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Blessing the Presence 

A sermon preached by Emily Hull McGee on John 14:15-21 

at First Baptist Church, Winston-Salem on Sunday, May 21, 2017 
 
 

 For the month of April, I spent about 30 minutes each Wednesday morning with the 

preschool-aged kids of our Children’s Center leading their weekly chapel service. Because 

they still had bunnies on their brain in the week after Easter, I read for them the children’s 

book, The Runaway Bunny. You remember this one, right – the 1942 Margaret Wise 

Brown classic? It’s the story of a little boy bunny, eager with a newly-discovered hunger 

for independence from his mama. “I am running away,” he announces in the second line 

of the book. And wise as she is, his mama responds: “if you run away, I will run after you. 

For you are my little bunny.” The little bunny sounds indignant as he decides to become a 

fish in a stream, a rock on the mountain, a crocus in a hidden garden, a bird in the air, a 

sailboat on the ocean, an acrobat in the circus, and even a little boy, each in an attempt to 

run away from his mama. But in each of these instances, the mama reassures her son that 

she will come after him, like a fisherman in that stream, a rock-climber on that mountain, 

a gardener of the crocus, a tree the bird flies home to, the wind that blows the boat, a 

tightrope walker who glides across the air to him, a mother who enfolds her boy in a hug 

and welcomes him home. You will never be alone seems to be the blessing that spilled from 

these pages onto the preschoolers in chapel and onto kids of all ages like you and me. 

 That same theme seems to be on the mind of the writer of John in today’s text. 
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You’ll remember from last Sunday that we are in the midst of Jesus’s Farewell Discourse 

in the Gospel of John, where Jesus is preparing his disciples for his impending departure 

from this world in those hours between his final meal and final breath. Last week, we 

heard Jesus promise to be Way, the path, the road upon which we journey through life. 

And today, we are reminded that out of Jesus’s love given and returned, the Father will 

give another Advocate who will be with them forever in spirit. For the anxious disciples, 

Jesus reminds them that his presence will continue, even after his departure. The biblical 

translation we read each week – the New Revised Standard Version – translates the 

Greek word “paracletos” for Holy Spirit as “advocate,” but other translations use a variety 

of terms: “counselor,” “comforter,” “helper,” “mediator,” even “broker.”1 For the disciples 

and for all Jesus’s followers in the years to come, the Spirit will be “one who has been 

called to our side,” one who will stand up for us and never leave us, a force activated on 

our behalf.2 

 I don’t know about you, but I hear in this a blessing from Jesus, one rooted in the 

promise of relationships with Father-Son-Spirit and with all their created world. Like 

Henri Nouwen says, “It is not enough to be chosen. We also need an ongoing blessing 

that allows us to hear in an ever-new way that we belong to a loving God who will never 

																																																								
1 Larry D. Bouchard, “John 14:15-21,” Feasting on the Word: Year A, Vol. 2, 492. 
2 Meaningful translation work from Linda Lee Clader in ““John 14:15-21,” Feasting on the Word: Year A, Vol. 2, 495. 
3 Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p72. 
4 John O’Donahue, To Bless the Space Between Us, p. xiii. 
5 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons, p xiv, xv. 
6 As always in his prescient, meaningful writing, David Lose takes this thread of social dislocation in the lead up to and 

2 Meaningful translation work from Linda Lee Clader in ““John 14:15-21,” Feasting on the Word: Year A, Vol. 2, 495. 
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leave us alone, but will remind us always that we are guided by love on every step of our 

lives.”3 And is not an ever-present and never-ending, guiding, calling, counseling, 

comforting, advocating Spirit such a blessing? For in the Spirit, you will not be alone! 

 As I said last week, John O’Donahue reminds us that “it would be infinitely lonely to 

live in a world without blessing.”4 Because blessings inherently bind us up – to God and 

to one another. And so as a beloved community called the church, aren’t we called to be a 

people of blessing? Aren’t we called to practice blessings within the rhythm of our life 

together, so that from this form of worship, we learn how to bless others in the worship 

that is our very lives? Just think of all the ways the church is a community of blessing 

throughout all the changing seasons of life. We dedicate babies, promising together with a 

child’s parents to tell that child the stories of Jesus and sing for her the songs of faith, so 

that in her own time, she embraces Christ for her own. We baptize, naming and claiming 

our first identity as beloved children of God in these waters of life. We marry and bury, 

audaciously proclaiming God’s nearness and intimacy as relationships are bound up in 

this life and left behind for the next. We bless backpacks for students at the dawn of a new 

school year, mission teams of our own who have heard the call to go and serve, cases of 

food and hand-stitched hats and shoeboxes filled with delight: all so cheerfully ordinary, 

but called forth and inspired to be no less than the presence of Love.  

																																																								
3 Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p72. 
4 John O’Donahue, To Bless the Space Between Us, p. xiii. 
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 In so doing, we the church and the people make ourselves available to the mystery of 

God. Jan Richardson describes this, saying: “blessings enable us to perceive the ways the 

sacred inhabits the ordinary, impressing upon us that every moment and each place lies 

within the circle of God’s care. A blessing speaks from God’s mysterious heart into our 

own heart, meeting us in our ache for connection and presence.”5 

 No matter who you are, what you earn, how much you know, who you love, how 

you vote, or where you live, that ache, that hunger for connection and presence has 

infected us all. If we’ve learned anything from these fractious months and years of our 

political lives in America, it’s that we the people – young and old, Red and Blue, wealthy 

and wanting, gay and straight, black and brown and white, rural and cosmopolitan – 

whomever “we” are, we feel abandoned, overlooked, unheard, forgotten, impressed upon, 

misunderstood. These feelings can dislocate us, separate us from one another, spiral us 

towards fear and anger and distrust, and make it awfully hard to love.6  

 Which makes, then, these words of the gospel even more powerful. “If you love me,” 

John says, “keep my commandments.” That new commandment Jesus gave, you might 

remember, is as simple as it is hard: love God, love each other, love yourself. And even as 

Jesus prepares his disciples for his leaving, for a time soon when they cannot look directly 

																																																								
5 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons, p xiv, xv. 
6 As always in his prescient, meaningful writing, David Lose takes this thread of social dislocation in the lead up to and 
aftermath of the 2016 election and weaves it beautifully with this text. Read more in his “Dear Partner in Preaching” essay 
here: http://www.davidlose.net/2017/05/easter-6-a-you-have-an-advocate/  
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at him to see and hear and smell and touch and taste what that Love should entail, they 

are told this: you will not be alone. Jesus promises another Advocate, another comforter, 

another counselor and helper and champion and presence and guide. “I will not leave you 

orphaned,” he promises. You don’t have to be afraid, because even when you feel 

abandoned or overlooked, fear not… but rather love well. For God’s Advocate will never 

leave you or forget you. Instead, the Spirit will be in you and among you. And with that, 

you will be blessed. 

  In our dislocated world, by trusting in the abiding presence of God, we are then able 

to provide such a blessing of presence to one another. For when you fear not, you can love 

well. And when you pass on that type of blessing, you just know. It’s an ordinary moment 

that becomes bigger than you or the one you’ve blessed, and in so doing, touches both of 

you with the power and presence of God. These moments of blessing can happen 

purposefully, but often the blessing comes about accidentally or unintentionally. 

Blessings we share with each other are in the calm that emerges while sitting with a family 

in an anxiety-laden hospital waiting room, the stability that grounds a transition when 

marking life’s threshold changes, or the joy that cannot be bound when celebrating 

occasions of deep gladness.  

 I experienced such an unintentional moment of blessing last Sunday night while 

standing in the late afternoon sun at the home of Corinne Causby, our pastoral intern 
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who served with us last summer and who just graduated from Wake Forest University 

School of Divinity. The occasion was her graduation party, and I went with a small gift for 

this Baptist colleague and friend. It was the same gift I passed along to our other pastoral 

intern, Jenna, on her last Sunday several weeks ago: a framed calligraphy rendering of the 

benediction my Granddaddy Bill wrote and used throughout his life and ministry as a 

pastor and scholar, a benediction that, as a child, I heard my dad say each week.  

 But unlike the one I gave to Jenna, this particular one was a hand-me-down. You see, 

some eight years ago, I had given this very gift – the actual frame – to my mentor, friend, 

advocate, professor, and Baptist giant James Dunn at my graduation from Wake Forest 

University School of Divinity. You’ve heard me tell stories of Dr. Dunn – fiercely 

independent, deeply faithful, deservedly beloved – by me, by Corinne, and by hundreds 

of other students. Dr. Dunn had worked closely with my granddad over the years they 

served throughout Baptist life; it was only fitting that I return to him just a small token of 

love from one generation of Hulls through another.  

 Well just a few weeks ago, I had gotten back this gift from our church’s friend and 

retiring professor Bill Leonard, yet another Wake Div mentor, friend, advocate, professor, 

and Baptist giant. As Dr. Dunn’s friend and overseer of his estate following Dr. Dunn’s 

passing some two years ago, Dr. Leonard had spotted this gift, recognized it (I had given 

him one as well!), and felt he should return it back to me. In the midst of my full week and 
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weekend, I simply had failed to scoot over to Target to pick up the graduation gift card I 

had planned to give Corinne, but remembered this hand-me-down benediction stashed 

in the trunk of my car, and hastily wrapped it up with crossed fingers that it would suffice. 

 And so on Corinne’s crowded front porch in the late afternoon sun, I found myself 

sharing a blessing and receiving one in return – the words of one Baptist patriarch written 

as a promise of God’s abiding closeness; recalled and recited through the years by his son, 

the Baptist pastor; claimed and reclaimed by his granddaughter at the threshold of Baptist 

ministry; given in love to transformative Baptist professors and pioneers; returned as 

reminders of Baptist presence even as these pioneers transition from one stage of life to 

the next; and gifted yet again, from one young Baptist to another. It certainly reminded 

me (and I think Corinne too) that we are never alone, that the God who abided with our 

Baptist fore-mothers and –fathers abides with us still through the presence of beloved 

advocates and comforters, counselors and guides. It was a blessing, rooted in the promise 

of relationships that stretched from generation to generation and set free by the promise 

of God in Christ through the power of the Spirit. You are not alone! And to think I was 

going to miss all of that for a paltry little gift card… 

 The life of faith is a journey with stops and starts, mountains and valleys, detours 

and attempts like that little bunny to run away and join the circus. We may not always 

understand how God works in the world. We might wonder how exactly Jesus’s 
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crucifixion and resurrection has saved us, or how we’re supposed to recognize the Spirit at 

work, or what we are to believe about any number of hot-button issues of our day. Maybe 

we question why bad things happen, or what heaven and hell are supposed to look like, or 

how prayer has the capacity to change an outcome. Perhaps we interpret scripture in one 

way, and then read it in an entirely new way when life experiences change our perspective. 

But regardless of where the journey leads us or the questions of faith we carry; regardless 

of our capacity to understand them; regardless of time or space or reason or tradition; 

regardless of who we are, what we earn, how much we know, who we love, how we vote, 

or where we live: the greatest promise of God and the most significant blessing from 

God is that we do not walk this road alone.  

 Like the promise of a mama chasing after her runaway bunny and like the blessing 

that passes from grandfather and father to daughter, “I will not leave you orphaned,” Jesus 

says. “I am coming for you.” You will not be alone, for I will be with you always, even to the 

ends of the earth. 

 And those Baptist words of blessing, shared from generation to generation?  

Christ go before you to prepare a way of service. 
Christ go behind you to gather up all of your efforts for his glory. 

Christ go beside you as leader and guide. 
Christ go within you as comfort and stay. 

Christ go beneath you to uphold with everlasting arms. 
Christ go above you to reign as Lord supreme. 

Amen! 


