
When Absence becomes Presence 
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Text: 
After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, "Father, the hour has 
come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, 2 since you have given him authority 
over all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3 And this is eternal life, 
that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 4 I glorified 
you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. 5 So now, Father, glorify me in your 
own presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed. 6 "I have made 
your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, and you gave 
them to me, and they have kept your word. 7 Now they know that everything you have given me 
is from you; 8 for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have received 
them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me. 9 I am 
asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you 
gave me, because they are yours. 10 All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been 
glorified in them. 11 And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am 
coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may 
be one, as we are one. 
 
Reflection: 
May is Asian Heritage month. The term Asian indicates inclusive and diverse customs or people 
who come from the region. Asia denotes broad areas such as East, South, Central and Southeast 
where different cultural heritages are celebrated. As you know my cultural background is Korean 
and we at West Point Grey United have many people with Chinese cultural heritages. We East 
Asian people share a similar cultural heritage in which a holistic way of thinking is celebrated 
among the people. This cultural heritage which spread from north west Asia to China and from 
there to Korea and from there to Japan changed somewhat in the process so may you recognize 
differences in culture among all three Northeast Asian countries. 
 
Today I would like to read today’s Gospel from a holistic viewpoint in that we will reflect Jesus’ 
last prayer in his “Farewell Discourse.” Last Sunday we thought about his farewell instructions 
to his disciples; he takes his disciples aside and prepares them for his departure, instructing them, 
warning them, and equipping them. The Discourse ends with his “Farewell Prayer” which he 
directs not only to the disciples, but to God. Even though his prayer is to God, we can sense that 
his prayer is to his disciples. He connects God with his disciples. With this perspective in mind, 
let us return to today’s scripture reading. 
 
Today is Ascension Sunday; the resurrected Jesus is disappearing into what in that time was 
thought of and named heaven. The present Jesus becomes absent. Today could be a very sad day 
thinking about the disappearance of God among us. Thus, many churches do not celebrate today 
as Ascension Sunday, because some people believe there is no reason to celebrate the absence of 
God. Today may be the most forgotten feast day of the church year. Who wants to celebrate 
being left behind? Who wants to mark the day that Jesus leaves this world?  
 
However today there is reason to celebrate Ascension Sunday. Why and how do we celebrate 
today? Let me give an example. When our children were young, my wife had to go away for a 



few weeks for her studies in a different city. When my wife was away, our children talked a lot 
about her. In the same manner, when we think about a person important to us who is absent, then 
we become clearer about what that person means to us. Details that got lost when we were 
together are recalled when we are apart, and their sudden clarity has the power to pry our hearts 
wide open. I see the virtues I have overlooked, the opportunities I have missed. But there is 
something else that happens during an absence. If the relationship is strong and true, the absent 
one becomes present.    
 
Ascension Day is the day when we recall what Jesus did and we see the things he sees and the 
matters that matter to him. Even though the presence of God in Jesus is absent, we now see 
God’s vision for the world through the work of the Holy Spirit. When we see how Jesus Christ 
sees, we feel God’s presence among us.     

 
This morning I want to draw your attention to verse 11. It goes like this: “And now I am no 
longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. God, protect them in your 
name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.” 
 
This scripture is particularly well known by the people of the United Church, since it was the 
scriptural foundation marking church union in 1925. The United Church of Canada was 
inaugurated when the Methodist Church of Canada, the Congregational Union of Canada, and 70 
per cent of the Presbyterian Church in Canada entered into an organic union. At that time one of 
the founding scriptural visions of church unionists was today’s scripture: “that they may be one” 
from John 17:11 and 21. We see these words in our church’s crest still today. So, the United 
Church was founded on Jesus’ prayer: we are seeking to be “one” even though we are different 
in various ways. What does it mean when we say we are one? The United Church was founded 
on this vision. The vision was to celebrate our differences, respecting each other’s heritages, 
cultures and traditions.    
 
The prayer of Jesus promises that even though he will be gone in a physical sense, he will be 
with us in a different way. The Holy Spirit guides us to remember Jesus’ ministry and 
encourages us to practise his ministry in our time and place. Jesus is in us and among us and we 
become one with God in our practice of God’s mission. Jesus continues to live with us and 
among us. I see this prayer connecting us with God in the same way that Jesus is connected with 
God. Further, Jesus’ prayer asks for God’s protection for us as God has protected him. In this 
prayer of Jesus, I sense that we are not only connected to each other but also, we are connected 
to God. We are in God and God is with us. Thus, Jesus prays that “God, protect them in your 
name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.”  
 
As we journey into this trying time and into the long season of Pentecost, let us remember Jesus’ 
prayer. We live in the prayer of Jesus and we live within God’s protection. In his absence, Jesus 
promises his presence in the Spirit. In his absence, Jesus assures us of his presence on our faith 
journey. We are holistically connected to God and each other as we remember his ministry and 
mission. The Jesus who lived then now lives on in us. Thanks be to God who lives among us in 
the Spirit. Let us love one another as God loves us. Amen.  
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