A New Story: Words & Blessing

John 17:6-10, 17-19


Often, when Rachel Naomi Remen’s grandfather came to visit, he’d bring her a present. They were never the sorts of things other people brought—dolls or books or stuffed animals.


Once he brought her a little paper cup. Rachel looked inside, expecting something special. All she found was dirt—and she wasn’t even allowed to play with the dirt. She was disappointed, and she let her grandfather know.


He smiled at her fondly. Then he turned, picked up the little teapot from her dolls’ tea set, and went to the kitchen where he filled the teapot with water. Back in Rachel’s bedroom, he put the little cup on the windowsill and handed her the teapot. He told her, “If you promise to put some water in the cup every day, something may happen.”


At the time, Rachel was four years old, and her bedroom was on the sixth floor of an apartment building in Manhattan. This whole thing made absolutely no sense to her. She looked at her grandfather doubtfully. He nodded with encouragement and repeated, “Every day.”


And so Rachel promised. At first, curious to see what would happen, she didn’t mind putting water in the cup. But as the days went by and nothing changed, it got harder and harder to remember this task.


After a week, she asked her grandfather if it was time to stop yet. Shaking his head no, he said, “Every day.”


The second week was even harder, and Rachel became resentful of her promise to put water in the cup. When her grandfather came again, she tried to give the cup back to him. But he refused to take it, saying simply, “Every day.”


By the third week, Rachel began to forget to put water in the cup. Often she would remember only after she’d been put to bed and would have to get up and water it in the dark. But she didn’t miss a single day.


One morning, there were two little green leaves that hadn’t been there the night before. Rachel was completely astounded. Day by day, the leaves got bigger. She could hardly wait to tell her grandfather—certain he’d be as surprised as she was.


But of course, he wasn’t. Carefully he explained to her that life is everywhere, hidden in the most ordinary and unlikely places.


Rachel was delighted. “And all it needs is water, Grandpa?” she asked.


Gently he touched the top of her head. “No,” he said, “All it needs is your faithfulness.”


The lesson that Rachel Remen first learned as a four-year old seems to be at the heart of what Jesus is trying to teach his disciples during his final hours with them. John’s gospel provides a beautiful, almost poetic portrayal of this teaching session. After sharing a meal with his disciples, Jesus takes time to help prepare them for what they’ll encounter after his death.


At the close of this session, Jesus offers a prayer—a portion of which we heard in today’s scripture reading. In this prayer, Jesus interweaves telling God about what he’s tried to accomplish, how he’s tried to be faithful, and asking God to care for the community of believers he’ll leave behind. By allowing the disciples to overhear this prayer, Jesus gives them two gifts—words and blessing.


We often need new words when we face liminal or threshold moments in our lives. We need words that will help us navigate these times of change and transition.


The Irish teacher and poet John O’Donohue explains it this way: “While our culture is all gloss and pace on the outside, within it is too often haunted and lost. The commercial edge of so-called ‘progress’ has cut away a huge region of human tissue and webbing that held us in communion with one another. We have fallen out of belonging. Consequently, when we stand before crucial thresholds in our lives, we have no rituals to protect, encourage, and guide us as we cross over into the unknown. For such crossings we need to find new words.”


These new words, O’Donohue adds, help us move into the “tenuous territory of change that we must traverse when a threshold invites us.” These new words help prepare us for the thresholds that—without warning—”can open directly before our feet. Thresholds that “are also the shorelines of new worlds.”


And so Jesus gives his followers—both those gathered with him that evening and those who’ve listened in through this story over the centuries—new words. And these words provide an intimate understanding of God and the relationship with the divine that God offers us.

Dennis Smith, a professor of New Testament, suggests that the words Jesus offers might be summed up this way: “Pay attention to the story; there you will find ‘the way’ and there you will find ‘the Father’”—which in Jesus’ day represented a radical new way to understand God. The story of Jesus and his life becomes a path for understanding God—a path along which believers may continue even after Jesus’ death.


In addition to new words, Jesus gives the gift of blessing. As the disciples face the very real possibility that their world will be turned upside down, Jesus offers them a gift that will serve as an anchor as they travel into unknown and frightening new territory.


“It would be infinitely lonely to live in a world without blessing,” contends O’Donohue. Blessing “evokes a sense of warmth and protection; it suggests that no life is alone or unreachable. Each life is clothed in raiment of spirit that secretly links it to everything else. Though suffering and chaos befall us, they can never quench that inner light of providence.”


Jesus seems to understand that by blessing his followers, he will help them live in a world that’s distant from what O’Donohue calls the “homeland of wholeness.” This blessing will enable Jesus’ followers to move beyond a sense of limitation and difficulty to experience a relationship with the divine that provides the promise of wholeness.


O’Donohue suggests that—as we use the word foreshadow to describe the imperfect representation of something that’s yet to come—we could say that a blessing “forebrightens” the way.


He continues: “When a blessing is invoked, a window opens in eternal time. . . . Regardless of how we configure the eternal, the human heart continues to dream of a state of wholeness, a place where everything comes together, where loss will be made good, where blindness will transform into vision, where damage will be made whole, where the clenched question will open in the house of surprise, where the travails of a life’s journey will enjoy a homecoming. To invoke a blessing is to call some of that wholeness upon a person now.”


And that’s what Jesus seems to do as he blesses his disciples. And in doing so, he also seeks to inspire them to share the words he’s given them and to invest their lives in blessing others.


Rachel Remen takes away the same lessons from the seven years she had with her grandfather. His words—often in the form of stories—still inspire her. And his deep belief in blessing still helps shape her life.


While Rachel might interpret her life as one of service, she doesn’t believe her grandfather would have used that description. “He would have said that we need to remember to bless the life around us and the life within us,” she explains. “He would have said when we remember we can bless life, we can repair the world.”


In reflecting on what she learned from her grandfather, Rachel has come to believe that we bless the life around us far more than we realize. She writes: “Many simple, ordinary things that we do can affect those around us in profound way: the unexpected phone call, the brief touch, the willingness to listen generously, the warm smile or wink of recognition. We can even bless total strangers and be blessed by them.”


She points out that blessings can come in forms as simple as a greeting commonly used in India. On meeting even a total stranger, one bows and says, “Namaste,” which means I see the divine spark within you. She explains that when we “recognize the spark of God in others, we blow on it with our attention and strengthen it, no matter how deeply it has been buried or for how long. When we bless someone, we touch the unborn goodness in them and wish it well.”


Several weeks ago I received a note from a friend. She told of a discussion she’d had with members of her women’s group about how other people can affect their willingness to see God. She then told about the story she’d shared:


I’ll never forget how privileged and honored I felt when you asked me to help you with decorating the sanctuary so many Christmases ago. I thought that I had REALLY ARRIVED—if a MINISTER would ask a heathen like me to help decorate the holiest of places for one of the most significant days in the year. It was the very first time I was ever comfortable being in a church. I finally got what I so desperately sought all through my teenage and young adult life—to be like I was one of you, someone who actually belonged in a church, who was worthy. I’d always felt separate from “Christians,” churchgoers who seemed to have it all together. And for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what I was doing wrong because I could not seem to attain your status! I had come to the sad conclusion that mainstream life, which for me translated into normal life, just wasn’t in the cards for me. But it WAS the day we went to the church and made it beautiful for the Christmas season. I was normal and knew that happiness wasn’t far behind.


Do you realize what a gift you gave me that day? To you, maybe it seemed a small but sincere kindness, but to me it was a turning point from wretched, dark despair into the light of goodness, grace, and mercy. I cannot thank you enough.


My friend’s note came as a shock to me. But it also has become a reminder that the words or actions we share sometimes become a blessing in ways we never anticipate. And that process can end up changing us, as well.


Rachel Remen puts it beautifully when she writes: “A blessing is not something that one person gives another. A blessing is a moment of meeting, a certain kind of relationship in which both people involved remember and acknowledge their true nature and worth and strengthen what is whole in one another. By making a place for wholeness within our relationships, we offer others the opportunity to be whole without shame and become a place of refuge from everything in them and around them that is not genuine. We enable people to remember who they are. . . .


“Those who bless and serve life find a place of belonging and strength, a refuge from living in ways that are meaningless and empty and lonely. Blessing life moves us closer to each other and closer to our authentic selves. When people are blessed they discover that their lives matter, that there is something in them worthy of blessing. And when you bless others, you may discover this same thing is true about yourself.”


May we make that discovery today. Amen.
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