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Beyond Death Do Us Part 

Dear Diary:  This week I am preaching for the whole district and it’s not even charge conference 
season. 

No, I don’t keep a diary, but if I did, the fact that I am preaching for you today would be 
noteworthy. 

With 80 some congregaDons on the James River District, on most typical Sundays you would 
find me traveling to one of your churches to worship with you. 

Our worship today comes in the midst of a pandemic, which is not a typical Dme.  Our pastors 
have been working harder than ever to find new and creaDve ways to stay connected with you 

and to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

We find ourselves facing many situaDons that we could never have imagined.  We find ourselves 
facing changes, challenges, and opportuniDes. 

And so let’s seek God’s word to direct us… 

Join me now as we open ourselves to really hear these words of Jesus from John 14: 15-21. 

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments.   

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be 
with you forever.   

This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 
neither sees him nor knows him.  You know him, because he abides with 
you, and he will be in you. 

I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.   

In a liFle while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; 
because I live, you also will live.  

On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in 
you.   

They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love 
me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love 
them and reveal myself to them.” 
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What beauDful words of love, of promise, of relaDonship…words that remind us 
why we gather as the church to worship the Lord together. 

Jesus said, “I WILL NOT LEAVE YOU ORPHANED.” These words jump and touch me 
deeply.  These words mean more and more to me in recent years as my husband 
and many of you have shared how it feels when you lose both of your parents.  
Whether the parents had been able to provide any support at all or not doesn’t 
seem to ma\er.  When both parents are gone, many feel a strong sense of being 
le] alone.  This feeling of being an orphan, however, can also happen when 
anyone within our close circle of love and influence is gone, for whatever reason. 

Like, for instance, Jesus knew that his departure from the disciples would leave 
them feeling like orphans. 

Recently, I have listened as so many people have shared the deep loneliness they 
are feeling because of the “stay at home order” and social distancing. Being 
separated from many of our social relaDonships has really affected us on many 
levels.  Our lives someDmes feel off balance.  The rhythms of our normal days are 
disrupted and many of us are feeling lonely, maybe even like orphans, in need of 
something to offer comfort and hope. 

It’s hard to hear about the situaDons where people have had to leave loved ones 
at an emergency room door and been unable to see them or be with them as they 
suffered alone for a Dme or even breathed their last breaths.  For sure some of us 
who feel this desolaDon the most are those who have lost loved ones during the 
pandemic.  Not only have we missed their final moments, but we are sDll finding 
ourselves unable to celebrate their lives together, unable to experience tradiDonal 
funeral services that are open to the full circle of family and friends who want to 
give and receive comfort. 

Jesus said, “I will not leave you orphaned.”  This promise was life giving and life 
sustaining when they were first spoken to the disciples.  When we hear them now, 
they sDll give us life and hope.  Friends, we are not alone…ever… 

As I have sat with these words this week, I remembered Sunday, January 11th, over 
30 years ago.  It was Epiphany Sunday and I preached that day.  It was also my 
young daughter’s birthday and the day of the funeral for the doctor who had 
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brought both of my children into the world.  He was a surgeon called into the 
hospital late at night to perform an emergency C-secDon on me a]er 43 hours of 
labor when the heart rate of my unborn son started to change in distress. This 
doctor had been in the military and served in an emergency mash unit to save 
troops who had been wounded in ba\le.  He was a great surgeon, an amazing 
man of God, a Presbyterian lay person, with a great sense of humor who would 
later deliver my daughter.  She was the first girl that he had ever delivered by C-
secDon, maybe the only one.  I found out that she was a girl when in the middle of 
the surgery, he leaned up to me and said, “you blew my record, kid!”  I sDll laugh 
when I think of this. 

The day of his funeral, her birthday, Epiphany Sunday was so bi\ersweet for me.  I 
was feeling the power of Jesus revealed in the Epiphany scripture and worship 
AND I was thinking about how he died. 

You see, climbing Mount Kilimanjaro was on his bucket list.  He had traveled with 
a group from Farmville for this amazing adventure.  He had shared concerns over 
his age and health and the dangers of high alDtude pulmonary edema.  And then 
on that fateful day when he wasn’t feeling well and insisted that the rest of the 
group go on ahead of him and leave him in his room to rest for the day, he would 
take his last breath in a distant place alone in his room. 

I was haunted by the thoughts of him suffering alone…and dying alone.  I 
struggled with these thoughts for some Dme…and then that beauDful, powerful, 
sDll, small voice of God spoke to my innermost being saying, “He was not alone at 
all.  I was there with him as he struggled…and as he breathed his last breath.  I 
was with him as he made the transiDon to the fullness of my peace and the 
fullness of my presence.” I was so grateful for God’s reassuring message that 
brought comfort to me then and brings comfort to me now when I see and hear 
about the challenges that many of you are experiencing. 

I am also reminded of the words of Psalm 139, subDtled The Inescapable God, 
where the Psalmist acknowledges that there is no place where one can be where 
God is not.  “Where can I go from your spirit?  Or where can I flee from your 
presence?”  Nowhere is the answer. 



 4

In John’s gospel, Jesus is preparing those who love him with a promise…a promise 
beyond death do us part.  He promises a presence that offers love, peace, healing, 
strength, wholeness, and hope; a presence and a power that defies Dme and 
space, that is truly beyond human understanding. 

Perhaps, today as we worship together, we should pause for a moment to become 
more aware of the presence of God, the peace of Christ, the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  Let’s take a few slow, deep breaths and listen to Jesus say, “I will not leave 
you orphaned.”  “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”   

Oh, Lord, help us to be intenDonal in our seeking and searching for the fullness of 
your presence that is always and everywhere in our lives and even in life beyond 
death.  May the fullness of your presence conDnue to grow in each of us. 

The fullness of the love relaDonship and presence growing in us is an important 
part of Jesus’ farewell words; AND it is coupled with another significant truth in 
these words, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  There’s a lot of 
“I will” and “you will” communicaDon going on in this farewell address…that is 
actually foundaDonal in all authenDc relaDonships.  There is giving and receiving in 
relaDonships…there is responsibility implicit in the very word relaDonship. 

Jesus says, “I will not leave you orphaned.  I am coming to you.”  Jesus also says, 
“If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  So, what are Jesus’ 
commandments?  Surely, they include those of the 10 where we are commanded 
to, “Honor, remember, and thou shall not,” but there are others. 

Just earlier in John’s gospel, we observe Jesus saying, “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also 
should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
you have love for one another.”  Is it obvious that you are a disciple of Jesus by the 
way you are loving others?  Whenever I encounter this quesDon, I am troubled by 
Gandhi’s observaDon of how different were the ChrisDans that he knew from 
Jesus.  He had witnessed some of the cruelDes and injusDces towards God’s 
people by those who called themselves ChrisDans. 

When Jesus was asked, “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the 
greatest?”  He replied, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
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with all your soul, and with all your minds…and you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” (Ma\hew 22:36-39) Who is my neighbor, Jesus was asked.  Today, we 
need to conDnue to ask this quesDon and live into the fullness of its implicaDon. 

Do you love Jesus?  Do you want to keep his commandments?  Do you want to 
love your neighbors…all of them?  Have you ever thought about why you want to 
keep the commandments?  Is it out of fear or is it out of love? 

There are those who find sermons that step on your toes most helpful…and 
certainly there are Dmes when that is an appropriate use of a parDcular scripture.  
Whenever people have said, “That really stepped on my toes this morning,” I have 
always responded by saying that mine had been smashed all week. 

I have found, however, that as I grow in understanding the perfect love of God as 
experienced through the presence of God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit, I have been 
drawn closer and closer to wanDng to please the Lord.    

I’ve heard so many people who have said that the worst punishment that they 
ever received was hearing the words that they had disappointed a loving parent, 
teacher, or friend.  My life journey has brought me to a place where that is how I 
feel about God.  I want to please God because God loves me and I love God, not 
because I am afraid of what will happen if I don’t.  

I stand before you as a sinner in need of grace.  I stand before you as someone 
who has made many mistakes in my life.  I stand before you as a recipient of God’s 
amazing grace more Dmes than I can count.  The closer that I get to God, the more 
that I experience and understand his love, grace, and mercy, the more that I want 
to keep his commandments, especially as it relates to the new commandment, to 
love others as I have been loved. 

As you think back through your life, when was it that you started loving Jesus and 
wanDng to keep his commandments?  Was it a long Dme ago…or has it been more 
recent…how do you see it on-going?  As United Methodists, we call this, “moving 
on to perfecDon.” 

There is a picture of me taken when I was on a mission trip to Russia in 2003.  It 
shows me parDcipaDng in a pagan tradiDon of making a wish and tying a piece of 
cloth on the bush for it to come true.  My wish was actually a prayer, that my life 
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would honor and please God.  Memories of moments of connecDons with God 
and similar prayers go all the way back to my childhood.  For well over 60 years, 
this relaDonship has been growing.  I have grown so much.  I have so much more 
growing to do. 

I’m blessed and amazed recently, especially in the bleak Dmes of the pandemic, at 
how words to scripture, hymns, and praise songs come to mind so frequently.  
Years of life, of worship, prayer, serving, and being transformed by the hand of 
God have built a foundaDon of beauDful words that bring comfort and hope in the 
presence of the holy one.  It’s like a library of life giving reference materials or a 
well of living water that flows into the dry parched places. 

One of the songs that keeps repeaDng in my mind recently is one that is probably 
not familiar to you.  It was an anthem that the adult and children’s choirs sang 
together. The children sang the refrain and the adults sang the verses of “I Was 
There to Hear Your Borning Cry.”  The children sang, “Life’s unfolding day by day.  
Listen to your heart and hear God say”; and then the adults responded singing the 
verses, “I was there to hear your borning cry, I’ll be there when you are old.  I 
rejoiced the day you were bapDzed, to see your life unfold.” 

Think about your life…and how you have known the presence and love of Jesus.  
Think about how you are striving to keep his commandments because you love 
Him as your life conDnues to unfold. 

Our lives are witnesses to God’s uncondiDonal love, a beyond death do us part 
love.  This growing love relaDonship is revealed over Dme, as we are able to 
comprehend the beauty and depths of this love…as our hearts unfold like flowers 
before Him.  If they will know that we are ChrisDans by our love, we have a great 
responsibility to fully embrace the transforming power and holy love relaDonship 
that is offered over and over, each day.  We are called to embrace it and embody 
it. 

One of the most powerful hymns that speaks the truth most boldly to me is, 
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.”  Each of the words is so full of the power of 
the love embodied by Jesus on the cross, with the crescendo of the last verse, 
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“Were the whole realm of nature mine, that were an offering far too small; love so 
amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all.” 

When you get it…as you get it…I don’t think that you can help but want to offer all 
of the fullness of who you are to all of the fullness of who God is. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ.  We are loved by a love beyond death do us part.  
We are called to receive this love, be filled with this love, and to live this love. 

In these past two years as I have served as your district superintendent, I have had 
the holy privilege of gepng to know many of you and the unique personaliDes of 
your churches.  I am so grateful for the power of the Holy Spirit and God’s love 
that I have experienced so o]en in and through you.  Occasionally, I have 
experienced words and acDons that are not representaDve of God’s love and have 
hurt my heart.  Whenever we say and do things that harm our neighbors, we are 
harming the Body of Christ.  Certainly, you have experienced me at my best and 
someDmes not at my best.  As we conDnue the unfolding journey of Jesus’ love 
being revealed to and through us, may we be filled with love and grace for one 
another…and for the people that God will place in our paths. 

In these days of changes, challenges, and opportuniDes, let us pray without 
ceasing for one another and for all of God’s people as we move into the future 
together.  Let us pray…


