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For well over a year now, Shylah and I have been reading the Harry Potter novels out loud 
together.  We started just after she turned 8, and we have read a little bit of the epic story together 
since then page by page, chapter by chapter, book by book – sharing Harry’s magical journey 
together.  It has been a fun and meaningful experience for us, and it is something to which both of 
us have looked forward most nights.   
 
Recently, our pace has picked up a bit, and as of today, we are about a third of the way through 
the seventh and final book.  We are at the part of the story where it is pretty much non-stop action 
and suspense, and it is getting harder and harder to stop and put the book down each night.  And 
now, as we come to the end of our reading time each night, Shylah – and I got her permission to 
share this with you today – will have a veritable conniption, moaning and wailing – “Noooooooo!  
We can’t stop now - we must read more!  More, more more!  I neeeeeed to know what happens 
next!” 
 
How long will you keep us in suspense?
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Kudos to J.K Rowling for being a master storyteller.  Harry Potter keeps kids and adults alike on 
the edge of their seats, and despite the protestations of Shylah that “The suspense is KILLING 
me,” we love every minute of it.  And although the second reading of a good story is enjoyable, 
(and the third, fourth, and twentieth for that matter!) the story is never quite the same as it is when 
you are reading it for the first time.  Because you know how everything is going to turn out, you can 
put it down a little more easily.  I don’t know anyone who has ever stayed awake all night to read 
the last 400 pages of a novel that they’ve already read before.  But the first time – well that’s 
another story. 
 
I have heard many religious pundits lamenting the state of the church and saying things like, “If 
only our children and our youth cared about the stories of Jesus the same way they care about 
Harry Potter and Luke Skywalker…”  Such commentators frequently complain about biblical 
illiteracy and a general lack of theological fluency.  But I am more persuaded by another group of 
voices that – while noting the different levels of enthusiasm most of us feel toward Jesus and other 
biblical figures and such well-loved fictional characters as Harry Potter, Luke Skywalker, and Frodo 
Baggins – rather than bemoaning the affection we feel for these characters, ask why the 
difference?   
 
If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.
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Perhaps this demand from the crowd surrounding Jesus gives us a hint of an answer.  The text 
tells us that a group had surrounded Jesus while he was walking in Solomon’s portico in the 
temple.  There is some ambiguity in the text as to why.  Most commentators read at least some 
hostility in the act and the words that follow, pointing to the fact that “the Jews” is the typical way in 
which John refers to the opponents of Jesus, and to the events leading up to this scene in chapters 
8 and 9 in which such crowds accused Jesus of having a demon, of not observing the Sabbath, 
and even trying to stone him.  Moreover, the Greek idiom commonly translated “How long will you 
keep us in suspense?” in verse 24 literally means, “How long are you taking away our life?” and in 

                                                
1 John 10:24a, NRSV 
2 John 10:24b, NRSV 
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modern Greek means something like, “How long will you continue to vex us?”
3
  Because of the 

difficulty in precise translation, scholars are divided on whether the question expresses irritation 
and hostility or genuine suspense and a desire to have the question answered.   
 
And yet I am not convinced that the motivation of the question is what really matters in this case.  
Rather, I suspect that what really matters in this confrontation is the demand for Jesus to plainly 
reveal his identity.  Whether motivated by suspense or annoyance or hostile intentions, what the 
crowd really wanted was a plain and direct answer to a simple question – are you the Messiah – 
yes or no?  It is the only time in John’s Gospel that Jesus is directly asked that question. 
 
But Jesus refuses to answer the question simply.  Instead, he refers to his body of work.  In effect, 
he tells the crowd – you wouldn’t have to ask the question if you were part of the flock.  If you want 
to know whether I’m the Messiah, follow me, and see for yourself.   
 
The crowd was not impressed.  And, I suspect, in our truest moments, neither are we.  As human 
beings, we crave answers, and we long for certainty.  We want to know whether this Jesus is who 
he says he is – before we follow, before we believe, before we commit. 
 
In fulfillment of this desire, we have created doctrines which boil down faith in Jesus to a set of 
proclamations that delineate and define who Jesus was and is, and what we need to do to get into 
heaven: Jesus was the Son of God, who died to save us from our sins.  All we need to do is 
believe in him, and we punch our ticket to heaven.  It’s that simple.   
 
But is it really? 
 
Australian blogger Andrew Prior has this to say in reflecting on this text:  
 
We live in an age of tabloid media. Things are short, plain, simple. Sound bites and surface. John's 
gospel…[is] long form media. [It is] panoramic, allusive, deep, complicated— although often posing 
very clear questions…. 
 
The tabloid is rarely as simple as it pretends, but it makes our decisions for us, telling us what it 
has decided we need to know, what to believe, what's important. But the gospel shows us the 
signs of life, and begs us to decide for ourselves.  To find what is important, and to decide where 
we stand, and in what we will trust— that's the Greek word we translate as believe— we have to 
find a way to enter into the work. And then the simple choices, light and dark, trust/belief, become 
complex, disturbing, challenging and life giving, because, seeing more deeply, we see more 
clearly.

4
 

 
We have to find a way to enter into the work.  For me, that phrase nails it.  It names the reason that 
so often the gospel fails to engage us, while Harry Potter and Star Wars and the Lord of the Rings 
succeed.  These stories draw us in, make us part of the action, take us on journeys in which we 
become participants even as part of the audience.  In short, they create suspense – which just 
about anyone who has taken an English class can tell you is the key to good storytelling.   
 
Alfred Hitchcock, who has often been called “The Master of Suspense,”

5
 expounded on the nature 

of his craft as a filmmaker during an interview with French director Francois Truffaut.  He said:  
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4 “Will you enter in?” Internet.  Available: https://onemansweb.org/will-you-enter-in-john-10-22-30.html  
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Hitchcock  
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There is a distinct difference between "suspense" and "surprise," and yet, many pictures 
continually confuse the two. I'll explain what I mean.  
 
We are now having a very innocent little chat. Let's suppose that there is a bomb underneath this 
table between us. Nothing happens, and then, all of a sudden, "Boom!" There is an explosion. The 
public is surprised, but prior to this surprise, it has been an absolutely ordinary scene, of no special 
consequence. Now, let us take a suspense situation. The bomb is underneath the table and the 
public knows it, probably because they have seen the anarchist place it there. The public is aware 
the bomb is going to explode at one o'clock and there is a clock in the decor. The public can see 
that it is a quarter to one. In these conditions, the same innocuous conversation becomes 
fascinating because the public is participating in the scene. The audience is longing to warn the 
characters on the screen: "You shouldn't be talking about such trivial matters. There is a bomb 
beneath you, and it is about to explode!"  
 
In the first case we have given the public 15 seconds of surprise at the moment of the explosion. In 
the second we have provided them with 15 minutes of suspense.
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We can conclude that the key ingredient in Hitchcock’s understanding and practice of creating 
suspense is audience participation.   
 
Now, the great irony – I ran across this quote from Hitchcock in a published sermon starter in the 
preaching magazine Homiletics.  The title – “Jesus Removes All Suspense.”  Among its key points 
– “get over it.”  Its concluding line – “Jesus said, ‘I have told you, and you do not believe.’  Let’s 
believe it, and move forward.”
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That’s it in a nutshell.  The reason, I believe, that we so often fail to engage the gospel as a living 
story.  Because we have bought in to a tabloid version of faith – this is the truth of Jesus – believe 
it, and get over it.   
 
But that is not how we experience life.  We can’t just “get over it.”  And if that is what we are told or 
have come to believe that faith is about, then no wonder so many of us struggle to believe.  But it 
doesn’t have to be that way.  Again, the words of Andrew Prior: 
 
…To be offered a place that is confronting, and even oppressive in its strangeness, so that our 
imagination might be cracked open, we are able to be taken to another place of imagining what life 
is about. 
 
John has recognized that life is not finally able to be defined and philosophically "solved." We are 
in the middle of it; we cannot stand apart from it and define it. In the end, for all our analysis, we 
can only commit, only believe, only trust. Or stay outside, on the edges, afraid of what we sense 
might be in the unknown spaces which call us. We are often tempted to pretend that we 
understand life and stay safe in the shallows…Those who dive deeply into life will see the truth 
here. To be free, we have to embrace something— commit to it. And to be true to it, we must let it 
guide us and bind us.  What we join, what we become part of— who we follow— is the critical life 
choice.
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This has been a hell of a week for many in our community, especially our youth.  Processing the 
death of a friend is never easy, and when that friend is a teenager, it shakes us to our core.  Gabe 
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Chester’s death has brought to surface a host of questions both chronic and acute – questions we 
often try to avoid:  What is life?  What does it mean to live?  What does it mean to die?  Why him 
and not me?  Did God choose to let this boy die?  Could God have kept him from dying?  Or was 
God not able to do anything about it?  Or, if God is powerless over such things, what good is God?  
And if God did have the power to do something, why did God not save him?  Why God?  Why? 
 
We have asked these questions before, and not that long ago.  We can ask and have asked the 
same kinds of questions in countless situations both personal and social.  And in the messiness 
and pain and struggle of life, our questions generally boil down to one master question: Where is 
God in all of this?   
 
Last week, I attended a presentation by Jeff Carter, current President of Bethany Theological 
Seminary.  The title of his presentation was “Why a Seminary During Institutional Decline.”  A 
guiding metaphor he used drew a contrast between a puzzle and a mystery.  We know the end 
goal of a puzzle; we just need to figure out how to put the pieces together.  With a mystery, 
however, the end is unknown.  All we can do is embrace it, enter into it, and participate in it.   
 
It was a resonant image for me in thinking about faith.  So often, we approach faith like a puzzle – 
holding a book or a doctrine which we believe gives us a picture of the way things are supposed to 
look and attempting to put our lives together according to the instructions.  But faith is a mystery.  
When we ask, “Where is God in all of this?” we can’t just point to a picture on the box.  In the midst 
of tragedy and grief, we can’t find simple answers to our most vexing and troubling questions.  
What we can do is enter into the mystery.    
 
In the concluding words of his blog, Andrew Prior relates the following story:  
 
This week, I listened to the grief of a friend: [She asked –] Why her? Why not me? What chooses 
these things? What made the difference between me choosing life and she, apparently, choosing a 
living death? What does this impossible questioning of me by life mean? Between us we had no 
answers to her questions. Yet in her agonized questioning— because of her questioning – this 
woman is standing in abundant life. She has entered in— in this case, into great pain. She is 
daring to face Mystery and to question Mystery…She has refused the violence of easy answers. 
 
We of the church are allergic to the notion of judgement, and with good reason, given our history of 
condemnation. Yet there is something about the shape of reality which means that if we will not 
face it, we are judged. Something of life is taken away from us. This is what they recognized when 
they circled Jesus, longing yet threatening. He is not God. He does not judge us. But he is one with 
God…in that he provokes in us the recognition that unless we enter in… unless we face the hard 
questions about the nature of life and death, unless we enter the depths of our lives seeking what 
is true, then we have lost perhaps more than we know. 
 

How long will you keep us in suspense, O Lord?   
 
Hopefully long enough for us to embrace the mystery, and follow him into the unknown.   
 
May it be so 


