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The presence of Jesus  
 

 

One of the striking features of John’s gospel is its simultaneous complexity and 

simplicity. The complexity is obvious in the extraordinary number of seemingly 

unrelated ideas which will come up in a particular passage, each idea being the kind of 

thing which could have a whole book written about it! And so in our current chapter, 

for example, we hear that Jesus is going to prepare a place for us in the Father’s 

mansion, that he is the way, the truth and the life, that to know him is to have seen the 

Father, that Jesus’ disciples will do greater things than Jesus himself, that to love Jesus 

is to keep his commandments, that there is another counsellor and guide to be sent in 

the person of the Spirit, and so on! And these ideas tumble out one after the other, with 

very little to indicate how they are related to each other, and so making for very 

confusing reading. And so the simplicity of John is much less obvious. 

But it also seems clear that this great assortment of apparently different things are all 

placed next to each other because it is being asserted that they all have something to do 

with each other. There’s something which holds all these different thoughts together. 

It’s this binding idea which I want to focus on this morning. What is the thought which 

binds together the call to obedience, the coming gift of the Spirit, the world’s deafness 

to Christ and his Spirit, and being loved by the Father through Jesus? That “thought” 

seems to be the extraordinary assertion that only the presence of Jesus matters. 

It’s the Last Supper, and Jesus has just told the disciples that he is leaving them, and at 

the same time is offering them consolation – “I will not leave you desolate”. The 

consolation Jesus offers is basically this: he remains, even though he goes. We hear 

that he remains through the commandments that he has given them, he remains in the 

Spirit which he will send to them, and there’s also a difficult-to-interpret reference to 

his being “seen again” by them. 

For believers today, though, the question of Jesus’ departure is not at all a pressing 

one. We tend to assume that Jesus is present to us, or at least could be found around 

here somewhere. For us, at least in denominations like ours, what it seems we are 

about to lose is not Jesus but the church.  

And so our question as a church is not, “Is Jesus with us?”, but “What shall we do?” 

This question we ask not of Jesus himself, but actually on Jesus’ behalf. If we were to 

ask Jesus himself he would say something like “love me and keep my 

commandments”, which seems immensely unhelpful, in part because we don’t really 

like obeying commandments and in part because it is hard to see how that would help 

us with our problem. 

But here’s “the thing”: when “what must we do?” becomes our driving question, the 

presence of Jesus will become just one among the several things we imagine to matter. 

And when Jesus is one among many things, he effectively becomes irrelevant because 

there are many things we must think about and do. And so we become a composite of 



 

many things – including the “religious” ones – in the same way that John’s gospel can 

seem a complex composite of many things we must believe. 

Jesus’ response to his disciples’ sense of crisis at his departure is the same as his 

response to our lack of clarity about his presence or absence, and our distraction from 

the issue by other things. As to them, so to us in our uncertainty about his presence and 

our distraction by many things, Jesus says, “I, Jesus the Son, am all that matters; and I 

will remain with you.” 

In view of what we think is our problem, whether as a church or as individuals, the 

suggestion that the presence of Jesus is all that really matters sounds pretty extreme.  

But it will only seem extreme if we think that tending to the Jesus bit is one part 

among the many parts of what it means to live our lives or be the church – “yes, we 

must do that, but we must do these other things as well”. Then it will seem sometimes 

that the Jesus thing is growing too large and taking up the space of other things. “Only 

Jesus matters” will sound extreme if we tend to think of Jesus and his things as a part 

of the world and then find ourselves forced to try to “balance” all the parts in the 

equation that is our life. 

As Christians we easily come to view our religious responsibility as one among many 

claimants on our time and energy, and then feel guilty about not meeting them. As 

non-believers we would similarly consider Jesus and the things of God as part of the 

world, but actually as space-wasters and so simply dispose of them to make more 

space for the things which seem to matter more. 

In a situation like this, the news that Jesus might be going away doesn’t so much give 

us reason for anxiety as it promises to gives us a break! Would we not sometimes find 

it happily one less thing we had to do, if the one week the word of the Lord were truly 

that he wasn’t going to be here next Sunday, so we needn’t be either? 

But the very fact that Jesus’ departure could be thought to leave the disciples 

“desolate” indicates that his presence is more than just the presence of one thing 

among many presences. Unless we can make sense of that, then talk about obeying 

commandments and the gift of the Spirit of truth and the relationship between the 

Father and the Son will be of no use to us. 

The way in which Jesus is all-that-matters is not his being the biggest of all things, 

squeezing other things out. We are not called to think “Jesus” only, and forget other 

things. Rather, we are to think and do all that we think and do, to and from Jesus. We 

are to live in the world, not by forgetting the world and focussing only on Jesus, but by 

obeying Jesus’ commands, by acting with reference to who Jesus is and what he calls 

us to be. 

But the extraordinary thing is that, having called us to obey his commands, there is 

scarcely a commandment on Jesus’ lips in this gospel. This mightn’t bother us because 

we have all the rest of the New Testament, yet John’s community may well have had 

only his gospel as their guide to the person and teaching of Jesus. And so the absence 

of specific commands has to be taken seriously, and not simply supplemented by 

material from somewhere else in the gospel.  

The only things which Jesus says in this gospel which really count as 

“commandments” are “abide in me” and “love one another”. Neither of these tell us 

much about the “what” of what we should be doing. How much easier it would be if 



 

Jesus would just list what we should and shouldn’t do, for that is our basic question in 

the face of what we might lose if we don’t act properly. 

Instead, Jesus proposes how we should be. “Abide in me” – that is, be to and from me. 

“Love one another” – that is, be to and from one another. “And when, through the 

Spirit, I make this possible for you, I will be in you, and you will be in me, and I and 

the Father will come and make our home with you.” The command of Jesus is a 

general thing before it is a specific thing. In fact it ought not to be divided up in that 

way, but ours is the question of a young fellow who once accosted Jesus: What must I 

do to receive eternal life? What must we do to save ourselves, or the church, or 

whatever? 

And because that concern so much dominates us, we need to be challenged: Better to 

ask, what must we be…? In John’s gospel the things which Jesus does always point to 

who he is, in order that what we might become in him will inform what we do.  The 

actions of Jesus identify for us his being, so that we might have a new being to inform 

our actions. 

And that new being? A new identity as sisters and brothers of Jesus and, thereby, 

children of God. The only thing to be done here is to abide, and to love. 

To say that the presence of Jesus is all that matters is not to say that nothing else 

matters, but that we and the other things in our lives will only have our true form and 

sense when through this Jesus we are brought to the source of all our being and action 

as children of the Father who made us and loves us. 

May God indeed send us the Spirit of truth, the Spirit which makes true – that in the 

absence of Jesus we might become his presence, the people we were created to be. 

Amen. 
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