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Acts 17:22-31; Psalm 66:7-18; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21 

Nate and I went away for a few days this past week. We got some needed rest and 

new perspective after the intensity of the Mississippi bishop process. 

While we were gone, I read a novel called Fly Away by Kristen Hannah. It’s the story 

of a family dealing with the loss of the woman who held them all together. Primarily, 

it’s the story of four women: Kate, the one who has died, her best friend Tully, her 

daughter Marah, and Tully’s mother Dorothy. 

It was, in essence, a novel about losses of all sorts, not only death. But the driving 

theme was not simply the losses themselves, but rather, the matter of how one 

moves forward through loss, keeping a sense of place and purpose, avoiding 

disintegration. Finally, everyone in the story is looking for a place to call home now 

that the one who had defined home for each of them is gone. 

Our sense of who we are and where we belong depends to such a large degree on 

the people around us who love us, who shape us, who believe in us. And, too, our 

sense of who we are depends on some experience of realized hopes and dreams, 

even in the midst of harsh realities.  

Catastrophic losses can tear at the fabric of these markers that show us who we are. 

They can change the way a person sees reality. 

At one point, Tully, Kate’s best friend, says to Kate’s daughter Marah, who was 16 

when her mother died, “You will always miss her. There will be days - even years 

from now - when the missing will be so sharp it will take your breath away. But 

there will be good days, too, months and years of them. In one way or another you'll 

be searching for her all your life.”  
― Kristin Hannah, Fly Away 

This yearning—this missing and getting better but still searching all our lives for 

ones we lose is the context for today’s gospel. Jesus is preparing those who love him, 

those who cannot imagine a day, much less a lifetime, without him—he is preparing 

them for his death. He knows it is coming.  
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And he knows there is nothing that will make Peter and John, Mary and James and 

the rest of them avoid the loss ahead. 

What he can give them is a way forward. A way to find their home after he is gone. 

And in this farewell discourse, John records the essence of what Jesus offered 

them—his parting wisdom.  

It begins with a statement we have heard too many times. “If you love me, keep my 

commandments.” When we hear that, it’s almost impossible, I think, not to hear 

something static and even trite from our vantage point two thousand years later 

after its been pulverized by modern Americana versions of Christianity. It can sound 

something like, “If you love me, memorize bible verses and don’t break rules.” 

Funny how sometimes we rediscover the true meaning of our faith in unlikely 

places. In the novel Fly Away, the reader watches as one life after another unravels. 

Why? Because of wrong actions, because of inaction where action was needed.  

Because of broken commandments. 

A father abuses his daughter. Her mother does not stand up for her. The daughter 

grows up, has a child, and cannot find her way forward from her past. She is no 

mother to her child. Her child longs for someone different. A mother. Her mother 

wanders, lost, alone. 

Broken commandments. 

A teenage girl needs her father to be emotionally present when his wife, her mother, 

dies. He is in too much pain; he falls silent. He turns a deaf ear to her. Her cries for 

help, first modest and well within reach, go unheard. The gap widens.  

Broken commandments. 

And so it goes in the novel. And so it goes in our lives when we cannot keep the 

commandments that hold our lives, that give them shape and integrity. 

The author of Fly Away, Kristin Hannah, once said in an interview: “It's not 

intentions that matter. It's actions. We are what we do and say, not what we intend 

to.”  

― Kristin Hannah 
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This is Jesus point to his beloved family and friends. It is what they do after he 

leaves that will bring them comfort. Keeping commandments is about keeping 

integrity, choosing purposeful actions even when everything in you is screaming, 

“give up! What’s the point anymore?”  

The second thing Jesus says to prepare his beloved circle for his death flows from 

the first. He says, in the midst of their purposeful actions they will experience 

something, someone, a presence, that they had not expected. The Holy Spirit of God.  

These words, too, have become so overused for you and me that we need to 

deconstruct them a bit. Holy Spirit. It’s too convenient to picture a disembodied 

spirit, almost one wearing a white sheet, flying around us.  

There is a moment in the novel Fly Away when teen-aged Marah, Kate’s daughter, 

stands beside her godmother Tully’s hospital bed. Marah has been estranged from 

her father. She has made big mistakes in her choices. He has shut her out, too 

consumed by his own pain, and angered by her choices. At the bedside, she begs her 

godmother to live. Her father, with years of stored up anger at Marah, at Tully, who 

lies in the bed, and at Kate, his wife who has died and left him alone—with all this 

anger and pain, still, he reaches out his arm and says to Marah, “come here.” And she 

does. Two right actions, two commandments kept. 

And in that moment, Marah remembers what it is like to have her father’s love and 

strength. She re-members it; she experiences it in her whole being. The Holy Spirit 

between them again. The prayer to an unknown God, in whom we live and move and 

have our being. 

Kate had asked her husband to be there for Marah, to guide her through her grief, to 

keep her from getting lost. Finally, in this moment, Kate’s husband is able to keep 

this commandment. 

Accountability—actions—small and big form the substance of our forward 

movement through loss. They are the keeping of the commandments. In the spaces 

between this keeping, the Spirit arrives, descending upon us with sweetness in our 

most bitter sadness. 

“If you love me,” Jesus says, “You will keep my commandments. And I will ask the 

Father, and he will give you another Advocate, the Spirit of truth.” 
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God make our actions reflect our intentions to keep the commandments. 

Commandments to love, to honor, to cherish and protect those who stand before us 

needing us, longing to see Christ in us, hoping to taste the sweet Holy Spirit in the 

spaces between their lives and ours. 

And through our actions, God bless us, too, with the gift of that same sweet Spirit, 

moving us forward through all the bitter places life brings to us with a deep sense 

that through it all, we have a place in this world to call home. 


