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A Homily preached by
The Reverend Jo Anne P. Popham

Easter 6 B – The 5th Sunday after Easter
8 o’clock, May 17, 2009

“Love defeats the power of death
John 16:23b – 33

Throughout the great and wonderful 50 days of Easter Jesus has been demonstrating

to his friends – the disciples and us – that he is the risen Christ, that he has returned to

prepare them and us to continue his work in the world. Jesus has taught his disciples

everything – everything – that God has taught him. The first weeks after Easter he has

taught us what Christian love is. Today we hear “I am leaving the world and am going to

the Father.” So now in these last weeks in Easter season Jesus is preparing his disciples

and us for his leaving and he is equipping them and us to continue his work. He is

inspiring and preparing the disciples and us to think and do good things.

My friends, the message I want us to take from today’s Gospel is that Jesus has

overcome the world. He has conquered the world. Love has defeated the power of death.

Why? So that we can act in love in the world, so that we can be true friends to one

another and to the world! In Greek the literal translation of friend is “loved one” (New

Interpreter’s Study Bible, p. 1939). “Friendship is defined by Jesus’s love. To be Jesus’s

friend is to love Jesus and be loved by him” (Ibid.). And Jesus’s death was the ultimate

expression of that sort of love. His love for his followers, a love that was an expression of

God’s love for him, overcame the power of death. I have a story that expresses this sort

of love that can overcome death.

Almost 25 years ago, a good friend came to my emotional rescue after the death of my

father. He had a choice while his children were away for the weekend: to attend to the

needs of a friend or to do the much needed chores that had been piling up around his

house and yard and catch up on some needed rest. I thank God that Jim chose to come to

me, for that reunion of two old friends led to my marrying him –  my best friend and my
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soul mate. Why did he choose to attend to a friend rather than paying proper attention to

the demands of his own life? I believe that it was because he had been listening to a tape

not a 21st century CD or a Podcast, but an audiotape, an ordinary 20th century audiotape –

of an extraordinary recording of a seminar by Brennan Manning.

I would call Brennan Manning a mystic whose spirituality touches the very heart of

those who encounter his wisdom. He was raised in NYC during the Great Depression and

enlisted in the Marines after high school. After his return from the Korean War he went

to seminary and was ordained to the Franciscan priesthood. He joined a contemplative

order and for 6 months he lived the life of a hermit monk in a cave. Then he returned to

the US and began to write. He has since has left the priesthood and leads spiritual

retreats. The story that Jim listened to on his drive to my hometown north of New

Orleans – the story that prepared Jim to minister to his old friend – is retold in one of

Brennan Mannings book, The Importance of Being Foolish (pp. 62-64, 2005). And it

really is Brennan’s story; he has changed the names in this recent publication. I am sorry

that I do not have his captivating Irish lilt like on the tape where I first heard this story.

In the winter of 1952, during some of the heaviest combat of the Korean War,
two Marine corporals were crouched in the bunker of a forward observation post
some one hundred miles inside enemy lines. Jack Robison and Tim Casey had
been best friends for almost a year. They met in ammunition-demolition school in
Quantico, Virginia, went on furlough together, then traveled to Camp Pendleton,
California, for advanced infantry training. Their regiment had arrived in Pusan in
the fall of 1951.

It was a little after midnight, and a light snow was falling. Huddled in the bunker,
the two were passing a cigarette back and forth when a hand grenade, lobbed by an
undetected North Korean 25 yards north of their position, landed squarely between
them. Casey spotted it first. He nonchalantly flicked the butt aside and fell on the
grenade.  It detonated instantly, but Casey’s stomach absorbed the explosion. He
winked at Robison and rolled over dead.

Four years later Robison entered religious life. When he pronounced his solemn
vows in 1960, he took a new name to symbolize his new life in Christ Jesus. He
changed his given name from Jack to Casey in the hope that the spirit of self-
sacrifice that animated Tim Casey’s life would characterize his own. He also
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befriended Casey’s widowed mother and began to divide his Christmas vacations
between his own family in Rhode Island and Mrs. Casey in Chicago.

One summer Father Casey Robison dropped in at Mrs. Casey’s on a surprise
visit. He was feeling tired and depressed. They followed the usual procedure of
watching the afternoon soap operas on television together, holding hands all the
while. After dinner they sat in the living room having a drink and reminiscing
about the days when Tim was alive. The priest’s depression lingered.
Unexpectedly he asked, “Ma, so you think Casey really loved me?”

She laughed. “Oh, Jack, ya sure got a way with ya.” It was a faint Irish brogue.
“Ya can’t be serious.”

“I am serious,” Robison replied.
There was fear in her eyes. “Now stop funnin’ me, Jack.”
“I’m not funnin, Ma”
She looked at him in disbelief. Then fear turned to fury. Mrs. Casey never cussed

or took the Lord’s name casually. But this night she stood up and screamed, “Jesus
Christ, man, what more could he ha’ done fer ya?”

Then she sank back in the chair, buried her head in her bosom, and began to sob.
Over and over again the same phrase was endlessly, unbearably repeated: “What
more could he ha’ done fer ya’?”

After a long time, she smiled her wan little smile and said softly, “Ah, Jack, I
guess we all need those reassurances from time to time.”

That was the night Father Casey Robison gave up his insecurity and found the
peace that comes with genuine trust.

My friends, we all need reassurance from time to time. We may feel persecuted from

time to time.  But we have everything we need to do the work of loving one another and

the world, because whatever we ask in Jesus’s name, God will give us.  Now that comes

with the caution to be careful what we ask for, because God will give it to us. Could it be

that Father Casey’s friend asked God for the love of a friend? And he loved his friend so

well that he was willing to give his life for him. “What more could he ha’ done fer ya’?”

“What more could he ha’ done fer ya’?” Love has defeated the power of death. And love

continues to defeat the power of death. Tim Casey lives on through his friend Father

Casey. By Jesus’ death and resurrection he has overcome the world – for us. Indeed,

“what more could he ha’ done fer ya’?”



4 of 4

Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of the Father in my name, he will give it to you.
Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, so that
your joy may be complete. ‘I have said these things to you in figures of speech. The hour
is coming when I will no longer speak to you in figures, but will tell you plainly of the
Father. On that day you will ask in my name. I do not say to you that I will ask the Father
on your behalf; for the Father himself loves you, because you have loved me and have
believed that I came from God. I came from the Father and have come into the world;
again, I am leaving the world and am going to the Father.’ His disciples said, ‘Yes, now
you are speaking plainly, not in any figure of speech! Now we know that you know all
things, and do not need to have anyone question you; by this we believe that you came
from God.’ Jesus answered them, ‘Do you now believe? The hour is coming, indeed it
has come, when you will be scattered, each one to his home, and you will leave me alone.
Yet I am not alone because the Father is with me. I have said this to you, so that in me
you may have peace. In the world you face persecution. But take courage; I have
conquered the world!’
[John 16:23b – 33, NRSV]


