Text: John 17:11-19 (Amos 9:5-16)

Occasion: Memorial Day

Introduction

Like most of our holidays that mean something, those that have grown organically from the life of a people – the origin of Memorial Day is clouded.  The timing of all of the origin stories is the proximate ending of the civil war.  Still to this day, even after the litany of World Wars and regional conflicts, more US soldiers died in that conflict than in the sum of all the others.  If I sourced my numbers correctly the deaths in the civil war totaled about 2% of the pre-war population.  Almost 1 out of every 20 men.  In the face of such staggering carnage, it is no wonder that there was a felt need by the population almost everywhere to do something, to provide a time on the calendar to interpret and remember the cost communally.
The official birthplace of Memorial Day is Waterloo, NY.  A decoration day was held in 1866, decorating the tombs of the fallen Union Soldiers.  A tradition picked up by the veterans group- The Grand Army of the Republic.  The most heart rending story, told by Yale Historian David Blight, is even earlier, 1865, the year the war ended.  Liberated slaves at the Washington Race Course in Charleston, SC - the site of a former Confederate prison camp and the mass grave for those Union soldiers who died in its captivity.  Those freed slaves disinterred the dead Union soldiers from the mass grave to be reburied properly - building a fence around the graveyard with an entry arch, declaring it a Union graveyard in Charlestown, SC.  On May 30 the freed slaves returned to the graveyard with flowers and decorated the individual gravesites.

Trouble in the World

This past Thursday on the Christian calendar was Ascension Day.  That is the day that the church and the biblical witness proclaims that Jesus Ascended back to the Father to take the offered throne.  John, our Gospel writer, could be said to see the entire passion of Jesus Christ as one longer Ascension Day.  Our text is Jesus praying for his disciples on the night of the Last Supper.  Jesus says in verse 13, “but now I am going to you (The Father)…”  The very start of this prayer is 17 verse 1 -  “Father, the time has come.  Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.  For you have granted him authority over all people…glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began…”
If I am standing in 1866 in Waterloo, NY or in Charleston, SC, or Carbondale, IL or any of the list of places decorating the graves – and for that matter if I am standing in 2009 at Arlington, VA or Dover AFB receiving the latest casualties of our foreign entanglements – the question eventually turns to why?  If Jesus Christ is sitting on the throne in power and glory – why are days like Memorial Day still necessary?

 Grace  – Two Kingdom’s Theology

That “why” question in theology is dangerous.  It usually leads to something called theodicy.  You get a poor preacher trying to explain the ways of God to the men and women in the pews.  If a literary and theological great like John Milton made a hash of it, theodicy wasn’t meant to be done.  God is a big boy.  He can defend himself - if he wants to.

And in our Gospel text Jesus – to a limited extent – does just that.  “I do not ask that you lift them from the world, but that you guard them from the evil one.  They are not from the world just as I am not from the world.”  God’s sovereignty over all of his creation is not limited, but He acts in two kingdoms.  The fancy terms are the Kingdom of Grace and The Kingdom of Power, or the right and the left hand kingdom.

Do not lift them from the world.  As Christians we live in the kingdom of the left, the kingdom of power.  In fact Jesus gives us a mission.  “Just as [the Father] sent me into the world, also did I send them into the world.”  We have been sent into this world – this world of power…this world of saints and sinners and imperfections and struggles…this world of governments and corporations and town councils and veterans organizations and school boards – who sometimes print last year’s ballot, or who sometimes start wars.  This world that Jesus Christ rules and governs, he governs through those he has given the authority.  As Paul would say in Roman, “For the [authority] is God’s servant to do you good.  But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing.  He is God’s servant…”  Unfortunately we are those very people He gives authority to.  The very people with personal sins and failings…with limited vision and boundless appetites.  Small imperfections get greatly magnified with power.  In the OT, God had warned Israel about the dangers of wanting a King, yet they persisted, and they received Saul who biggest claim was being a foot taller than the next Israelite.  The kingdom of the left, of Power, can and usually does go tragically wrong as it is built out of the warped timber of humanity.

As Christians we are not of that world, of that kingdom, but we have been sent with a mission - a mission to testify to that world about Jesus Christ and the sure Kingdom of Grace.  In the Kingdom of Grace there is nothing that we do.  Jesus has done everything for us.  In our text he prays to the father, “guard them from the evil one…sanctify them in truth.”  And Jesus supplies the answer to that prayer.  Verse 19 – “on behalf of them I sanctify myself, so they also are being sanctified in truth.”  Though his obedience to the Father, obedience all the way to the cross.  Jesus sanctified himself and did receive that glorification.  Where all authority in heaven and earth was given to him.  In the Kingdom of Grace, in the kingdom of the right, God does everything for us.  He became incarnate himself.  He revealed to us the Father in his earthly mission.  He endured the scourging and the cross.  He was laid in that gave meant for us.  And Jesus picked up that life again on Easter morn and returned to the glory of His Father on Ascension Day.  From that spot at the right he sends the Holy Spirit who sanctifies us in all truth, in the Word which is truth.    The Kingdom of Grace is completely revealed and all about Jesus and how He has saved us.  In the Kingdom of the right there are no wars or mistakes, only a proclamation – Jesus Christ was given to die for us, and for His sake, the Father forgives us all of our sins.  If the Kingdom of Power is all about action and effort in getting and keeping it, the Kingdom of Grace is all about rest.

Grace – No Theodicy

That is a quick sketch of the theology.  We are not of the world, as Christians we are of the Kingdom of Grace – a Kingdom that is ruled directly by Jesus Christ who does not lose any given to him.  But we are in the world with a mission.  A world where Christ’s rule is through us and our flaws.  That is a good answer, but fundamentally an intellectual one.  It has the advantage of being true, but truth does not always satisfy the emotional plea – Why?

To that emotional why, God never really answers in words.  The words we hear are those from Amos.  The LORD of Heaven’s armies touches the land and it melts…the LORD is his name.  Or from Job, where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?  Or Job’s righteous answer: “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh; blessed be the name of the LORD.”

The answer that we are given in deeds is that the same LORD was willing to submit to that Kingdom of Power.  That Kingdom of Power that beat him, and mocked him, and crucified him.  As one of our great hymns puts it, the cruelest stroke that pierced him, was the stroke that justice gave.  The LORD of the universe, submitted to that justice.

And that Lord who shared our fate asks us to trust him.  All things work out for the good.  God has his eye on the sparrow and his Children.  Or as Amos wrote, “I, the Sovereign LORD, am watching this sinful nation of Israel. I will destroy it from the face of the earth. But I will never completely destroy the family of Israel… not one true kernel will be lost…that day I will restore the fallen house of David. I will repair its damaged walls. From the ruins I will rebuild it and restore its former glory.  The time will come," says the LORD, "when the grain and grapes will grow faster than they can be harvested. I will bring my exiled people of Israel back from distant lands… The LORD has spoken, and He will do these things.”

When we look at the horror of the kingdom of Power and ask Why?  Do we turn away, or do we turn in faith to the one who bore it with us.  In that day I will restore the fallen house…the firstborn of that house has risen and ascended.  Blessed be the name of the Lord. Amen
