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Jesus Prays for Us
John 17
President Lyndon Johnson once asked his press secretary, Bill Moyers, to begin a cabinet meeting with prayer.  Moyers did so, but he prayed a little too quietly for the others to hear.  So when the prayer was over, President Johnson said, “Bill, we couldn’t hear you.”  To which Moyers responded, “I wasn’t talking to you, Mr. President.”

Jesus is praying for us in John 17, but not quietly.  Unlike Bill Moyers, he is not only talking to God, he wants his disciples to hear every word of it.  Jesus is at the table of the Last Supper and is on his way to being crucified and glorified.  For the last three chapters he has been preparing the disciples for his departure and the Spirit’s arrival.

He finishes by praying what has been called “the high priestly prayer.”  A priest is someone who brings God to the people and the people to God, and that is exactly what Jesus does.  

My friend, Mark Labberton, is preaching all six of his Lenten sermons on this one prayer, so you know it’s rich.  But listen for the word “one;” listen in a special way for Jesus’ work of AT-ONE-MENT, atonement.

John 17:1-26
Our world is longing for unity.  Everywhere we look, we see it.

President Bush was in Rwanda last Tuesday, reminding the world of the horrors of 1994, when over 800,000 Tutsis were slaughtered by the Hutus.  Bush made it clear that the same kind of ethnic genocide is going on right now in places like Darfur.

The United States Embassy in Belgrade was attacked Thursday night by Serbs for supporting Kosovo’s vote for independence.  Underneath it all is this simmering tension between Albanians and Serbs.  

In Iraq the Shiite cleric, Moktada al-Sadr, extended his army’s cease-fire against the Sunnis in Baghdad.  The Sunnis bombed one of the revered Shiite shrines two years ago, and hundreds were killed every week after that.  The cease-fire is important, but very fragile. 

All over the world, we desperately need unity.

When I went to Kenya in 2005, I remember stopping at a beautiful lookout point over the Rift Valley, a huge, fertile expanse that is all shades of green.  But in the last few months it has been a killing field between the Luo and Kikuyu tribes.  The Rift Valley, indeed; what a metaphor.

The world longs for a better way, a healing of these growing rifts.

We see this not only internationally, but in our own country, in our elections.  One editor wrote:

Part of the success of Mike Huckabee’s and Barack Obama’s presidential campaigns has been their promise of transcending partisan politics.  Huckabee talks of wanting to “make Americans, once again, more proud to be Americans than just to be Democrats or Republicans.”  Obama invokes a vison of “one nation” that is more than “a collection of red states and blue states.”

We long to transcend sectarian violence; we long to transcend partisan politics.

I had the chance to hear David Gergen speak at the Peninsula Speakers Series in San Mateo a few months ago.  You have probably seen him on TV.  He is a former White House advisor and has been providing a lot of commentary on the presidential primaries.  When he spoke in San Mateo he described all the challenges that will face the next president of our country.  He said the top three qualities that are needed in our next president are:  integrity, good judgment, and the ability to get people to work together.

Unity.  We have a desperate need and longing to “form a more perfect union” than what we’ve got going now.  Otherwise, as Albert Einstein put it after WWII: “Our civilization is doomed.”
  It is the deep-down longing of “the world,” a term Jesus uses 17 times in this prayer, meaning that part of God’s creation that has turned away from its Maker and is suffering the consequences.

But this longing for unity exists not only in those who have turned away from God, but from those who believe – in the church!  

I picked up the most recent issue of Christian Century on Friday and I found four different articles on our need for unity in this one issue.  

“Crossing the Aisle;”

"Moderate Baptists test unity in diversity;”

An article on divisions in the Anglican community;
“Benedict and Kobia pray together in Rome for Christian unity” – In an ecumenical first, a general secretary of the World Council of Churches took part with the pope in a Rome service to mark the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, an observance that began 100 years ago in the U.S.  WCC general secretary Samuel Kobia, a Methodist minister from Kenya, prayed with Pope Benedict XVI January 25 in the ancient basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls… Saying that “the world needs a church that is one and united in its witness,” Kobia referred to unrest in his home country that has led to more than 850 deaths.

The world does need a church that is united in its witness, and it’s not happening much these days.  

A letter was sent from our Presbytery moderators to our session last Tuesday as San Francisco Presbytery battles over the wrongness or the rightness of advancing a lesbian candidate for ordained ministry.

We ask for your continued prayers as together we seek unity in the body of Christ.

I had this flyer hanging in my office, advertizing a special speaker at the University of San Francisco on Monday night, speaking on “The Quest for Christian Unity.”  The event is co-sponsored by The Franciscan Friars of the Atonement and celebrates the 100 year anniversary of the annual Prayer for Christian Unity “initiated by the Sisters and Friars of the Atonement in 1908.”  

Actually, the prayer for Christian unity was initiated (and answered) by Jesus.  

I ask… that they may all be one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.  The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.

This is the good news that Jesus Christ gives to the world: that we are lifted out of all our rifts, out of all that alienates us from God and one another, out of all that separates us in our wrongness and in our rightness, and we are incorporated into the divine oneness that exists between Jesus and the Father.  It is Christ’s amazing atonement, AT-ONE-MENT.

Every year Dan Chun comes here from the Presbyterian church he pastors in Honolulu and hosts the Hawaiian Island Ministries (HIM) Conference.  His vision has been to gather churches from across ethnic and theological and denominational lines to come together as one body in Christ, because that’s the only way we can really be effective in ministry.  It’s not easy to do, getting Hispanics and blacks and whites and Asian populations who worship very differently – some very emotionally, some very traditionally, and some very quietly – all praising God together in one place.  Not easy.

I was listening to Dan’s opening remarks at one of these conferences several years ago, and that was his topic: the importance of our oneness in Christ.  To be honest with you, it was uncomfortable for me, because it didn’t take me long to figure out that many of the people in that room probably didn’t believe in women in ministry.  There I was, a woman in ministry.  I knew I didn’t agree with much of the theology in that room, and I wasn’t crazy about the people from our church being shaped by it.  But I’m guessing that a lot of other people didn’t feel all that comfortable either.  We were all being asked to take our firmly held convictions and not get rid of them, but let Jesus hold us together in his AT-ONE-MENT.

“For there is no longer Jew or Greek,” Paul writes in Galatians 3:28.  “There is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  He goes on with this explanation in Ephesians 2:14: “For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.”  In other words, our witness to Jesus Christ is at its best in our AT-ONE-MENT in him and is at its worst in our divisions, even when we know we are right.

We see this in the book of Acts after Jesus has ascended to God and the Holy Spirit has come.  It’s all about overcoming the divisions.  It begins with the disciples speaking all the languages of the world at one time.  And then chapter by chapter, the Spirit breaks down the divisions that had grown up over the years:  first with the hated Samaritans, then with the Ethiopian eunuch (a black man from a Godless part of the world, compromised sexually), and finally with the Gentiles!  

No matter what the division and the good reasons for it, Jesus carries all believing parties into his oneness with God and offers this oneness to the world.   And it is our oneness in God’s love, our oneness in what Jesus Christ has done, that is a big part of what makes our good news good news!

In 1963, the great theologian, Karl Barth, visited Princeton Seminary.  At the end of one of his lectures, one student raised his hand and asked, “Dr. Barth, don’t you think God has revealed himself in other religions and not only in Christianity?”  Barth’s answer was like a bolt of lightning in that room.  
He said, “No, God has not revealed himself in any religion, including Christianity.  God has revealed himself in his Son.”

The person and work of Jesus Christ trumps all of our certainty, all of our treasured traditions, and brings a unity – AT-ONE-MENT – that we can never bring to his church or to the world, a oneness that all of us so desperately need.

Years ago, I attended a gathering of pastors on the Peninsula who were praying for revival.  Most of these pastors were from churches that were to the far right of ours, but we all had the same desire to follow Jesus.  One of the pastors from a large Redwood City church opened our time of prayer by reading from John 17, and it was so powerful!  It was like Jesus himself was praying for us in that room with all our differences, and praying through us for his world that he came to save.

A world desperately longing for unity.  A church desperately longing for unity.  Even in our own dear congregation, there are firmly held convictions that threaten to divide us.  

There are some who feel that we don’t speak out strongly enough against the war; others feel we don’t speak out strongly enough in support of our troops and our government;

There are some who feel that we should take a stand for inclusivity of gays and lesbians and others that we should take a stand for scripture’s words against such behavior.

What is Jesus praying for?  What is his priority in prayer?  What does he think is the most important part of our witness to the world in his name?  What gift has he given us to offer to the world?  In this prayer it is clear:  AT-ONE-MENT, with God, in God and with one another.  

That doesn’t mean we let go of what has become clear to us, but it does mean that we hold it less dear than being held together in Christ.

Tonight in the Academy Awards, Cate Blanchett is up for best actress for her leading role in the movie Elizabeth: the Golden Age.  I rented the movie last week and was disturbed by the historical truth of the story: 16th century Spain and England going to war, Catholics and Protestants fighting a holy war with the crucifix of Jesus emblazoned on the sails of the warships.  This is our Reformation heritage.  

But our real heritage goes back much further than that to this prayer, to what Jesus actually did accomplish in his crucifixion and resurrection: a oneness with God, in God and with one another, that is far greater than any of our efforts either to achieve it or to destroy it.

Let us pray:

Holy, holy, holy God, it is beyond our comprehension that you have come to us and for us in Jesus Christ.  It is beyond our comprehension that he died to bring us into your glory, that he prays for us now and the wounds of the world.  We praise you and thank you for the cross, for your love for the world you made that is deaf and blind to your ways, for the healing power of your resurrection.

O Christ, we don’t know how to live your prayer of oneness.  We don’t know how to claim your truth with humility.  We don’t know how to speak your truth with love.  Show us your way.  Show us when you want us to let go for the sake of the gospel and when you want us to persevere for the sake of your gospel.  Forgive us for the barriers we so quickly erect, between ourselves and you, between the mature and the weak, between the educated and the ignorant, between those who are like us and those with whom we differ.

Thank you for the pure grace of your prayers for us. May we be led by your prayers, filled with your prayers, healed by your prayers; may we embody your prayers for the world.  May we be a faithful witness to your at-one-ment in this very polarized world, to the praise and glory of Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior.  Amen.
� Told by Heidi A. Husted at Columbia Presbyterian Church, Vancouver, WA, 9/13/98.
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