
1 
 

Sermon for May 21, 2017  
I will not leave you orphaned  
John 14:15-21  
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

A few weeks ago my wife Sarah and I took our six-year-old son, Quinn, to               
see Dow High School’s production of Annie. I imagine that many of you are              
familiar with this musical that was adapted from a comic strip. It tells the story of a                 
girl named Annie who lives in a New York City orphanage during the Great              
Depression. The children in the orphanage are subject to hard labor, really awful             
food, and the tirades of the orphanage director, Miss Hannigan. In the midst of all               
these difficulties, young Annie clings to the hope that her parents will someday             
return to the orphanage and restore her to the family.  

The day after our family attended this performance, we were all in worship             
when Dr. Dree Stryker gave a report about her recent medical mission trip to Haiti.               
In her report Dree mentioned an orphanage in Haiti and some of the needs of the                
orphans who live there.  

After two days of hearing about orphans and orphanages, our son began to             
reflect on what would happen if he lost his parent. I don’t think Quinn could grasp                
the concept that both of his parents could die, but he was concerned that there               
might come a day when we would disappear from his life. After giving some              
thought to this possibility, Quinn came up with a plan: He informed Sarah that if               
we ever forget him he would make his way on foot to his Aunt Laura’s house,                
which is a little over a mile away. 

When Sarah told me about this conversation my heart went out to our son.              
How troubling it must be to think about losing the people who care for you. Such                
thoughts naturally create anxiety and fear. I know that Quinn is not the only young               
person who has worried about becoming an orphan.  

Jesus uses the concept of being an orphan to make an important point in this               
morning’s reading from John. This section of John is known as “Jesus’ Farewell             
Discourse.” It includes the final teachings of Jesus before he is crucified. Earlier in              
the discourse Jesus told the disciples that he will soon be leaving them. Like              
young children, the disciples are filled with anxiety as they think about losing             
Jesus. Jesus addresses their anxiety by saying, “I will not leave you orphaned; I am               
coming to you.” (v. 18) 

Jesus assures the disciples that even though he will no longer be present in              
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bodily form, he will be present with them through the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit               
will help the disciples remember the things that Jesus has taught them, and will              
help them carry on the work of Jesus’ ministry. Because Jesus assures the disciples              
that he will not leave them orphaned, they need not be anxious about being              
abandoned.  

Children, and the disciples of Jesus, are not the only ones who have anxiety              
about being left alone. Social scientists have determined that one of the key aspects              
of being human is the need to feel connected with others. There are a number of                
different reasons why people feel alone, or disconnected. In some cases this feeling             
of loss comes after the death of a loved one. People can also feel disconnected after                
losing a job, retiring from employment, going through a divorce, or feeling            
overwhelmed by other personal issues. Sometimes people experience abandonment         
as a result of prejudice and misunderstanding, such as the case with some LGBT              
youth who are disowned by family members.  

It is interesting to note that Jesus tells the disciples that he will be present               
with them through the Holy Spirit when they follow the commandment to love one              
another. Loving one another is not just an emotional feeling, but it is a way of                
living. Loving one another means: caring for each other’s needs, offering support,            
advocating for one another, and giving good counsel.  

The promise that Jesus made to the original disciples 2000 years ago is the              
same promise made to us today. The Advocate, or Holy Spirit, continues to work              
through humans to create loving communities of mutual support. One of those            
loving communities is found in this sanctuary. The people in this church, like the              
original disciples, care for each other in ways that empower us to carry on the work                
of God’s kingdom. 

Time and time again I am moved by the ways in which love is shared within                
this community known as the United Church of Christ, Midland: 

I see love being shared every time an individual, or a family, is faced with a                
difficulty. People immediately reach out to offer support in a variety of ways.             
Cards of encouragement, phone calls, and hugs are shared. People also take the             
time to really listen to the concerns of another. 

I see love being shared when someone has a need for assistance in some              
concrete way. Individuals will show up to fix a wheel chair ramp, purchase             
groceries, offer a ride to an appointment, or perform some other task.  
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The love that is shared in this community not only offers comfort, it leads to               
empowerment. When we know that we are not alone, we are empowered to face              
the challenges that are before us. We are also empowered to reach out to other               
people, who may be feeling disconnected and alone. It goes without saying that             
there are many people in our world who are hungering to belong…who are looking              
for a community where they can be connected to others in the spirit of God’s love.  

The disciples of Jesus did not remain a group of a dozen; they continued to               
invite others in. The United Church of Christ, Midland is not a closed community,              
but rather a community that is always open to receiving others. Each one of us has                
the opportunity to invite others to come and experience what we have found to be               
life-sustaining. We do this, not to grow our numbers, but because we know that it               
is a human need to belong. 

I invite you to reflect on people you know who might be hungering to              
belong. Are there people in your places of work who are in need of community?               
Are there neighbors on your street who are feeling alone? Are there other students              
in your school who are searching to fill a sense of emptiness? Are there people               
who have been excluded by their church? It is our calling to reach out to others                
who are feeling orphaned and invite them into community. 

If you have ever seen the stage production, or the movie version, of Annie,              
you know that it has a happy ending. Although Annie learns that her biological              
parents are deceased, she is welcomed into a new home. The man who she refers to                
as Daddy Warbucks officially adopts Annie and gives her a new family. 

In a way, this is what the church is…a new family. The church is a diverse                
collection of God’s children who are gathered together by the Holy Spirit to create              
a loving community. Thanks be to God for the church. Amen. 

 

 


