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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Easter 7-B, May 13, 2018 also MOTHER’S DAY
Texts: Acts 1:15-17, 21-26; Ps 1; I John 5:9-13; John 17:6-19

Theme: The call to mission – Jesus prays for us in our struggles with the world.
Scripture: [Jesus prayed] Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me

into the world, so I have sent them into the world (John 17:17-18).

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

[Jesus prayed] Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me into the world,
so I have sent them into the world (John 17:17-18).

The date was January 21, 1991, 1:50 p.m. in Gainesville, Florida. I was in my church office
meeting with the chair of the Christian Education Committee when the assistant pastor knocked
on the door. He looked shocked and pale as he told me we had to get out of the building
immediately because the church sanctuary was on fire. In disbelief and without even thinking, I
immediately moved to a fire escape door right next to my office door – not to exit the building,
but to gain the vantage point it gave to view the sanctuary across a courtyard. What I saw stunned
me as billowing smoke poured out through crevices around windows and doors. Then leaping
flames, striving ever upward, verified the assistant’s pastor’s words.

It’s strange what goes through one’s mind at a time like that. What should I grab to take out of
the building? I grabbed my purse, my guitar, my flute – nothing else. It’s also strange how
quickly a word of devastating news can spread. Within the next hour, half the congregation of
that church gathered, milling in small groups in parking lots across the street from the burning
church building. And we watched . . . watched as stained glass windows melted from their
frames; watched as the magnificent flying buttresses that supported the roof succumbed to the
flames and crashed to the sanctuary floor below; watched as fire consumed worship books and
hymnals, pews, and the organ. In less than one hour an historic building, which had been a
landmark since the turn of the 20  century, was totally destroyed.th

And that’s when some us began to learn in new ways what Jesus meant when he prayed in
today’s gospel text: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me into
the world, so I have sent them into the world” (John 17:17-18). As media personnel asked those
standing around how we felt about losing our church, the common response became: “We didn’t
lose our church, only the building. The church is far more than the building in which we gather
for worship.” The church is the people of God who have been sanctified and sent.

Losing a church building to a disaster is not something with which New Jerusalem is unfamiliar.
NJLC has been a church congregation for 253 years, the oldest congregation in the Metro DC
Synod. But the New Jerusalem congregation has not always met in this particular church
sanctuary. New Jerusalem has also experienced the destruction of its church building at least
twice in the past. The first stone structure built in 1765 collapsed in a snowstorm in 1839. But the
people did not pity “themselves or their plight.” Instead they immediately set to work building a
brick structure on this current site. “But this determination and will,” to quote one history of New
Jerusalem, “were due for another trial – this time ‘by fire’ . . ..  On January 9, 1868, their
beautiful church was ‘gutted.’” This current building (as it is today, minus the Tower) was
dedicated in 1869, but I’ve been told the roof of this building has been blown off by the wind
four times over the decades. Our New Jerusalem ancestors knew what it is for the church to be



2

the people of God and not just the building; so when things got difficult they kept moving
forward in mission and ministry. And yes, they re-built after tragedy had struck.

I watched one church building that I loved dearly be completely destroyed by fire so I’m grateful
that for the past 150 years plus this NJLC building is still strong and secure. But we need to
remember that the building itself is not what’s most important. 

In the days following the fire in Gainesville, Florida, many members of the congregation
stumbled over debris to retrieve whatever could be salvaged. That church also had a fellowship
hall, which lay adjacent to the church sanctuary; it had been damaged but not destroyed by the
fire. In one room of that fellowship hall was stored the congregation’s collection of banners. As
the banners were removed and unfurled, one was discovered that no one seemed to remember. It
was a large banner, 4 feet x 6 feet in size, slightly yellowed with age, and water-soaked from the
firemen’s hoses. But emblazoned on the front of the white background cloth was one large, red
flame – like a Pentecost tongues-of-fire flame. Encircling this flame symbol were the words:
“The Church exists by mission, as fire exists by burning.” The church staff decided to hang
this banner in the hall of the education wing, untouched by the fire except for the constant smell
of smoke. It was hung right outside the main office doors, a very high traffic area during the
ensuing days. Whenever someone spied this banner, they inevitably stopped. Some gasped. Some
were highly offended by the words, seeing it as a bad pun considering the circumstances. But for
others, the banner became a symbol, a reminder that the Church is not the building, but the
people, the disciples of Jesus Christ. 

“The Church exists by mission, as fire exists by burning.” It would not be until much later that I
would learn that these words were a quote of the noted 20  century theologian, Emil Brunner.th

We disciples of Jesus live in the world but are not of the world. And we disciples have been
given a mission by Jesus to fulfill in the world, regardless of our circumstances. That banner with
its words became a reminder that when Jesus prays for his disciples that they be “sanctified in
truth,” their consecration is not just a purification from sin, but is a consecration to mission. 

Our gospel reading today is a portion of the prayer that Jesus prayed during his last supper with
his disciples before the crucifixion. Jesus knows his death is near. And knowing this he eats a
final meal with these followers whom he loves; he gives them final instructions; and he assures
them they will not be left alone. Then, even in the midst of his own agony, he prays for these his
disciples gathered around the table with him; and then he prays for all those who will believe as
a result of their testimony – which means he prayed for you and for me. And what does he pray? 
Jesus prays the words we heard in today’s gospel: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.
As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world” (John 17:17-18).

“Sanctify them in your truth; your word is truth.” To sanctify is to be made holy and set apart
for a sacred use. But there is a double meaning when Jesus says “your word is truth.” The
beginning of John’s gospel tells us that “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with
God and the Word was God “(Jn 1:1), “And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John
1:14a). In other words, the Word is Jesus! But Jesus is also the truth as Jesus speaks of himself
when he says, “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). So to be sanctified in truth,
as Jesus prays, is to be set apart in Jesus – that is, to have a relationship with Him who is the
truth. But Jesus then adds, “As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the
world.” It’s one way of saying that we who live in a relationship with Jesus have been sanctified
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for mission. Or as biblical scholar Raymond Brown puts it: The disciples “are being consecrated
inasmuch as they are being sent.”1

A story is told of a young pastor, fresh out of seminary, who was called to a congregation that
was experiencing some very difficult times. Worship attendance was in decline; there were few if
any families with children; and finances were insufficient to pay the bills. Not knowing quite
what to do, this young pastor sought help from his bishop. He set up an appointment with his
bishop and then presented all the dire circumstances that the congregation was facing. Then he
asked his bishop if perhaps they should just close the church. But the bishop surprised him and
asked, “You want to know what to do? “Yes,” replied the young pastor. “Plant a mission,” said
the wise bishop. “Plant a mission?” exclaimed the young pastor. “How can we plant a mission
when we can’t even make ends meet with what we’ve got?” The bishop simply responded: “Plant
a mission and trust God for the outcome.”

This was a wise bishop who understood and believed that “The Church exists by mission, as fire
exists by burning.” And Jesus prayed: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you
have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.” We the church are a people
with a mission, sent by God into the world 

Hymn of the Day:  Built on a Rock the Church Doth Stand


