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Today we hear Jesus pray.  This is one of the very few times in all the Gospels that Jesus lifts his eyes to the heavens and prays, out loud and in the hearing of others.  His humanity, his love for his companions, his compassion, and his desire to protect those he loves, shines through in the magnificent words of John’s gospel today. 


Now there are a lot of sermons, papers, research, opinions and writings about these words, which are sometimes called "The High Priestly Prayer of Jesus."  They speak of how many times the word, "glory" is used and what it means in terms of Jesus' relationship with the Father and with the world.  There are explanations of who the disciples are; what kind of prayer it is and if it is the type of prayer that is meant to be overheard, rather than spoken directly to God.  You can read what the implications of Jesus' words are as they concern the world and the kingdom's place in it.  But for me, especially this week, the gospel is simple and personal, not scholarly or theologically complicated.


There are three parts to this prayer; first, Jesus acknowledges himself and who he is, then, he asks blessings and protection for the apostles and the work they are about to undertake, finally, we hear Jesus praying for the greater community, in fact, the world.  This prayer comes after several chapters of John in which Jesus has instructed his apostles, has told them the time is coming soon when he will not be with them, has talked about their faith and journey with him.  


"Do you now believe?" he says.  The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be scattered, each one to his home, and you will leave me alone.  Yet I am not alone because the Father is with me.  I have said this to you so that, in me, you may have peace.  In the world you face persecution.  But take courage; I have conquered the world."  Then, the gospel says, "He looked up to heaven and prayed."


Jesus recognizes his place as God’s son and representative on earth, but his personal involvement with these people whom he will shortly leave behind, is apparent.  He is praying for his disciples and, in so doing, is praying for all disciples, including those of us who are still here in the year 2011.  Thousands of years after his death, his plea on our behalf still resonates in our gospel reading today.  It astounds me. It amazes me.  It comforts me.


This gospel is a very relevant and timely one for me.  I feel that Jesus is speaking to me this week - clearly and directly - and that I will be a much happier girl if stop, take a breath, and listen.


I have had a lot going on lately, as most of you know.  Getting a daughter off to the other side of the world, fairly quickly, and being responsible for getting many of the parts of her life into some kind of order in her absence has been a bit tiring.  In addition to that personal stuff, I have felt bombarded by world events.  Terrible storms, and the resultant tragedies in our country, the never-ending cleanup from earthquakes and tidal wave besetting people in two continents, war, war and more war, leaders and politicians fighting over who gets what, and when…I've got what they call disaster burnout.  I find myself feeling hopeless, fatigued and wanting to pull the covers over my head and come out when it's all over!  What can just one person do, anyway, for crying out loud?  An where, pray tell, is the sun?


I had forgotten that Jeanne had asked me, a couple of months ago; to preach today and for some reason I thought I'd be speaking about the Ascension!  Nope, passed that, on to John! I truly think that the Holy Spirit moved at this time, because I needed to read this gospel in the most profound way.  I needed to read Jesus’ prayer because my fatigue, burnout and frustration had started to seep into my prayer and faith life.  Poor me.  Poor World!  What's a girl to do?


Then, read and processed the fact that Jesus, whom I believe is God and my saviour, was actually pleading with his God for us.  He was asking on our behalf - not just on behalf of the world, but on behalf of us, who believe in him and who accept that he comes from the Father and that what he says is true.


Now, John tells us in the few verses before those we heard today, that Jesus has said that he has come from the father and has come into the world but that soon, he will be leaving the world to return to the father.


In the context of what we have heard during this Easter season, this is important information for his disciples.  He is telling them that the time is soon when they will be on their own.  There have been times - we all remember them in all the gospel stories, when Jesus has been impatient and annoyed with his disciples.  They often just don’t get it.  They falter. They stumble.  They ask stupid questions and, often, respond with stupid answers. Yet through it all, Jesus holds up a standard for them of what they must be and what they must do to follow him, to build with him, and to create the Kingdom on earth.  Yes, he is leaving them, but he has great hopes for their ultimate success.


Like a fretful teacher with difficult students, Jesus is expecting some commitment or at least, some effort to move forward. He is leaving, he says, and those disciples will have to carry on, but he doesn’t just leave them to muddle through.  He tells them, over and over, that he will be with them for all times; he will send an advocate, the Spirit, to guide and inspire them; he will lay down a path - the way, the truth and the light - for them to walk upon.  He tells them all these things, but most importantly, according to John's gospel,  in their presence and in their hearing, he prays for them. 


In his words, we hear his understanding of the trials we humans must face - in our daily lives and in his name. In his words, we hear his acknowledgment of his own divinity, but most wonderfully, an acknowledgment of his dependence on us to make his joy complete in ourselves, and then, complete in the world...  to know his way and to live his truth, and to help others to do the same. 


Hear Jesus’ words:  Father, protect them in your name that you have given me...all mine are yours, and yours are mine and I have been glorified in them...I have given them your word and the world has hated them because they do not belong to the world...I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them...they are yours and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word...protect them and sanctify them.


How can we feel weak or discouraged if we know he has done that for us?  Of all the things that Jesus did on this earth - the preaching and teaching; the parables and healings; the Eucharist and cross; the defeat of death - of all those things, his prayer today seems the most personal and significant for me this week. For in his prayer I am made to feel part of those whom he has gathered around himself.  I am a sister for whom he has concern as well as great expectations and great confidence. I am part of a world that is weary, wounded and struggling, but for which there is great hope, I am a disciple whom he credits with many powerful things, not the least of which is my faith in him and in his Father.


And if my saviour prays for me, how can I not pray for those whom I am sent to serve?  How can I not pray for the world that is looking at me as a Christian, and therefore, a messenger of Christ? How can I not pray for my enemy?  Or my neighbor, no matter how unattractive or obnoxious that neighbor might be? How can I give up hope for the millions who suffer to survive each day?  How can I not pray?  How can any of us NOT pray?


So, now, when I have days or weeks when I feel less than prepared to meet the challenges of life, less willing to hear what is going on in other places to other people,  I will come back to this wonderful, wonderful gospel. I will hear Jesus’ words as he prays for ME - as he asks God the father to protect ME.  He speaks these words in a very personal way to each and every one of us this week. 


Let us not forget them, ever. And, most importantly, let us not forget what that prayer is doing. It is putting us into the hand of God so that we can be about God’s business in the world.  Jesus stands behind each of us this day as we go out into the mission field beyond these walls and doors.  As he said when he prayed, “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is the truth.  As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.”  

He is also praying for unity - a unity that calls upon us to truly act as one, to look at our commonality, rather than our differences, to be one in each other, and in him, and in the Father.


Christ has ascended back to the father!  But he has not left us alone; he has not left us behind.  His words of care and concern for us, the words giving us courage, and praise for our faith and good work for him, the words that put us into God’s care forever, echo through the centuries and through the words of John’s gospel to us today.  “That they may be one, Father, as you and I are one.”


So, I must continue in the work I have in front of me, just as many of you must go back out to whatever ministries or missions you have offered to do in his name.  But I know that we can go more bravely and more joyfully about the work of the kingdom because, after all, our saviour is praying for us!

