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I wonder how you are feeling about the world we are living in right now. I know I am feeling very vulnerable – as if I don’t have any idea what might be coming next – who might be fighting with who- who might be killing who. Of course I am incredibly thankful that I live in Australia, and not in one of the many parts of the world under attack, but I still find it unnerving. I was reading a book recently that was set around the time of the beginning of the COVID pandemic in 2020, and hearing the fear being experienced by the main character brought back to me how fearful we all were then – and for once it didn’t help that we were living in Australia, because we were just as vulnerable as anyone else. But I think we were right to be fearful, because that brought us to actions that were both caring of ourselves and caring of those around us.

Today’s gospel as set down in the lectionary is one we hear very often at funerals. It is one of the passages of Scripture which we so often associate with death, because we hear in it promises of hope from Jesus himself. And we associate those promises with the resurrected Christ, the one who defeats death and lives again in the presence and power of God’s love. They are powerful words of hope for the dying and the bereaved.

When Jesus spoke these words however, he himself was not yet the resurrected Christ - far from it. These words form part of what we call the farewell discourse in John’s gospel - words spoken by Jesus as he gathered with his friends for that final supper before he goes out to betrayal, suffering and death. It is not with the hindsight of resurrection that Jesus speaks these words to his disciples, but out of a place of personal turmoil, a place of vulnerability, of fear and trembling, of facing the unknown, a place where he is coming to terms with the inevitability of human suffering so often caused by the actions and attitudes of the powerful against the marginalised.  
It is from such a place as this that Jesus turns to his friends and says “Do not let your hearts be troubled - and later, my peace I give to you.” It is to the troubled and anxious disciples - whose fears and anxieties turn out later to be more than valid, whose strength and courage are later found wanting - that Jesus offers these words of encouragement and hope. I love it that the disciples’ reactions are so typically human – Thomas wants clear evidence, and Philip wants clear direction!!    And Jesus’ answers are clear – not exactly what they might have been looking for, but clear nevertheless – Jesus’ words mean ‘just look at what I’ve been doing with you over the last few years, and all will be clear.’   

Of course, as well as this account of Jesus speaking to his friends shortly before his death, it is also to the persecuted church of John’s time, around 70 years after Jesus’ death that Jesus speaks these words - not just to the martyrs dying like Stephen, but to those trying to carry on Christ’s work in the face of opposition and persecution, to those carrying on the struggle, whose hearts were continually troubled by threats and by persecution. 

I want to suggest that these words of Jesus are not meant to indicate that nothing should trouble us, that we should never be afraid – in our human life that would be patently nonsense when we look at what was happening to Jesus himself, what was to happen to his friends, and all that has happened and continues to happen in the 2000 pus years since. 

When Jesus says “do not let your hearts be troubles” it is not a pie in the sky assurance that everything will be all right - it’s not a trite promise that believing in Jesus will ensure a bed of roses for his followers.  I want to suggest that Jesus was really referring to what could be called appropriate fear; that is, sensible fear that is awareness of the evil around us, but not paralysing fear that prevents us taking action. As Jesus continues to speak as we hear in this chapter and the next too also, Jesus is clear that we have work to do in order to share God’s love in the world, just as his friends have seen him do throughout their time together.

  The very fact that he urges us to carry on his work, just before he himself is taken out and crucified, underlines for each of us that the promise is not for an easy untroubled life. And the fact that we are urged to carry on Christ’s work in the world underlines that these promises are not just for that other dimension of time and place after our death. Definitely not!

These promises are for the now of our Christian life on earth. The place of peace prepared for us is the place where Jesus himself is - the place where we can know and experience the presence of Christ himself with us. It is the now as much, maybe even more than the hereafter. The place of peace in Christ’s presence has nothing to do with the absence of difficulty in our human lives. The place of peace can be in the most chaotic and stressful times in our lives; it can be in the loneliest, most abandoned times of our lives. It can be in an upper room filled with fear and betrayal - simply because Christ is there with us. It can even be facing death with Christ beside us, as we remember the words “I will come again, and take you to myself, so that where I am, you may be also.” 

The place of peace that Jesus talks about in this gospel passage, the place of untroubled hearts, the place of his presence, is not something located outside our human experience of space and time - something beyond the realm of our human life. The place of peace is the place where Christ is - in the here and now of our human life, with all its demands and difficulties, with all our fears and frailties. And the Christ who gives it is the one who has known the turmoils of human life, yet speaks these words shortly before going out to face his own death.
There is one part of these words of Jesus that we heard this morning which has probably been greatly misunderstood over the centuries, and has erroneously led to exclusion, and perceived separation from God of so many.  Marcus Borg, in his book “The Heart of Christianity, suggests that the words “I am the way, the truth and the life” should not be heard as an exclusive claim to salvation, but as an invitation   to follow the path of transformation, love and justice modelled by the historical Jesus.  He emphasises ‘the way’ as a way of life- a journey of dying to the old self and embracing a new, heart-centred existence, which is possible for every human being.
Each of us can come to the place of love which Christ modelled, at different times and in different ways - sometimes we meet him there most readily in the Christian celebration of the bread and wine, food for life’s journey. Sometimes we meet him in the beauty of creation, or in music or in art. Sometimes we meet him most readily in the caring words and actions of our neighbour. Sometimes we have to struggle alone in the long dark night of the soul, before we can eventually meet him in the peace of the dawn.

But it is here - in the here and now of human life – that we understand Christ reaching out to us to offer us his peace, reaching out to offer us the place prepared for us in his presence. It is in that life-giving presence that we can face the demands of our human living, the challenges of the work that he calls us to do in his name, and ultimately, the reality of our own death. The place prepared for us is here, the time is now, for it is here and now that we experience the presence of Jesus himself in our vulnerable and often difficult lives.


