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THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

When Words Alone Won’t Do
John 14:1-14; I Peter 2:2-10

The author of the Epistle of First Peter was writing to believers in Asia
Minor who were undergoing a very difficult time.  They were not suffering from
pandemic caused by a virus, but they were suffering from sometimes violent
persecution from the Roman emperor.  The letter was written to encourage
them and to let them know that other believers throughout the empire were
suffering as well.  It was a reminder that they were not alone and that God
had not abandoned them.

As he attempts to lift their spirits by trying to describe what the Christian
life is all about, he scampers from one analogy to another like a rabbit being
chased by a child.  First, he compares the inspiration of the Spirit to mother’s
milk which nourishes an infant and helps her to grow.  Then the writer
compares Jesus to a foundation stone which is alive and on which the life of
faith is built so that we all become living stones.  Finally, he jumps to the
relationship all believers share with God which is that of being family.  There
is excitement and joy and hope in each of these metaphors, but there is also
the realization that words alone can never capture the reality of what it means
to be a child of God.

Jesus himself sometimes had trouble translating words into
understanding.  In fact, in the Gospel of Mark, the disciples often come off
looking like buffoons because they never quite get what Jesus is trying to tell
them.  John is more generous to Jesus’ closest friends, but he also describes
the challenge of communicating in earthly terms things that are of heavenly
importance.  Listen to part of Jesus’ conversation on the night before his
death as recorded in the fourteenth chapter of John’s gospel:

"Let not your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, believe
also in me.  In my Father's house are many rooms.  If it were not
so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? 
And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and
will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.

And you know the way to the place where I am going." 
Thomas said to him, "Lord, we do not know where you are going. 



How can we know the way?"  Jesus said to him, "I am the way,
and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except
through me.  If you know me, you will know my Father also.  From
now on you do know him and have seen him."  Philip said to him,
"Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied."  Jesus said
to him, "Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do
not know me?  Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.  How
can you say, ‘Show us the Father'?  Do you not believe that I am
in the Father and the Father is in me?  The words that I say to you
I do not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does
his works.  Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in
me; but if you do not, then believe me because of the works
themselves.

Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do
the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these,
because I am going to the Father.  I will do whatever you ask in
my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son.  If in my
name you ask me for anything, I will do it. John 14:1-14

I have empathy for these guys.  It is a special night that is about to turn
their lives upside down.  It is Passover, the meal that celebrates God’s
deliverance of their ancestors from slavery and the beginning of their journey
to the Promised Land.  It is a reminder that God does not abandon his people
and always leads them to a better place.

Suddenly, Jesus is talking about leaving them and preparing a better
place for them and telling them that they will know how to get there because
they know where it is.  Philip, who is later described as an evangelist, speaks
on behalf of the whole befuddled crew when he says, "Lord, we do not know
where you are going.  How can we know the way?"  Had I been at that table,
I would have been nodding along with the rest of the guys.  “Yeah, Jesus, we
don’t have a clue as to what you are talking about.”  Jesus was not talking
about anything of this world, but he continued to try and explain that God
would not abandon them and that the Spirit would take his place as their
companion for the rest of life.  Finally, like the writer of First Peter, Jesus uses
the concept of family and points to himself to help them understand what he
is talking about.  Sometimes words alone cannot explain the things of God.

God apparently knows that, too.  The Hebrew scriptures are a record of
God’s relationship with humanity.  It tells us so much about our beginnings,
our struggles to understand ourselves and God, and our hopes for life. 
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Priests, poets, kings, historians, prophets, philosophers, and paupers do their
best to explain in words who God is and what God is about in our world.  Yet,
for all of the preaching, teaching, prophesying, and poeticizing, people still
had difficulty grasping who God is and what God is up to.  Finally, God offered
a Messiah and God became human in Jesus Christ, Immanuel, God with us. 
John begins telling this wonderful story by describing Jesus as “the Word,” but
a living Word, a creating Word, a purposeful Word, a forgiving Word, a forever
Word.  God in Christ came to live among us as one of us to help us
understand who God is and what God is doing in our midst.  Spoken words
alone were not adequate.  God became a living word so that we might better
understand the great love God has for us.

While Jesus did a lot of teaching and preaching, his most powerful
messages came in the things he did.  Last week, Chuck Taylor wrote a most
insightful devotion about the power of action over words.  He spoke about the
longtime pastor of the First Baptist Church of Raleigh, Dr. John Lewis, who,
in retirement, served as the interim pastor of Forest Hills Baptist Church,
where Chuck and Carol and their daughters were members.  Chuck wrote
about Dr. Lewis’ use of the term “enacted parables” which meant that
“everything Jesus did was, in fact, a parable demonstrating truths about God
and about the way we should live in the world.”1  Instead of merely explaining
the teachings of Jesus, we are expected to live them.  That concept had a
deep effect on Chuck and shaped how he lives out the gospel.

Looking at Jesus’ life in this way, it is clear that his life was an enacted
parable.  Everything he did illustrated the love and purpose of God.  He told
the parable of the Good Samaritan, but he lived it when he met and talked
with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well.  He told the story of the Prodical
Son, but he lived it when he forgave Peter for denying him three times and
allowed him three times to declare his love for Jesus.  He told the parable of
the Laborers in the Vineyard in which the owner of the vineyard paid the
latecomers the same wages for an hour’s work as he did the ones who had
worked hard all day long, but he lived the parable when he told the thief on
the cross next to him that he would meet him that day in paradise.

It is quite apparent in scripture and in life that the most beautifully
crafted words, the most profound and provocative statements, the most
powerful sounding phrases are simply empty and nothing more than vapors

1Chuck Taylor, “Silent Movies and Enacted Parables,” Reflections by the Lake: Devotions in an
Unordinary Time, Lakeside Baptist Church (May 6, 2020).
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dying on dry air if they are not accompanied with actions that prove they are
the truth.  Jesus told his disciples that he had come so that they might have
life, then he gave his life and rose again to make it happen.

No parent is perfect and few parents consistently back up all of their
words with actions that are clear and convincing.  Yet, mothers–and
fathers–often declare the truth of their words through what they do, for good
or ill.  Author and minister Robert Fulghum is often quoted as having said,
“Don't worry that children never listen to you; worry that they are always
watching you.”  How many of us have discovered that life lesson to be true?

I ran across an essay recently that captured this truth perfectly.  On a
Mother’s Day Sunday, its truth strikes home.  The essay appeared in the
online magazine titled You Are Mom.  No single name was attributed
authorship, leading me to believe it was the effort of a group of people who
know parenting from the inside out.  In part, the article, written like a letter
from a mother to her child, says:

Actions speak louder than words, the old saying goes.  Time
goes by, but this is just as true as ever.  That’s why I’ll show my
love for you through what I do rather than what I say.

Surely it’s my responsibility to teach you lesson after lesson
throughout your life so that you become a great person.

At the same time, I want to create the best future possible
for the child I love.  I want you to be happy.  However, as I do
that, I want to make sure to love you, and make you feel that love.

So one of the things I want to teach you is my love for you. 
It’s one thing to say something, it’s another thing to actually do it.

So, rather than count on my words, I want to demonstrate
my love for you in tangible ways.

I won’t employ eloquent speeches full of adjectives and
nouns.  Rather, I’ll allow the verb to come to life as I teach you,
guide you and care for you.  My actions will be my first line of
communication.
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In silence I’ll teach you the depth of my love for you.  Each
action will reveal my dedication.  It will be my mission to make
sure that not a day goes by that you don’t feel immensely blessed
to be someone intensely loved.

I’ll show my love for you through subtle gestures.

My dearest child, there are noble actions and gestures that
can reveal so much more than you think.  They speak for
themselves so much louder than any word ever could.

. . .

Through a kiss, a moment of eye contact, a hand on your
shoulder, a warm embrace . . . I’ll say so much more than I could
if I tried to explain my love in words.2

“Preach the Gospel at all times.  When necessary, use words,”  St.
Francis of Assisi is said to have instructed his disciples.  Jesus taught his
followers,

“You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can
its saltiness be restored?  It is no longer good for anything, but is
thrown out and trampled under foot.  “You are the light of the
world.  A city built on a hill cannot be hid.  No one after lighting a
lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and
it gives light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and
give glory to your Father in heaven. Matthew 5:13-16

Each one of us knows the truth of those words.  Actions, especially in
relationships, do speak louder than words.  I love words.  In many ways, just
about everything I do is dependent on words.  Yet, I know that all the words
I have ever spoken do not have near the effect of a single act of kindness or
generosity in the life of another person.  

The writer of the Epistle of I Peter desperately wanted his fellow
believers who were suffering under difficult circumstances, to know how much

2Anonymous, “I’ll Show My Love for You Through Actions, not Words,” You Are Mom (July 31, 2018);
an online magazine dedicated to issues concerning mothers; available online at:
https://youaremom.com/children/show-my-love-for-you-through-actions/.
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God loved them and was present with them.  After trying different angles, he
finally landed on the fact that they were all God’s people who had been
wrapped in a hug of mercy.  Jesus, attempting to explain God to people like
you and me finally found the right image and said, “Whoever has seen me has
seen the Father.”  In other words, Jesus said, “All of the enacted parables that
have been my life are examples of the many ways God loves you.”

We are called by God to go into the world and teach other people the
things Jesus has taught us.  Most of us don’t have a clue as to how to even
begin that task.  Jesus makes it quite simple by reminding us that we see God
in all that Jesus said and did.  In turn, others see Jesus in what we say and
do.  The words of the old hymn ring true:

Let others see Jesus in you,
let others see Jesus in you;
Keep telling the story,
be faithful and true,
let others see Jesus in you.

Your life's a book before their eyes,
They're reading it through and through;
Say, does it point them to the skies,
Do others see Jesus in you?

Then live for Christ both day and night,
Be faithful, be brave, and true,
And lead the lost to life and light;
Let others see Jesus in you.3

In these days when the whole world is suffering together, words alone
do not convey our shared misery or our common hope.  The best way that we
can share the faith that keeps us strong and secure is to let others see Jesus
in us.  When words alone won’t do, an act of kindness, mercy, or generosity
will speak volumes about the love of God which flows through us.  May others
see Jesus in us all.  Amen!

3B. B. McKinney, “Let Others See Jesus in You,” Broadman Press, 1924.
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May 10, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

On a beautiful day like today, when the sun is bright, the sky is clear,
and earth’s beauty is on full display, it is tempting to think of that old adage
that “God is in heaven and all is right with the world.”  That is what we
desperately want to be true, O God, but we know that all is not right with the
world.  And we know that you are not simply in heaven, managing our lives
like a benevolent puppeteer.  Today, we are grateful that you are here among
us, helping us to manage our lives during a very difficult time.

Thank you, O God, for being with us, for loving us, and for taking care
of us in so many ways.  We praise you for the resources you bring out of us. 
We thank you for the people who are called to be healers and caregivers, for
the people who are gifted with scientific understanding and creativity, for the
people who are deliberate and courageous leaders, and for the people who
are simply good at heart and generous in every way.  Continue to help us take
care of one another and bring us and our world back to health again, we pray.

On this good day, we celebrate our mothers.  We are grateful for the
one who brought us into this world, who nurtured us in the early years, who
took pride in us as we grew, who encouraged us as we took often uncertain
steps into adulthood.  We offer thanksgiving, O God, for all of the women who
have mothered us in life and provided an inspired example of your true love.

We also know that in addition to great joy, Mother’s Day can come with
deep sorrow as well.  For all kinds of reasons and circumstances, motherhood
on both sides does not always turn out as we would hope and need.  So we
ask for comfort and healing and forgiveness on this day as well.

We also ask for your grace in all of the needs and challenges of life, O
God.  Despite the control this pandemic has upon us, there are other
circumstances that we are not able to handle alone and we need your
presence and guidance and care.

On a day when our focus is usually upon family and love and support,
we admit that there are serious rifts within our larger human family.  The
violent and unnecessary death of Ahmaud Arbery has reminded us once
again that we cannot clearly see you until we honestly see one another.  Heal
and help us, O God.  Continue to reveal yourself in the love of others and,
above all, reveal yourself to others through us.  Amen.


