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Jesus said to the disciples, "I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you."


          Today will be a bit theoretical for some of us, as we explore a subject with which I am thoroughly familiar and yet know very little about. Jesus is teaching today about compassion and truth, as usual, but filtered through the complicated sieve of time. Compassion and truth are core values of our faith, but our use of them needs some guidance. Evidently it not only matters that we practice them, but it matters when we practice them as well.

          The theoretical chit-chat today takes us back to a pair of Greek words used quite often in our New Testament writings, the two Greek words for time. The first is the more familiar, chronos, root of words like chronological, and chronometer, you know, a watch or a clock. Chronos measures time sequentially, and in our neck of the woods uses seconds and minutes and hours and days as building blocks of chronological time. The other word, the more significant one today, is kairos, the ancient Greek word meaning 'the right or critical moment'.  Kairos signifies a good or proper time for action, and is often linked to how God manages stuff. In this sense, common human time, chronos, is quantitative: you can count how many units have been spent. We were at the movies for three hours and twenty-two minutes. Kairos, though, has a qualitative, permanent, eternal nature. Human time and God time, sort of…but Jesus’ teaching today is about getting us to move through life kairotically rather than chronologically. Clear as mud, yes?

          Let’s let that settle while I tell you a story: It was a Saturday afternoon at the parsonage, and the pastor was relaxing with a tall iced-tea after several hours of manual labor. The younger Trustees and he had replaced the front sidewalk that day, breaking up and removing the old cement and pouring the new, many hours of sweaty, back-straining work. And this normally calm and compassionate servant of God was gazing out the window at the smooth, fresh walkway when he suddenly became enraged…for there, near the edge of today’s project, were fresh handprints and footprints too, just the sizes of his three young children. He stormed out of the house and found the guilty parties in the back yard, garden hose in hand, rinsing away the evidence of their transgression. What followed was not very pastoral as he railed and shouted and scolded his kids at such a volume that his wife came running out of the house to defend them. “You are the local pastor! You set the example for tolerance and compassion for the rest of us! Don’t you love your children?” And, teeth gritted, he managed to say the truth: “I love our kids in the abstract, but not in the concrete.”

          Jesus, a better pastor than most, began his teaching today with these words: "I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. Unlike our overworked minister a few moments ago, Jesus metered his compassion in the Kairos way. There are things you need to know, but now is not the time, you aren’t ready, it would be too great a burden. My compassion bids me wait for a more propitious time. Which was the pastor’s wife’s point in the previous story, right? Consider your audience, consider your students, consider your children, what they can manage and bear in this moment before you unload a whole pile of nasty on their little heads.

          Jesus goes on to tell them more about this not-quite-yet-arrived manifestation of God that he calls the Spirit of Truth. Holy Spirit, Breath of God, all of these are the same reality, and have the same purpose: to guide us into truth, to remind us of the teachings of our Lord, to download the things of God into our crowded little heads. The Breath of God is, in some ways, the least theoretical member of the Trinity. We can feel, sense, intuit the presence within us and within others of this Spirit. And we can feel, sense, and intuit the Spirit’s absence in ourselves and others, too. And all of this is just a fancy way to describe our gradual evolution from using chronological time exclusively to including more and more kairos timing in our lives. As we live in compassion and truth, what is the best timing, the most auspicious timing, as opposed to the most convenient, the most efficient? 

          I can easily give some real-life examples of this, and hopefully not hurt any feelings in doing so. The most common thing in the life of any pastor happens two or three minutes before church. He or she is sitting, breathing, praying, getting in the zone, it is a kairos kinda thing. And you know what happens next, right? The mood dissolves with the tug of a sleeve or a sharp inquiry, when a chronologically-motivated parishioner just has to ask a question or share some news right then, not because it is the right time but because we are both in the building. I mentioned time earlier as a sieve, a filter, through which we process life…but for the chronologically driven, there is no filter between impulse and expression. Oh look, there’s the pastor, I have things to say. Jesus’ teaching is for all of us as we learn better practices about choosing communication moments for their appropriateness rather than just for their convenience.

          Here's another one – yesterday we had a lovely single-day Vacation Bible School.  I get to be the Bible Storyteller, and the kids always come to my station first, where I get to lay down the foundation for the rest of the day. And since this isn’t my first rodeo, like any veteran teacher I planned more activities than I thought I would need, just in case. So glad I did…in chronological time, my session was scheduled to last 45 minutes. But they arrived early and departed late, and my guesstimate is that I was holding forth for about an hour and twenty-five minutes! I am so glad I am not terribly chronologically driven: how typical it would be to become spiteful and bitter about the seemingly endless lesson time. But yesterday morning was kairotic, not chronological; more about content than containment, more about filling little hearts and minds that about filling an assigned measure of time. 

          And that is where God lives, friends, in the kairos of life. Our timetables and schedules and time management strategies are useful but can often cause us to miss the point of an experience entirely. God is not like the dad who gets everybody up at dawn on the family vacation to break camp and stick to the schedule. God is always more interested in quality than quantity, always more interested in compassion than compulsion, always more interested in publishing truth than in punishing tardiness. Our human ways have value, yes!, but let’s not lose sight of the real essence of life.  

          Finally, be comforted by realizing that this understanding is not just ours. Does this sound like God to you?  Auspicious, propitious, gracious, benign, kind, benevolent, and friendly. In the Sanskrit dictionary, that is the literal translation of the name of the principle deity in Hinduism: Shiva. Buddhists, though they revere no god at all, understand deeply how gracious behavior and benevolent, friendly interactions lubricate the workings of the world. In the secular Islamic society of Turkey, shopping takes time…you have to sit down and have tea, and then talk about what you are really looking for, and then have more tea while they scurry around in the back room trying to find the best things for you. In every shop, it is like this, because that culture puts higher value on the interaction than on just closing the sale. All through history, all over the planet, every culture, religious or not so much, has explored this collision of chronos and kairos, quantity versus quality. Today Jesus reminds us that doing good things is great, but that doing good things in a good way is the real expectation. Amen! 
          
