be something else, 
and they work very hard to do just that.  Power and control are usually around 
somewhere… preserving the status quo (which, he says is very much an anti-Jesus 
premise) is never far removed from many choices that must be decided.  Fear—
fear of risk and fear of the unknown—is deeply imbedded in our heart of hearts.” 
Bishop Shannon goes on and asks an important question: “…do we, as the Church, 
have the courage to face those things for what they really are?  If we do, then we 
will conclude that whatever we do in our congregations, what we are together as 
a diocese, must meet a single test: Does this serve Jesus’ vision of humankind and 
society that we know as ‘the Gospel’?” 

Our call as Christians is to share the experience that God is very much active and 
present in people from all walks of life and tradition, and if we can help people 
become open to that reality, then we have accomplished something very 
important. In our life together, our aim is simply to assist one another and others 
in drawing  people into a deeper experience of God who is already with them, and 
into a deeper awareness of God’s love for them, God’s forgiveness, hope, and 
essential presence. 



In recent months, your vestry and now more and more, others have been 
embracing and sharing a vision here at Epiphany.  It  is a vision to find and 
implement new ways to make God’s love real as you reach out to your neighbors 
in ways that you have not done before.  Many among you are putting  fear of the 
unknown, fear of change, aside.  There is a growing sense that preserving all 
things as they have always been here at Epiphany  must now give way to 
expanding your horizons as a gathering of Christians here in this place  and 
perhaps to do  so in ways you may not have thought of before. That is not only 
bringing transformation in the hearts of this congregation, but it will eventually, 
and in God’s time, reveal to others that you are known as Jesus’ disciples as you 
seek to make God’s love for one another and for your neighbors a reality.  

By God’s grace, soon you will enter a new chapter of your life as a congregation.  
God willing, a new rector will be here before too many more days have passed, 
yet a new rector, despite all the gifts that rector might bring, cannot alone 
transform this congregation, for it will be a mutual ministry into which all of you 
will be called.  It will be the guidance of the Holy Spirit that will transform this 
congregation.  It will require having minds that are open to the urging of the Holy 
Spirit.  Jesus’ commandment, that you love one another as He has loved you is 
really all that is going to matter.  It is by that love for one another that everyone 
will know that you are his disciples. 

The words of the hymn we just sang were written by Walter Russell Bowie in 
1910.  They are still relevant to us today: 

“Give us, O God, the strength to build 

The city that hath stood 

Too long a dream, whose laws are love, 

Whose ways are brotherhood, 

And where the sun that shineth is 

 God’s grace for human good. 

 

Already in the mind of God 

That city riseth fair: 



Lo, how it’s splendor challenges 

The souls that greatly dare— 

Yea, bids us seize the whole of life 

And build its glory there.” 

Walter Russell Bowie 

 


