Easter 6A 2011
John 14:15-21

“Orphaned”

In her sermon, Good News For Orphans, Barbara Brown Taylor, Episcopal priest and author, reminds us that if you read the Gospel of John straight through, things slow to a crawl around chapter 14. The last supper is over. Judas has left the room like a hive of yellow jackets were after him. Everyone’s feet are clean and Jesus’ hands are still puckered from washing them all when Jesus begins to talk.  And talk he does! For four long chapters called the Farewell Discourse. In these four chapters, Jesus tells his disciples that he is about to leave them. And when asked where the heck he is going, Jesus responds by saying he is going to the Father, but not to worry because he will be coming back to get them and hence bring them to where he is. In the meantime, sounding a bit like the Beatles (whom we know were more famous than Jesus) Jesus says, “Don’t fret while I am gone because I’m in you and you’re in me and we are all together.” And they look bemusedly at him. 

“Don’t worry,” he reassures them, “I’ll come back for you. It won’t be long.” Well, it has been long. It has been a lifetime. As a matter of fact, each and every one of the disciples died never seeing Jesus again from that moment after the Lord’s Supper. What many thought might be a few weeks----maybe a month----has turned into (to this point) two thousand years! Does it make you wonder if he is ever coming back? Do you feel orphaned? How come he hasn’t come back for us? Why doesn’t he, at least, show us his resurrected self? Has he forgotten us? Is life so great with the Father that he has changed his mind and now thinks, “Ah, the heck with them. They’re okay. They have Moses and the prophets. They have Timmy Leary, the NFL, and House Hunters International.” Then, in quiet moments of deeper thought we ponder, “Is he dead? I mean as in DEAD dead? Perhaps he is never coming back.”
Several years ago I did a sabbatical at Covenant House in New York City. Covenant House for those who may not know is a shelter for runaway, abandoned and throwaway teenagers in New York City. It sits almost in Times Square. At the time, I was heavily into doing youth work, and at a conference I heard Fr. Bruce Ritter talk about doing a different kind of youth work------with those kids on the streets of New York whom no one wanted to care for. They were the drug addicted, teen prostitutes, pick pockets and scruffy vagrants with a distant, hauntingly vacant, you-can’t-do-anything-to hurt-me-no-mo-cuz-I-have-no-more-room-for-pain’ look in their eyes. So, I signed up for two months of full time volunteer work. 

Their stories have haunted me ever since. I just don’t understand adults hurting children----defenseless, trusting children! There was this one young man with that wanton look in his eye who told me how when he was in the sixth grade (11 or 12 years old?), he came home to his apartment from school one day to discover that his mother, her boyfriend and his two younger siblings had moved! Simply up and vanished without notice!
He said he thought it odd that as he approached the door to their apartment it was slightly ajar. Then, upon entering he saw that not only was all the furniture gone but so was his family. There was no note, no forwarding address, no phone number, no warning that morning, no nothing! They simply abandoned him. Is that not every single child’s ultimate nightmare? To be left completely alone without resources, family, understanding or protection? Where do you turn? What do you do? At 11 or 12 years old think how utterly overwhelmingly devastating that would be! 

Well, it was so overwhelming that at first he walked out of the apartment closing the door behind him and sat on the stairwell stairs adjacent to his apartment. Note how the mind works? The feeling of abandonment was so overpowering that he convinced himself that his family had simply gone out and was to return home soon. “Of course, they just stepped out for some milk! Yeah, that’s the ticket! Sure that’s it. What else could it be? They’ll be back soon.” And as if this were true, he sat patiently on the stairwell steps awaiting their return. That is how utterly devastating this horrible situation was to him.
Time past and it started to get dark and he started to cry. Somewhere deep down he knew the shocking truth-------they weren’t coming back-----EVER! A neighbor took him in that night. A neighbor who eventually abused him. 
And his story goes on from there to one ghastly incident after another. Abandoned…..orphaned and yet he always held out hope that someday they would come back for him. As a matter of fact, from time to time as the years passed, he would stop by his old apartment to see if they had returned. Sometimes he would leave a scribbled note with his first name and phone number on it. And if they did return, he would forgive them. He would forgive them because he held out hope that someday everything would return to those days when he felt loved and protected by his family. At the end of our conversation, he asked me if I thought this would ever be possible.
“I will not leave you orphaned,” says Jesus. I will return for you. In the meantime, I will ask God, the Father, to send you another helper so that you won’t be alone. But his helper will be invisible.” Jesus said this, as I mentioned, two thousand years ago. How long do we wait? Oh, I know the explanation that 50 years…..1,000 years is but a blink of an eye to God. But we aren’t God. 1,000 years-----2,000 years is a long…….long time. How long do we wait sitting on the stairwell steps? When is it time to call it quits? Is this all a fantasy to cover up the reality that he is never coming back? Is this invisible helper----the Holy Spirit----real or something we have created in order to trick ourselves from the harsh reality that perhaps Jesus isn’t coming back. Or if he is coming back, what do we do in the meantime? How do we keep from despair or feeling abandoned and completely bereft and lonely?
Let me share a personal story. I was raised by my mother, my aunt and my uncle---all siblings. So, I was lucky to have had two mothers and a father. After my uncle had died and my aunt’s husband had died that left both my mother and my aunt living alone in their golden years. They lived close to one another but in separate places. Both were alone. And yet how they handled this was very different. My mother selected to be alone. She had few friends and virtually no activities outside of her apartment. When I would return to visit, the moment I walked into my mother’s apartment she would invariably say, “So, where have you been? I thought you were going to be here an hour ago or whatever.” There was never first a hello, a hug, good to see you until after this initial comment. I understand that she was lonely, but this only caused me not to want see here instead of just the opposite.

My aunt, on the other hand, would greet me with a hug, invite me sit down. “Are you hungry? Tell me what is going on.” She was warm and receiving. Despite being just as “alone” as my mother, my aunt selected to be involved in her church; she volunteered at the local hospital, she had friends and did other activities. 
Jesus tells his disciples that he is going away which is devastating. He tells them, though, that he will be with them in spirit. And, if they live a life of extending love, care, forgiveness and being involved in helping others, then they will feel his presence all the more and will not be left bereft. They will not be alone.
The answer to our personal loneliness and to feel the presence of a God who promises to never leave us alone and to someday come back for us is get out of our selves and get involved in other people’s lives to help them. And in doing this, we will never feel alone.

Now, the disciples could have, like the two that went to Emmaus, said the heck with you Jesus and returned and sat alone in their fishing boat and felt devastated, cheated and abandoned for the remainder of their lives. But note that is not what the disciples did. Instead, they ventured forth living and preaching a gospel of love, caring and reaching out to others. And in the midst of doing just this they were overwhelmed with love and connected to God in ways they never thought possible. And none of them died alone. None of them sat in a cave somewhere waiting for Jesus to return and then when he does show up say, “So, where have you been?”

Ah, yes, but given the choice how many of us right here and now would choose to pluck Jesus from heaven and bring him back to earth because we want the physicality and not the spirit? There are lots of times that I want exactly that. I want him back now so I can go to him, see him, talk to him and get a real audible response. Who here wouldn’t choose to bring back a loved one who has died rather than have only fond memories? Even though it would mean removing them from paradise? I know I would.
I understand the Holy Spirit. But like that young man from Covenant House, when I am alone, I want the real presence and not an invisible spirit to  warm the cockles of my heart. So, what do we do? I understand keeping busy and doing things in the name of the Lord as I just mentioned. I understand that combats loneliness. But what of the human touch, the warmth, the tenderness from that which is physical, tangible and real? Was the Spirit of Christ with that young man as he cried that day on the stairs or the many times later? Of course! But what about the real touch of the loving human being of Jesus? How can God not come in human form to be with him in his pain, hurt and loneliness? Don’t you see that sometimes a spirit just not enough. Sometimes don’t we need the real human touch? Of course, we do. So, how does God respond? How can we not despair for lack of the human to human touch of Jesus?
Well, we don’t get the real, historical Jesus back. But we get the next best thing. We get Jesus in and through other people. And this I believe to be true. And it makes sense because then Jesus can be all over, everywhere at once in and through real human beings. And maybe that is just God’s plan. Being one human being just isn’t enough. Being millions is just what the doctor ordered. And if Jesus is reproduced in millions, then maybe just maybe a little 12 year old boy won’t ever again have to be crying all alone in the growing darkness of an apartment stairwell in New York City or anywhere else in the world for that matter ever more. 
Isn’t that our hope? And when that day comes, won’t that day truly be the heaven on earth we have been promised? If so, then the only way it is going to happen is if we not only look for Jesus in others, but we reach out and be Jesus to all the children and all the adults everywhere who are crying alone on their own personal stairwells in life.

“I will not leave you orphaned. I am coming to you. Just look around. AND, more importantly, be around when someone else looks around.”
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