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Commencement 

Reading from the Gospels: John 14:1-11 

Growing up as the child of a high school teacher, I’ve been to my 

share of commencement exercises. We had to go because she had to go. 

It’s a small town, it’s what you do.  Let’s just say, more than once as a 

runner, I have hit the proverbial wall in a marathon with too many 

miles left to run, and I’d still choose that over reliving a few of those 

graduation ceremonies.   

My mother is here today, so if you get the chance after worship, 

ask her about the commencement speaker with the keys.  I was only 

eight or nine at the time, but as I recall, the speaker had a ring of keys, 

oversized plastic ones like you give a baby to teeth on; and for each key, 

the speaker would offer her wisdom to the graduates on one of the keys 

to a successful life.  Well, after about a half hour of this, her words had 

the same sound and impact as you’d hear from Charlie Brown’s teacher 

(Wah, wah, wah, wah, wah). And yet, every mind in that gymnasium 

was laser focused on the same small detail:  Oh my Lord! She’s got 

three more keys!  Imagine my dismay when I walked into a 
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baccalaureate service on Friday, opened the bulletin and saw the sermon 

title:  Seven Keys to a Successful Life. O Lord! 

By the time those graduates at my mom’s school some forty-five 

years ago were attending the commencement exercises for their own 

children, I was a young pastor in another state attending the 

commencement for one of the seniors in our youth group. This would 

have been approximately ’91 or ’92 up the road in Hickory at Lenoir-

Rhyne’s P.E. Monroe auditorium, the location of just about every 

sizeable event in Catawba County. It was the first time I’d seen security 

present and ready for a sting operation if someone yelled or cheered 

when Jr. crossed the stage for his diploma –We’ve got a Woo-Hooer in 

aisle Q, SWARM! SWARM!   

That was quite a scene. What did we conclude last week?  People 

are… weird. Anyway, I was thankful when I saw that the featured 

speaker wasn’t carrying a set of keys. In addition, it was the first time I 

heard one of those stereotypical high-school-is-a-Shangri-la-to-which-

we-must-now-bid-adieu-but-you-are-a flower-about-to-bloom speeches 

given by the class valedictorian.  
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It was also the first graduation ceremony where I saw technology 

integrated into the affair.  Granted, it was just a slide projector and a 

boom box offering up photos from the seniors’ four years at St. 

Stephen’s High School to something like the theme from Cheers, but it 

seemed creative at the time. What struck me, though, were the sounds 

of sentiment that wafted through the auditorium as various photos 

popped up on the screen. Oooohs, sugar-coated awwwws, laughter, and 

a few sniffles as self-declared best friends for life lamented the 

inescapable fork in the road up ahead. 

It all makes me wonder about the mindset and emotions of today’s 

graduates.  The world has changed so much, even since the early 90’s. 

Today’s graduates would scoff at the primitive slide show I described. 

As the designated old-fuddy-duddy/senile uncle on our staff, I thought it 

wise to garner the insights of our tech-savvy, genX/millennials, Rebecca 

and Jessica, who have not yet been excommunicated from the club of 

cultural credibility.   

My question, in this selfie-soaked-every-day-is-a-video-memoir 

world of social media addiction, how do young people experience 

graduation or significant life transitions today?  Think about it, if you 
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have a close circle of friends that represent the persons to whom you are 

referring whenever your bio states your interests as, hanging out with 

friends and even if you disperse to the far ends of the earth to study 

abroad, from Shanghai to Delhi to Montpelier to Quito, you can 

continue to carry on an unbroken daily conversation complete with real 

life footage and photos via text, snapchat, Instagram, Snapfish, and 

about a dozen other phone apps Rebecca and Jessica listed as I nodded, 

like I had any clue to what they were referring. Snapfish? Yeah, we 

thought about eating there but heard the waitstaff was rude. Technology 

is so integral to the lifestyle of youth today.  I would guess that the 

average young person takes more photos in a month than I have in my 

entire life.  

Technology has drastically altered the way we experience 

transition and change in life.  Rebecca and Jessica were amazed by how 

much the worldview of young people evolved in just the 5 years between 

their graduations. For many here, think about how much has changed 

since the day your parents dropped you off at the dorm, and the only 

subsequent contact you would have with them until Christmas would be 

the weekly or monthly collect phone call you would make to them. Now, 
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mom may be messaging you during your physics 101 lecture, not that 

she’ll get a response, but the possibility of instant access is there, in 

many cases preserving the umbilical cord well into adulthood, and 

shrinking our world in ways unfathomable a generation ago. 

1977 – “Mom, I’m headed to the state fair for the Aerosmith 

concert.”  

“Okay, be careful and call me from a payphone and let it ring 

twice, so I know you got there.” 

2017 – “Mom, I’m off to Djibouti.” 

“Okay, be careful, remember your passport and snapdoodlefish me 

when you arrive, so I know you got there.”  

Is separation anxiety even a thing anymore?  Absolutely! Toddlers 

clinging to their parents in the church nursery. Parents clinging to their 

kids after the commencement ceremony. Dogs clinging to their humans 

at the back door every workday. Retirees struggling with the disconnect 

from their careers. Single parents struggling with custody agreements. 

The suddenly homebound separated from friends, community, church. 
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The grieving buckling under the weight of lost companionship. The 

Colts leave Baltimore in the middle of the night. Lebron leaves 

Cleveland, chapter 1.  

Created for life with one another, fear, insecurity, and anxiety are 

the natural consequences of any tremor in any relationship. As jazz 

legend Count Basie entitled one of his tunes: I Needs to Be Be’ed With. 

Remembering that chapter and verse numbers were a later 

addition to our sacred scriptures, it is important to note how the 13th 

chapter of John flows into the 14th chapter.  At the opening of chapter 

13, John tells us, “Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew 

that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father. 

Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”  

This is followed by John’s interpretation of the Last Supper where 

Jesus washes the feet of his disciples as he begins his farewell 

discourse, his commencement address to them.  “Little children, I am 

with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the 

Jews so now I say to you, "Where I am going, you cannot come.' … 36 

Simon Peter said to him, "Lord, where are you going?" Jesus answered, 
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"Where I am going, you cannot follow me now; but you will follow 

afterward." 

Apart from the awkwardness of the foot-washing, this had been a 

fairly laid back, intimate supper of close friends, but with Jesus’ 

message here, you can feel the separation anxiety building in the room.  

Peter said to him, "Lord, why can I not follow you now? I will lay down 

my life for you." 

I’m reminded of what a friend of my in-laws once told his wife.  “If 

you ever decide to leave me, can I go with you.” 

Peter is clearly not ready for the Jesus tour to end. He had left the 

fishing business, his hometown, and all forms of earthly security for 

this. In chapter 1, John describes Jesus’ ministry and what moved folks 

like Peter to follow him like this:  “…to all who received him, who 

believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God … From 

his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.”  You have that kind 

of experience and there is no way you are ready for Porky Pig to poke 

his head through that bass drum: Badeebadee, That’s all folks!”  An 
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echo of Peter’s separation anxiety is sensed in the words of an old 

spiritual:  “Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, help me stand.”   

"Lord, why can I not follow you now?” I mean, the whole Jesus 

movement won’t amount to much without Jesus, right!  It is here that 

Jesus predicts Peter’s denial, but that denial would be eclipsed by the 

promise that follows in today’s text.  "Do not let your hearts be troubled. 

Believe in God, believe also in me. 2 In my Father's house there are 

many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go 

to prepare a place for you? 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I 

will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there 

you may be also.” 

In this baccalaureate/commencement/benedictory address Jesus 

acknowledges that life is about to change, thereby endorsing the truth 

that life and change are as inextricable from one another as a pug and 

ugly (nothing personal). Jesus knows that the brewing conflict between 

his truth and the world’s hubris is about to explode; that the seeming 

triumph of earth’s powers over God’s grace will threaten the faith of 

even his most ardent followers; that hate is about to kick sand in the 

face of love.  And so, in this prolonged discourse, Jesus sets out to be 
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frank with his closest friends about his inescapable departure; he seeks 

to console them for the grief they will endure; he hopes to offer them 

coping skills for their future; and he promises to be present to them 

going forward. 

And when Jesus senses their We-don’t-want-you-to-go-don’t-you-

dare-leave-us-here anxiety, he declares the ultimate truth that is critical 

to their future and ours, and without a doubt more instructive than 

anybody’s seven keys to live by. Thomas said to him, "Lord, we do not 

know where you are going. How can we know the way?" Jesus said to 

him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 

Father except through me.” 

Now, contrary to a frequent and popular reading of this, I do not 

believe these words to be condemning all other faiths as invalid. Rather, 

in Jesus, God literally breaks into this world, the Word became flesh. In 

Jesus, truth comes to live among us.  In Jesus, God says yes to the 

world God has made. Seeing us in the glory of all our dysfunction, 

disunity, insecurity, enmity, fear, hostility, and idiocy, God, in Jesus, 

sidles up beside us and with a knowing grin says, “You look a little lost. 

Come with me, I think I see a way through this.” “Precious Lord, take 
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my hand, lead me on, help me stand.”   The earliest Christians weren’t 

called Christians. Rather, they were known as followers of the Way, 

which is so important to remember amidst life’s changes, transitions, 

uncertainties, and chaos.  

In sitcom and movies, from Andy Griffith to James Bond, Tom 

Sawyer to the Poseidon Adventure, a recurring plot finds the cast 

trapped in a cave, mine, elevator, capsized boat, or collapsed building.  

Someone in the group is the designated voice of panic; another is 

the arbiter of blame – It’s all your fault; in addition, there is always the 

dean of doom – We’re dead; but usually, at least for purposes of 

commercial viability, there is a character who without bluster or 

spectacle gets to work, opening the senses and paying attention to 

detail,  paying attention for clues to a way to through the crisis. A shaft 

of light, hints of a breeze, the source of a trickle of water, a passable 

substitute for a flashlight or a shovel. After a while, the whine, the 

panic, the blame subsides as one by one, the others take notice of the 

effort, labor, and emerging plan, and join in the work to make a way 

through the crisis.  
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"I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” Jesus isn’t taunting 

those who are not his disciples – We’re marching into heaven and you 

are not!  Rather, Jesus is telling his disciples, Listen, trouble is coming, 

and you’re going to freak, panic, and be tempted to blame others or give 

up, but I’m working on a way through this and I’ve got a pretty good 

team. You may feel abandoned and even I’m going to have a “moment” of 

utter loneliness. I won’t leave you lost.  There is a way. Come and see. 

After his arrest, Jesus was famously questioned by the Roman 

Prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate:  “What is truth?” 24 hours a day, 7 

days a week, you can hardly walk through air so clogged by the sonic 

waves of voices appointing themselves as the sound of truth.  “I just 

want the American people to know the truth.”  No you don’t.  “Hey, you 

know me, I’m a truth teller.” No, you’re not. And let’s not forget the 

evangelist’s claim. “I just speak God’s unvarnished word!”  What? David 

slays the Philistine. The story is told and passed on orally.  Some time 

later the story is recorded. Centuries later the story is translated. 

Centuries after that the story is translated again into English. And 

centuries after that the text is edited, paraphrased, packaged, and 

marketed to catch the attention of someone intrigued by The Busy 
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Mom’s Bible or maybe The Duck Commander’s Bible. Then the 

evangelist reads it, and studiously puts his or her thoughts to it before 

speaking a syllable.  Unvarnished? Yeah, like the smoothest lane at the 

bowling alley. You’ve got layers upon layers of interpretation burying 

the source.  That’s not to say that God’s truth is utterly absent from the 

process, but it does mean that the best we can offer are hints and 

intimations of the truth.  For, now we see in a mirror dimly. Yet, when 

Pilate poses his question to the Christ - What is truth? – Jesus doesn’t 

say a thing.  Stands before Pilate in silence. Pilate could have just as 

easily asked, What is life? What is the way?  Jesus doesn’t have to say 

anything. Pilate is looking at the clearest of answers. 

Karl Barth said, “Since Jesus Christ is a servant, looking to Him 

cannot mean looking away from the world, from men, from life, or, as is 

often said, from oneself. It cannot mean looking away into some 

distance or height. To look to Him is to see Him at the very centre, 

to see Him and the history which, accomplished in Him, heals 

everything and all things, as the mystery, reality, origin and 

goal of the whole world, all men, all life. To look to Him is to cleave 
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to Him as the One who bears away the sin of the world. It is to be bound 

and liberated, claimed, consoled, cheered and ruled by Him.” 

Again, Jesus is not condemning others, he is speaking to those 

who believe or just want to believe.  Graduations, births, traumas, 

crises, relationships, doubts, questions, fears.  Jesus stands before us.  

Way. Truth. Life. Shall we?  

“If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take 

you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” 

“Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, help me stand.”   

             


