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Blessing the Way 

A sermon preached by Emily Hull McGee on John 14:1-14 

at First Baptist Church, Winston-Salem on Sunday, May 14, 2017 
 
 

 Perhaps it comes with the full bloom of spring, or maybe alongside the natural close 

of the school year and all it commences, or even in the final days of Eastertide. Whatever 

the reason, these May days seem to hum with the possibilities of blessing, where words 

give shape to the beginnings, thresholds, and endings within which so many of us find 

ourselves. The word “bless” comes from the Latin word “benedicere,” from which we get 

the word “benediction.” Thus, words of blessing are words that speak well, that, in the 

words of poet Jan Richardson, “call upon and convey God’s deepest desire for our 

wholeness and well-being, both individually and in community.”1 Blessings speak within 

our kronos time – the linear, chronological rhythms of our days and months and years – to 

invoke kairos time – the time beyond time, or rather the fullness of time.2  

 Paul tells us that it was in the fullness of time that Jesus came into the world. And in 

my reading of scripture, it seems like that fullness – the kairos time of God – stretched his 

whole life long, throughout all his beginnings, thresholds, and endings. We meet Jesus 

today in that fullness, in these May days of spring and conclusions and Eastertide, 

preparing his disciples for his farewell. These three chapters of John are called by scholars 

Jesus’s “farewell discourse,” where they chronicle the final words of Jesus to his disciples 

																																																								
1 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons, p xiv. 
2 Jan Richardson speaks to blessings in kronos/kairos time in Circle of Grace. 



	 	 	

Hull McGee 
	

2 

before his crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. These conversations function like the 

last one a mama has with her son before sending him off to college: full of words of 

advice, of comfort, of instruction, and closure. In a sense, these final words of Jesus are 

profoundly heard as words of blessing. 

 Poet John O’Donahue helps us to understand what exactly blessings are. In his book 

titled To Bless the Space Between Us – of which I pay homage in the title to this sermon 

series! – O’Donahue writes this about blessings: “It would be infinitely lonely to live in a 

world without blessing. The word blessing evokes a sense of warmth and protection; it 

suggests that no life is alone or unreachable… When a blessing is invoked, it changes the 

atmosphere… In the light and reverence of blessing, a person or situation becomes 

illuminated in a completely new way. In a dead wall a new window opens, in dense 

darkness a path starts to glimmer, and into a broken heart healing falls like morning 

dew.”3 

 The disciples represent to me the picture of dense darkness, as they sound awfully 

stressed and fearful in this conversation with Jesus. They don’t seem to quite understand 

that Jesus is sharing his parting words with them, preparing them for his impending 

departure. They had just shared their final meal together, and Jesus had told the disciples 

that one would soon betray him and another would deny him. Darkness seemed to 

blanket them, as they considered what it would look like without the One whose life 
																																																								
3 John O’Donahue, To Bless the Space Between Us, p. xiii, xv. 
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became their way of life. Time after time in this conversation, the disciples keep hunting 

after answers and direction and meaning, trying hard to get specifics from Jesus because 

they knew that change was afoot. 

The late great preacher Fred Craddock liked to tell a story about a conversation he 

had with a greyhound once. “I was in a home not long ago where they had adopted a dog 

that had been a racer.  It was a big old greyhound, spotted hound, lying there in the den. 

One of the kids in the family, just a toddler, was pulling on its tail, and a little older kid 

had his head over on that dog’s stomach, used it for a pillow. That dog just seemed so 

happy and I said to the dog, ‘uh, are you still racing any?’ 

                ‘No, no, no, I don’t race anymore.’ 

                I said, ‘do you miss the glitter and excitement of the track?’ 

                He said, ‘No, no.’ 

                I said, ‘well, what’s the matter? You got too old?’ 

                ‘No, no, I still had some race in me.’ 

                ‘Well, did you not win?’ 

                He said, ‘I won over a million dollars for my owner.’ 

                ‘Then what was it, bad treatment?’ 

                ‘Oh no, they treated us royally when we were racing.’ 

                I said, ‘Then what? Did you get crippled?’ 
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                He said, ‘No, no, no.’ 

                I said, ‘Then what?’ 

                And he said, ‘I quit.’ 

                I said, ‘why did you quit?’ 

                And he said, ‘I discovered that what I was chasing was not really a rabbit.  And I 

quit.’ He looked at me and said, ‘All that running, running, running, running, and what I 

was chasing was not even real.’”4 

 Sounds eerily familiar, right? On the pathways of life, we start running. In 

adolescence, we chase after imagination and playfulness and imitation and acceptance. As 

teenagers, we hunt for passion and status and understanding and differentiation. As 

young adults, we charge after self-discovery and independence and relationships and 

enterprise. In middle-adulthood, we go after stability and growth and focus and 

simplicity. At retirement, we seek our legacy and benevolence and wisdom and meaning. 

And as life draws to a close, we pursue mentorship and gratitude and contemplation and 

rest.5 It seems we’re always chasing that pesky rabbit, even if it looks a little different in 

each stage. 

 But across the span of our life regardless of the stage, doesn’t it seem like we always 

wish to have a road map to follow? A map, a plan, a turn-by-turn set of instructions so that 

																																																								
4	Fred Craddock, “Chasing Rabbits,” Craddock Stories, p107. 
5 This brief description of the stages of life came from my own experience as well as a variety of sources (particularly ones I 
used in ministry with young adults) about the four stages of life. 
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when we feel lost and direction-less and like we’ve been down another rabbit trail, we can 

still find our way home. We wish we had that map to know what to do when the business 

venture failed, the relationship fell apart, the addiction took over, the diagnosis came, the 

identity we created for ourselves bottomed out. We needed that plan in moving from 

each of those life stages to the next and fumbling our way through all the changes. If only 

we had the metaphorical version of Siri talking us through each turn along the way, we 

would never have to go blindly down the path ahead. A map would surely help the 

feelings of stress and anxiety, fear and unease that dog us along the way. 

 The disciples were clearly hunting for those directions with Jesus, as questions of 

specifics and plans peppered their conversation. When Jesus says, “I am with you a little 

longer… where I am going, you cannot go,” Peter responds, “Lord, where are you going?” 

Jesus replies, “where I’m going, you cannot follow me now but later,” to which Peter asks, 

“Lord, why can’t I follow you now?” Jesus implores them, “don’t be troubled! I will 

prepare a place for you, and you’ll be with me. You’ve been with me for years, so surely 

you know the way,” and Thomas responds, “Lord, we don’t know how to get there! Can 

you show us the way?” And in a moment of joyful clarity, Jesus says, “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life! And if you who follow me are looking for the Father, you’re looking at 

the way forward.” A blessing in all its fullness – the fullness of God in the fullness of the 

time – yet I wonder: were the disciples – and are we – able to hear it? 
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 Too often one of the roadblocks to hearing this blessing comes when we read this 

passage and wonder what it means about all who don’t follow in the way of Jesus. We read 

the phrase “no one comes to the Father except through me,” divorce it from the blessing 

of Jesus as the way, truth, and life before, and then wonder about the map to heaven for 

Jews or Muslims or Buddhists or atheists or agnostics or postmoderns or spiritual-but-

not-religious types or cultural-but-non-practicing Christians. We overlook that the place 

Jesus was going first was not to heaven, but rather to suffering and death. We forget that 

this phrase was directed to Jesus’s followers about their life and way of bringing about the 

kingdom here on earth. We become like the disciples, demanding a map and digging so 

far down this burrow that we accidentally miss the inherent blessing within: a promise of 

the path, the truth, and the life for those who claim Christ as leader and guide. “It’s not 

about knowing all the instructions or directions,” Jesus seems to say, “rather it’s about 

knowing and trusting me. So rest assured that first you are beloved and known. Then 

from that place, do not let your hearts be troubled and let this blessing be your guide: I 

am the way you’ve been looking for!”6  

 By this point given the stage within which I live, I shouldn’t be surprised when 

wisdom and the sacred mystery of life is revealed to me through the medium of a Disney 

movie! My family’s newest obsession – kids and mama both – is the movie called Moana, 

																																																								
6 Brian McLaren has a most helpful reading and theological analysis on John 14, which can be found at the following link: 
http://psnt.net/mclaren.pdf  
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the story of a strong-willed daughter of the chief of their Polynesian tribe.  When a crisis 

strikes their island of Montenui, Moana is called forth to save her people by restoring the 

heart of the goddess Te Fiti, stolen years ago by a self-obsessed demigod named Maui. 

(Disney, right?!) Moana’s seafaring journey to do so leads her to discover all sorts of 

meaning: her identity, calling, vocation, limits, and place in this world. 

 The whole movie is just terrific, but one scene in particular becomes the pivot 

through which Moana is able to find her way ahead. You see, Moana’s young life was one 

of always looking past the island to the vast ocean beyond, even when her father 

constantly pulled her back. But her grandmother Tala saw Moana, understood her 

longings, and just before her death, revealed to Moana that Moana’s hunger for the open 

sea was in her very DNA. It seems their ancestors were voyagers, traveling those vast seas 

to discover new islands but stopped out of fear of the dangers within. And it was that 

same grandmother whose spirit returned to Moana – stuck in the middle of the vastness, 

out of options, distraught, tired, unsure of the path forward but sure that the calling she 

once felt had to be wrong. “Choose someone else!” Moana cried into the black night.  

And like an answer to the question she didn’t even know to ask – isn’t that always 

what a blessing does? – the spirit of Moana’s grandmother Tala returned to her in that 

lowest, darkest place. “Moana, I will be with you. Sometimes the world seems against you, 

the journey may leave a scar, the scars can heal and reveal just who you are. The people 
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you love will change you, the things you love will guide you, and nothing on earth can 

silence the quiet voice still inside you. And when that voice starts to whisper, Moana, 

you’ve come so far. Moana, listen: you know who you are!”7 

Henri Nouwen says “to give someone a blessing is the most significant affirmation 

we can offer…. To give a blessing is to say ‘yes’ to a person’s Belovedness.”8 A promise, an 

invitation, a ‘yes,’ a blessing of the way ahead by her grandma enables Moana to know her 

belovedness, to know who and whose she is. And for Moana, as for the disciples who 

didn’t yet understand, and for you and me now and forevermore, the blessing changed 

everything. “I am the Way!,” Jesus says. And like the warmth and protection of a wise 

grandma, he reminds us of what we already know: that the way of Christ is the way of 

truth and of life, the way that cuts through all time and space, the way that reveals the 

heart of the Father, the way that brings us to life together with God in the dwelling places 

God has for us, the way that sets us free.  

Henri Nouwen also says that “when we are thrown up and down by the little waves 

on the surface of our existence, we become easy victims of our manipulative world, but 

when we continue to hear the deep gentle voice that blesses us, we can walk through life 

with a stable sense of well-being and true belonging.”9 So throughout all the changing 

seasons of our lives – when we feel like we’re chasing rabbits down trails and into holes, 

																																																								
7 Song and story from Moana, a 2016 Disney hit film. 
8 Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p. 69. 
9 Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p73. 



	 	 	

Hull McGee 
	

9 

when we are stuck and stranded without a clear path ahead, when fear paralyzes and 

anxiety invades – might we always remember that the One who calls us Beloved is the 

One who is the very way ahead. Known, beloved, and blessed, we then recognize the path 

from that map we didn’t even know we were carrying, because his is the way that leads us 

home. Amen! 

 

  

	


