
Be One

Acts 16:16-34; Psalm 97; Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21; John 17:20-26

“Be careful what you pray for; you may get it.” That’s a cute slogan I remember from

somewhere. In light of today’s Gospel, I’d like to rephrase that: Be careful what you pray for because

what you pray for is a good indication of whom you worship.

For instance, there are many churches where. at some point in the service, the minister has

asked, “Are there any prayer requests?”

What most often follows is a string of congregational requests for healing of the health

maladies of folks within that congregation. That’s revealing. Say that someone who knew nothing

about prayer wandered into that service; what might that person think about Christian prayer? Our

physical health and healing is our most pressing concern; we pray mainly for people within this

congregation and their health needs; Christianity is pre-occupied with wellness; being well is the

focus of faith; and so on? Had we the time, I could show you why there’s little justification in scripture

for thinking this way about prayer. True, there are instances of healing in the Bible but as an

example, there is no mention of physical health in the prayer that Jesus taught. I am concerned that

most of our prayers are most often for our own safety and comfort. That suggests to me that we have

lost a vibrant sense of mission and vocation. Surely, if we had a vibrant sense of mission, we would

have more prayers for courage to witness to our faith, for more love for those in the world who have

not experienced the love of Jesus yet, for more compassion to not be so consumed with our own

needs, but to feel love and concern for the needs of others. We might not be so consumed with our

own aches and pains if we had a more vivid sense of being on Christ's mission, even in our aches

and pains.
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In today’s Gospel we are afforded a rare opportunity to listen in on Jesus as he talks to God

about us. Jesus prays: “I’m not praying only for them but also for those who believe in me because of

their word. I pray they will be one . . . so that the world will believe that you sent me.  . . . Then the

world will know that you sent me and that you have loved them just as you loved me.”

Remember where we are at this point in the whole story. We’re only a few hours away from

Jesus’ betrayal by his disciples and his agonizing death on the cross. In such dire circumstances, I

can think of a dozen pressing needs that Jesus might have prayed for. Jesus might pray that his

cross be avoided. He might pray that his disciples would be given more courage on the eve of his

arrest.

Instead, Jesus prays for unity among his followers, that “they will be one.”

That Jesus prays for unity tells us something about the disciples. He wouldn’t have prayed to

his Father for unity if his followers were unified. Maybe that’s some comfort to us today because God

knows that we, Jesus’ contemporary disciples, have problems with unity. Right here in our

congregation I have no doubt that we have varying notions of what it means to be church, how we

live out our faith in community. We have a mission statement. We took a vote on that statement, and

it passed. Yet I’m honest enough to know that some of you may have a different vision of what the

church could and should be.

In our congregation’s disagreements and divisions, maybe it’s some comfort to know that it

has always been that way in the church. Jesus’ own disciples were riven with disunity. Most of Paul’s

letters to the early church were written to deal with problems in the newly formed faith communities.

Our sister denomination, The United Methodist Church in the U.S, is meeting next week in

Portland, and the press has been full of predictions that this gathering will be noted for its disunity.

“This will be the time when our church will split and people will at last be free to go their own way,”
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said a noted church observer recently.

Split? Go their own way? Looking through the letters of Paul, I estimate that at least half of

Paul’s epistles beg, cajole, bargain with, and threaten his congregations to deal with their internal

differences and be unified. Paul’s famous hymn to love (1 Cor 13) was his most eloquent, but not his

only, plea for unity in the church.  One participant said, “I hope that somebody remembers to read 1

Corinthians 13 when my church gathers in Portland!”

That Jesus prays for unity tells us something about Jesus. Of all that Jesus could have asked

God to bestow upon the emerging church, Jesus prayed for unity. 

Will Willimon writes: “Our high school football team was having a miserable year. Six losses,

one win. So we teenagers began doing what people do when they suffer defeat and adversity. We

began bickering among ourselves, blaming each other for our defeats, conniving to get the coach to

appoint a different captain. 

During a nasty argument in the locker room after another defeat, the coach burst in and

screamed, “Stop! If you guys start choosing up sides, fighting among yourselves, breaking up into

factions, we have no hope ever of winning a game! The whole point of football is to get a group of

men to work together, to move as one! I’ve said we have a weak passing game. I lied. Right now a

bad passing game is the least of our problems. Our team’s biggest problem is that we’re not a team!

If we don’t get together, we’ll never turn this thing around. This is an order: get together!” 

Well, something very much like that happens in the seventeenth chapter of John’s Gospel. To

any of us who glibly talk of splitting, going our own way, Jesus talks to God and, in our overhearing,

talks to us: God, make them get together!

Christians are people who try to pray like Jesus. “Lord, teach us to pray,” was just about the

only request for instruction that the disciples made of Jesus. Jesus gave them a model prayer, the
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“Lord’s Prayer,” which we prayed earlier in our service today.

This Sunday Jesus teaches us how to pray and what to pray for not by giving us a set of words

but by demonstration. Jesus prays, and we learn by listening in on his prayer.

A passionate, committed activist who is leading a movement related to a social issue said to a

group one day, “This is the most important task our church faces. We have no more important work

than this cause. So what if we lose some members? That’s okay. This is a justice issue that’s more

important than preserving peace and quiet in our denomination.”

His statement is sad. Christ himself makes unity among his followers our most pressing task,

the work of the church from day one even unto our own day. To say that one’s own cherished cause

trumps Christ’s chief work is dangerous. To be willing to see sisters and brothers in Christ forced out

or to wander away as we march self--righteously onward in our beloved crusades is less than

Christian. To love any otherwise worthy cause, belief, or prejudice more than we love the unity of

Christ’s body is to walk the way of the world rather than to walk Christ’s way. 

Jesus prays for unity. He says in today’s Gospel that our unity is witness to a world full of

strife, division, separations, and cleavages, and that God is good enough and great enough to

produce a unified people even in a world at war. 

That’s our calling as a congregation of would-be disciples of Jesus. We are to be one as

Jesus Christ is one with God. We are to pray for, work for, and urge unity because that’s the way

God is. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are noted for their complete communion, their loving unity. 

So in today's Gospel we listen in on Jesus' prayer - one of his final conversations with God on

his way to the cross. And the good news is that he prays for us.

No, even better news is for us to note that in so many ways Jesus' prayer is answered. After

all, here we are today. We may not be a completely unified church, and we are certainly not a
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completely faithful church in all we do and say, and yet here we are. If we had some modicum of

love, community, and faithfulness, then it must come as a gift of God rather than our own

achievement. 

In other words, Jesus' prayer for us has been, is being, and we have faith will be answered. I

suppose that means that every time in the church when we rise above being merely a gathering of

like-minded and fairly likeable people and become the "body of Christ" that we are intended to be, we

ought to give thanks to God. We ought to give thanks that Jesus does not leave us on our own but

that Jesus continually prays for us. 

In our disagreements and differences, in our necessary arguments and struggles to discern

the path God wants us to walk, this has got to be our opening and closing prayer:

God, make us one. Give us that which we can’t have on our own: a loving congregation who

worships and serves you as one. In the power of your Holy Spirit, enable us to deal honestly with our

differences, to tell the truth to each other as truth is given to us, to dare to do the tough work that you

assign to us, and yet to do it all together, so that the world may believe that you have sent us, that

the world may be able to see that you have loved us in a way that makes us, even us, one in your

name. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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