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The names on the headstones were haunting. 
 
We were visiting the British cemetery near the beaches of Normandy in France. It was a 
beautiful day when we visited, and the natural beauty of the day made it hard to comprehend the 
horrific scenes of war which unfolded right there on June 6, 1944. 
 
We walked past rows of white headstones, almost all of them in the shape of the Cross. The 
names of the headstones were haunting. George Adams - Age 20 - Died June 6, 1944. Robert 
Aird - Age 22 - Died June 6, 1944. John Atrill - Age 19-  Died June 6, 1944. 
 
Then, in that British cemetery,  we came to the headstone of a man born in the United States. He 
volunteered to serve in the British Navy before the Americans became involved in the war. And 
he was Jewish. No cross on this headstone. Rather, a Star of David.  
 
I noted that other visitors to this grave had followed Jewish custom by putting small stones on 
top of the grave marker. A member of our group, unfamiliar with this custom, pulled our guide 
aside and asked, “Why do people put rocks on the headstone?” 
 
And our guide said, “Well, one rabbi explained it to me this way. He said, ‘we put rocks on the 
headstone to show that someone has been there to pray. It’s a reminder that, even in death, the 
person is remembered. And,” the rabbi said, “it’s a promise that, both in life and death, you are 
not alone. You’ll never be forgotten and alone.” 
 
What a beautiful message, in a place which spoke of the horrors of war, a place where death is 
palpable. 
 
In today’s Gospel passage, Jesus is speaking to his disciples at a time when Death is palpable. In 
the 14th chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus is sitting with his disciples at the Last Supper. They are 
going to experience the trauma of losing him. His bloody death is less than 24 hours away. 
 
He’s already washed their feet, and given them the command to do as he has done. And in the 
midst of that meal, with the horror of betrayal and the cross hanging over them, Jesus speaks 
with them, as a group, one last time. 
 
Jesus anticipates that his death might devastate his disciples, so he makes a remarkable promise 



to them, and to us. Jesus says: “I will not leave your orphans.” Do you hear that? Jesus says to 
them, “I will not leave your orphans. I will come to you. I will send the Advocate, the Holy 
Spirit. You will see me. I will love you, and reveal myself to you.” 
 
On the night before he dies, Jesus says, in effect: “You will not be alone. You will not be 
forgotten. You do not have to face everything by yourself. At every moment, in every experience 
of your life, I will be with you. You will not be an orphan. You will never be alone.” 
 
What a profoundly important promise, made to us by the Son of God! 
 
Like so much that happened in those haunting hours on that  Holy Thursday evening, the 
disciples may not have understood what Jesus was saying, or why. They may not have 
understood what this promise meant, or how it would be fulfilled. 
 
But soon, they began to see… 
 
+ Like Mary of Magdala, who went to the tomb early on that first day of the week, ran into a 
man she thought was the gardener… maybe it was tears in her eyes that kept her from seeing 
clearly. And then he called her by name – “Mary” – and she understood. She was not alone. He 
had not abandoned her. He had come to her – come back to her. He lives. And we live. 
 
Soon, they began to see that his promise was being fulfilled.  
 
+ The frightened disciples, fearfully huddled behind locked doors… yet the risen one stood in 
their midst. Saying Peace. Breathing Peace. Sending the Spirit, the Advocate. They were not 
alone. He had not abandoned them. He lives, and we live. 
 
+ Peter and the others went to the shore in Galilee. There they were, eating breakfast. The risen 
one was talking with them. He asked, “Peter, do you love me? Feed my sheep.” Peter, who had 
denied Jesus, now being empowered to feed the sheep. He was not alone. Jesus had not 
abandoned him. He lives, and we live. 
 
Jesus Christ has made a promise to you. “I will not leave you orphaned! You will never be 
forgotten or alone.” So, no matter what happens in your life, He is standing beside you, facing it 
with you. 
 
+ to the exhausted medical professional, he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ to the frazzled parent who is homeschooling children, he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ to the isolated or frightened person, stuck and home and uncertain about the future, he says 
“You are not alone.” 



+ to the person bearing the challenge of illness in their body, to the family member whose loved 
one is in a hospital and you cannot go in to visit them, he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ to the small business owner who had to close up shop, to the employee who was furloughed, 
he says “You are not alone.” 
+ to the person who is experiencing injustice or indifference, he says, “You are not alone.” 
+ to persecuted Christians in Egypt and Syria, he says, “you are not alone.” 
+ to the one who is not sure that they can climb to the top of whatever mountain is in front of 
them, Jesus says, “you are not forgotten. You are not alone.” 
 
We are never alone.  
 
We do not have to face anything alone – unless we decide to face it alone. And here is where we 
need to be honest with each other. 
 
Jesus said that he will never leave us orphaned. But we can choose to be orphans. We can decide 
to face life alone. On a practical level, we decide to be orphans every time we stop praying, 
every time we stop believing, every time we stop serving. We chose to be orphans when we 
chose isolation, every time we stay selfish, every time we tell ourselves that God does not love 
us, God cannot help us, God is too far away from us. 
 
We can retreat from life, we can retreat from faith, we can retreat from love. We can surrender to 
life’s challenges, and try to protect ourselves by becoming angry or hopeless. But that is NOT 
the life  Christ envisions for you! 
 
Every baptized believer must be taught the saving truth. Through our parents and through our 
churches, we who are the daughters and sons of God must come to know that, from the moment 
of our baptisms, we are never alone. The Holy Spirit of God is with us…always. Our Heavenly 
Father, who gave us life, is watching over us…always. The Risen Christ is walking beside 
us…always. We are not alone.  

And we will discover that one of the greatest joys in life happens when we reach out to a brother 
or sister, letting them know that they, too, are not alone. 
 
The Risen Jesus is with you always. And in the end, because of Jesus, every cemetery will 
become obsolete… because our graves will be open… and we will live with him, forever.  
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