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Celebrating God’s Presence In Our Lives


This is a day of importance, of considerable significance in the life of our parish.  Today at the 10:45 service, Bishop Charles vonRosenberg will be making his final visitation to St. Luke’s Church as our diocesan bishop.  He will retire next month when George Young becomes the new bishop of East Tennessee.  This alone would make today significant, but what is really important to us as a parish family is that the bishop is coming here to administer the sacrament of confirmation to ten persons and to receive three others into the Episcopal church.


Weeks ago, I knew that this event was what I would want to talk about in my sermon this morning.  However, it was not until a few days ago that I looked at the gospel passage and the other readings appointed for today by our lectionary.  When I did, I could not have been more pleased.


It never ceases to amaze me how often fixed readings from a lectionary can line up in absolute harmony with what is happening in the local parish or community.  This is one of those times, and it makes my job easy because all I have to do is connect the dots.  That being said, let’s go back now and look at today’s gospel.


It is a continuation from last week’s farewell discourse by Jesus.  It is John’s account of the final things said by Jesus to his disciples at the last supper on the night before his death.


During this discourse, several of the disciples asked questions which indicated clearly that they did not at the time fully understand what Jesus was telling them.  But after the crucifixion and after the resurrection, as the disciples began to see and experience the presence of the risen Lord, Jesus' words from his farewell discourse began to come together and make sense to his followers.


Thursday of this week will be Ascension Day, the day when Jesus ended his physical presence in this world to return to his Father in heaven.  In today’s gospel, Jesus - - back at the time of his farewell discourse - - was anticipating the coming of this day of ascension, the day after which the disciples would no longer have Jesus with them in his human form.


So in today’s passage, Jesus assures his disciples that even though he will be going from them for a time, they will not be alone.  They will never be left alone.  Jesus tells them that if they keep his commandments, if they love him and love one another, he will ask the Father to send them another advocate, the Spirit of Truth.


Jesus tells the disciples that they will know this Spirit, this advocate, when he comes because “he abides with you, and he will be in you." Jesus further advises the disciples that even though the day is coming when the world and those of the world will no longer see him, his followers, the church, will be aware of his continuing presence.  He tells them that just as I am in my Father, you will be in me and I will be in you.  To those who love me, “I will love them and reveal myself to them.”


So today’s gospel is about presence.  It is about Jesus assuring and comforting his disciples by telling them that they will always have him with them in spirit.  He will be in them, the Spirit of God will be in them.  And they will know that presence is real by how it manifests itself in their lives.  The Spirit will empower them and lead them to perform acts of love and service so that Christ will be glorified by what they do, and they will be able to see Christ through one another.


This is the power of presence, the power of the presence of God acting in the lives of Christians throughout the ages and still acting in our lives today.


The sacrament of confirmation is how we as adults accept and celebrate this gift, this awesome power of God’s abiding presence.  It is not the beginning of that presence.  It began in baptism, when our very lives were transformed into new life in Christ.  But confirmation is a time for a mature and public commitment to Christian love and service, a joyful responsibility which comes out of our baptism and flows from it, a responsibility which only God’s indwelling spirit can empower us to meet and accomplish.


In the service of confirmation, just before the bishop lays his hands on the confirmands, he prays for them, and this is what he says:  “Renew in these your servants the covenant you made with them at their Baptism.  Send them forth in the power of the Spirit to perform the service you have set before them, through Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord….”


Then after the laying on of hands, the bishop prays this:  “Let your Holy Spirit be ever with them, and so lead them in the knowledge and obedience of your Word, that they may serve you in this life and dwell with you in the life to come….”


Today is an important day in our parish life together.  Just an hour or two from now, thirteen people will come forward and acknowledge that God is present in their lives, that he is with them and that he is in them, and they will pledge themselves to lives of love and service, using Christ himself as their example.


This morning, let us pray for and support these people who are about to take this important step forward in their Christian lives.  But let us also take today as a reminder and as an opportunity to love, pray for, and support one another in our own commitment to Christ.


As today’s gospel tells us, God is present in everyone who loves him.  He is present in all of us, and we are called to show that presence to each other and to the world.  Baptism and confirmation are important milestones, but they mark beginning points on a faith journey that is continuing, ever ongoing.


All along the way of this journey, we are continually called to invite Christ to become increasingly present in our lives.  We are called to become increasingly reflective of his presence in all that we think, do, and say.


We are called to become ever more Christlike.  We are called to always grow in Christ and to let him grow in us. AMEN.
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