
How Jesus said good-bye 

We often hear people say “I don’t like good-byes” or “I’m not very good at good-byes” – 

those feelings are frequently expressed when someone, for example, is leaving a place of 

work after many years loyal service, or when somebody is leaving a village or community 

that they have been part of. Then of course there is the experience of leaving someone 

who, for whatever reason, we think we may never see again, and finally, when we say 

good-bye to someone who is near the end of their life. But good-byes are extremely 

important. And how we do them is important. Just think of the lengths people will go to to 

get to the bedside of a dying relative, and of how those in their last hours quite commonly 

seem to make an effort to stay alive until a child or close relative has managed to get 

there to say good-bye. This of course resonates with our current situation all too well. It 

has added to the heartbreak of many that they have not been able to be there, not been 

able to say good-bye.  

But in the situations of leaving a job or village, in my experience, people all too often 

downplay the reality of the sadness and make light of it all. They often say things like “Oh 

well, we often go that way in the summer. We’ll drop by and see you.” Or even, “Oh, you’ll 

only be twenty minutes down the road, we’re bound to bump into each other from time to 

time”, when in fact both the person saying it and the person hearing it know full well that 

that isn’t really true.  

Just occasionally, people will say something quite profound. A Vicar I knew, when he was 

leaving his parish, in fact to become a Bishop, had a parishioner say to him “Don’t get me 

wrong, but I’m glad you’re leaving. Because I don’t think we need you any more.”  He 

knew she meant it. He’d helped them to get to a point where they could stand, maybe 

even grow, without him. For him, this was a perfect compliment. 

So, how did Jesus say good-bye ? His good-bye had far more in common with the lady 

telling the Vicar she was happy he was leaving than with the person who says “You’re only 

20 minutes away.” Let’s think of his extraordinary words recorded in John chapter 16:  

“It is to your advantage that I go away”. In another translation, “it is better for you that I go 

away”. In the Authorised Version, “It is expedient for you that I go away.” 

Let’s really hear the force of that. Your situation once I’ve gone will be an improvement on 

what it is now. It’s a comparison. Then will be better than now. Jesus wasn’t one to say 

banal things just to make everyone feel temporarily less uncomfortable. He was saying 

something very profound. And if Jesus thinks I’m better off without him being physically 

here, than I am not going to argue with him.  

The reason he gives is  simple: “If I do not go away, the Holy Spirit will not come to you.” 

In other words, it will actually be better with the Holy Spirit than with me in the flesh. More 

than likely, that is because the physical Jesus could only be in one place at one time. But 

Jesus followers would take the Holy Spirit wherever they went, whatever the location, 

whatever the situation.  

Let’s think about Jesus’ final instruction. I gather that Beethoven’s last instruction on his 

deathbed was “Applaud, my friends, the comedy is over.”  I’d love to know what was going 



through his mind as he said that. And apparently the singer George Harrison’s final 

instruction was “Love one another.” Jesus final recorded instruction may seem a little bland 

at first sight: It was “go back to Jerusalem and wait”. Now most people in our make-the-

most-of-every minute lifestyle tend to regard time spent waiting as completely wasted time. 

If we have to queue (and at the moment, a lot of shops are quite rightly making us do that) 

we regard it as time that is simply not spent profitably. May I suggest incidentally praying, 

or getting to know at a safe distance the person in front of you – they too will be bored and 

probably more than pleased to chat. My wife Judith this week managed to get a whole 

queue of folk to look up from their mobiles and admire some rather unusual but beautiful 

greenish-yellow leaves.  

So, why was ‘go back and wait’ the final instruction ? I suspect it was because of the 

crucial nature of what they were going to have to wait for. “Wait for the gift my father 

promised”, in other words, the Holy Spirit.  But why not just send the Holy Spirit 

immediately, why wait another few days ? Maybe, because only then would they really see 

the difference between life without the Holy Spirit and life with the Holy Spirit. If the Holy 

Spirit had come for example 20 minutes after the Ascension, it would all seem part of the 

same exciting, emotionally charged day. The events would all roll into one.  

But 10 days of nothing much happening, a growing certainty that the physical Jesus this 

time WAS gone for good, and they would realise that on their own, they were still very 

limited, ordinary people. Certainly not the sorts who were going to impact the world. So, go 

and wait for the Holy Spirit.   

And that brings us to final part of our puzzle. Jesus said they’d be better off with him 

physically gone (surprising) , His final instruction was to go and wait (also a little 

surprising), and then his final prediction / commission was:  “You will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem, and in all Judaea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

Imagine saying to someone 100 years ago who was born in Holmbury or Wotton and who 

had married someone from Abinger, and who had only been to London once in their lives, 

that they would in future have great influence not only throughout the capital city, but also 

in Scotland, Ireland and the Far East. It would sound unrealistic at best, and at worst 

absurd. And by the way, they’d have thought, where is the Far East? 

“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea and Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth.” 

For a start, the Jerusalem folk would have appeared rather sophisticated and learned to 

this group of Galileans;  Samaria – well, that was a different culture altogether, and people 

In Samaria had a deep-running dislike of people from Israel; and as for the ends of the 

earth. They had no real idea where that was. Almost certainly, none of them had ever been 

outside Israel. But according to the account in Acts, these were Jesus’ final words. 

In very straightforward terms, with the Holy Spirit, you’re going to do far more good than 

you think.  

Many people underrate their own abilities and for whatever reason suffer from a slightly 

tarnished self-image. But Jesus seems to look them in the eye and say, feel free to 

underrate yourself, but please do not underrate what my Spirit will be capable of in you. 

Whatever our role in the kingdom seems to be:  Whether it’s visiting, listening to and loving 



people who are lonely, spending time raising money for charity, helping people who want 

to understand faith more, or some form of political activism, championing the rights of the 

marginalised…. Whatever it is, Jesus calls us not to underrate this gift He is going to send.  

And if that feels all a bit idealistic to us, remember that that is exactly how it would have 

sounded to the fishermen from Galilee. But because those disciples did indeed take Jesus’ 

message outside of Israel, this movement against all the odds proved unstoppable, and 

Wotton and Holmbury church buildings and communities are evidence of that today.    

So, it seems to me that this episode of Jesus’ departure is extremely relevant to where 

many of us are right now. We too are living at a time when Jesus is not physically present, 

which Jesus said was actually better.  We’re doing quite a lot of waiting at the moment, 

and maybe fretting a bit as a result. And the Holy Spirit that He promised to them, He also 

promised to us. The Spirit may act in different ways at different times of history, but He is 

exactly the same Holy Spirit.  
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