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That They May Be One 
John 17:6-19 

 
Dranesville UMC 

Sunday, May 16, 2021 
 
 
This is the season for graduations and accompanying celebrations.  When we   
think of graduations, we usually think of high school, college, or university.  There 
are other schools and occasions when the completion of a course of study or 
training program might be marked with a ceremony of some kind.  Reflecting on 
my Marine Corps career, I can remember changes of command, completion of 
various professional schools and training programs, end of tours of duty, and 
retirements when celebrations were in order.  Most of these celebrations, military 
and civilian, involve speeches; either to the persons completing some process, or 
by those persons who were completing them. 
 
In today’s Gospel Lesson, we hear a portion of what may be Jesus’ graduation 
speech to his disciples.  Unlike any speech you have ever heard, this one takes the 
form of a prayer.  Jesus is, in effect, praying to God the Father and reporting the 
completion of his assigned mission.  In the course of this prayer, the disciples 
overhear what it is that Jesus is asking God on their behalf. 
 
This passage is also part of what is known as Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer.  You may 
have never heard this title, priest, used to describe Jesus before; so it may sound 
strange.  Let’s think for a moment about what a priest does.  Disregard the fact 
that some ordained clergy, regardless of the functions they may perform, are 
given the title of priest at their ordinations.  I am not talking about what they are 
called.  My focus is on what they do. 
 
A priest has two primary functions.  One is to serve as a mediator for the people 
with God.  Some examples of how that is accomplished might be offering a prayer 
to God on behalf of the people, presiding at the celebration of Holy Communion 
and consecrating the elements, conducting Baptisms, and other tasks which the 
people entrust to the priest by virtue of ordination.  The priest speaks to God for 
the people.  Jesus is performing this function in today’s lesson. 
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A second function is to speak to the people for God.  Priests (or pastors) today do 
that by preaching and teaching.  These are two responsibilities I have always 
taken very seriously.  A sermon should never be a lecture by the pastor filled with 
little more than opinions.  It should not be a way for the preacher to promote a 
personal agenda.  It should be a careful attempt to convey what the preacher 
believes God wants to say to the congregation through a thoughtful application of 
the assigned or chosen passage of Scripture.  It’s very humbling (and a little scary) 
to think of speaking for God. 
 
Teaching is an equally serious responsibility.  I do my best to convey what I 
honestly believe the Scripture says.  I may not like or personally agree with what it 
says; but that is irrelevant.  My first responsibility is to be faithful. 
 
What I just said about preaching and teaching is not limited to pastors.  Anyone 
who fills a pulpit or assumes a teaching role of any kind in church should approach 
their tasks the same way.  That’s why the Letter of James in the New Testament 
singles out teachers for special scrutiny and holds them to a higher standard. 
 
Let’s get back to Jesus’ priestly role and the graduation of the disciples.  Jesus has 
been with them for some three years; teaching them by various means, which we 
might describe as public and private teaching, tutoring, lectures, seminars, work 
projects, and internships.  Jesus knows his time is short.  Later that same evening 
he will be arrested.  In less than 24 hours he will die on a Roman cross.  These last 
words of instruction, even in the form of a prayer, are important for the disciples 
to hear. 
 
Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer runs, in its entirety, from verse 1-26 in Chapter 
Seventeen of John’s Gospel.  In the first five verses, Jesus prays to God the Father 
for himself.  In our lesson for today, verses 6-19, Jesus prays for his disciples.  In 
verses 20-26, Jesus prays for us, for those who will come to believe in the future. 
 
There are four distinct petitions to Jesus’ prayer on behalf of the disciples.  As I 
read and read about them, I thought that these would be petitions I would like to 
make for Dranesville Church as I close out my time in ministry with you and with 
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the Virginia Annual Conference of The United Methodist Church in the next few 
weeks. 
 
As Jesus reports on the completion of his mission and his pending departure, he 
acknowledges that the disciples will be left behind in “the world.”  Consequently, 
Jesus asked that God the Father protect the disciples from “the world”. And from 
the Evil One. 
   
Let’s take a moment for a point of clarification.  The term “world” has a 
somewhat limited meaning in this case.  God created all that is, seen and unseen, 
and called it all good.  Jesus is not declaring Creation to be evil or bad.  World, as 
used here, is anything that would separate us from God’s love and presence; that 
which is at odds with God.   
 
Three of the Gospels have slightly different versions of a story about a man who 
came to Jesus seeking the key to eternal life.  After declaring to Jesus that he had 
kept all the commandments, Jesus told the man that there was only one thing he 
lacked.  The man should sell all he had, give it to the poor and come follow Jesus.  
The man, who couldn’t bring himself to do that because he had a great deal of 
wealth, went away very sad.  The man was too caught up in the ways of the 
world. 
 
Compare his story with that of Francis of Assisi.  Francis was heir to a textile 
fortune.  By inheriting the family fortune, he could live very comfortably.  The 
story of the rich man and Jesus changed his outlook on life.  Francis believed the 
story spoke directly to him.  He literally stripped himself naked and walked away 
from his family’s wealth in order to follow Jesus.  In so doing, Francis founded a 
monastic order which bears his name - Franciscans.  He lived a life of simplicity 
and did a great deal to help reform the Church in his lifetime.  The Franciscans 
today still live a simple way of life which serves as a stark contrast to the 
materialism which is the focus of so much of the rest of the world.   
 
All of us have fallen prey to the temptations of the world at one time or another.  
How many of us have fallen away from God and the Church for a time in our 
lives?  Like many, I did when I left home to go to Annapolis.  In the beginning I was 
active in chapel, taught Sunday school, and attended Bible studies during most of 
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my first three years there.  During my last year, when I had a car and had more 
opportunities to get away on weekends, my priorities changed.  This drift away 
from God continued for the first year or so after I graduated.  I was more focused 
on starting my career and on enjoying what few opportunities I had for leisure 
activities when I wasn’t on training exercises and preparing for or actually going 
on deployment.  You might say that I was serving the gods of career, of job 
security, of recognition, and of leisure.  Once Candi and I were married and 
Heather was born, we decided it was time to have her baptized and go back to 
church.  We knew we needed to shift our priorities.  Once we did so, we never 
looked back.   
 
Jesus prayed for protection for the disciples.  That would be my prayer for all of 
us.  May we all be protected from the Evil One, as Jesus called him.  The Evil One - 
we often know or refer to him as Satan.  I don’t know how you envision Satan, 
this presence of evil that seeks to destroy you and me and to keep us from God.  
There are many who pooh pooh the idea of Satan.  It’s been said that Satan’s 
greatest triumph may be to convince you he doesn’t exist.   
 
Satan, the Evil One, the forces of darkness - whatever name you give him or it - 
will set children against their parents, will cause us to desire what we don’t need, 
will cause us to lie to get what we want, will cause us to kill.  We may not cause 
someone’s physical death; but we can easily kill others emotionally or spiritually. 
 
In addition to relying on God for protection from the Evil One, what might we do 
as followers of Jesus Christ to protect ourselves?  We can practice our spiritual 
disciplines - worship (both individual and corporate), prayer, study of the 
Scriptures, deeds of mercy, receiving Communion as often as possible, fasting on 
occasion and spending time with other believers. 
 
This gets to the second of Jesus’ petitions.  Jesus prayed that the disciples (and 
the Church, by extension) might demonstrate the same unity as that between 
Jesus and God the Father.  In the Trinity, each Person glorifies the other two.  This 
is a mystery beyond our comprehension.  We may not be able to imitate these 
actions to the same extent, but we can show love and respect for other believers.  
We can love and support one another; carry one another’s burdens, be there in 
the good times and bad.  Can you imagine the powerful witness that would make? 
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The rest of the world knows of Jesus’ teachings.  Many people find them very 
attractive and inspiring.  What undermines these teachings as much as anything 
are the actions of those who claim to be Jesus’ followers.  There have been far too 
many times when people who profess faith in Christ, by their actions, 
demonstrate anything but love for and unity with other believers.  As an extreme 
case, consider the genocidal massacres in Rwanda in 1994.  Two different tribes - 
Hutus and Tutsis - who both professed faith in Christ, in the space of 100 days 
carried out killings on such a large scale that over 750,000 were killed and many 
hundreds of thousands were physically mutilated.  Many unbelievers around the 
world heard of this and denounced all Christians as frauds as a result. 
 
The Church struggles with unity.  Why do you think there are so many 
denominations and branches of Christianity?  We disagree about so many things.  
Our disagreements have often led to schisms.  The United Methodist Church is 
dealing with possible split over the issue of how to relate to persons who are not 
heterosexual.  Could we possibly see this a means by which the Evil One is seeking 
to undermine unity? 
 
Unity does not mean we all agree on every issue and do things the same way.  It 
may mean that we recognize that, for any number of reasons, we have different 
perspectives and are willing to love one another while seeking to understand the 
other points of view.  Differing opinions do not make those who hold them evil.  
Maybe we can show the world, which is so often polarized, another way to deal 
with differences. 
 
Maintaining unity may be tough as we consider the demands of the marketplace 
and the challenges to do what it takes to attract potential believers.  It’s a struggle 
to be true to ourselves while extending an invitation to persons and telling them 
we accept them right where they are.  That doesn’t mean we should leave them 
there.  We need to help them see what is possible for them in the way of 
abundant life and guide them to embrace that possibility for themselves.  To do 
so will most likely mean leaving many of their old ways behind.  That can be 
tough. 
 



 

 6 

A third petition was that Jesus’ joy may be brought to fulfillment.  This may be 
another way of Jesus saying that his purpose might be fulfilled.  Jesus’ purpose, in 
this case, was to introduce the gospel to the disciples in order for them to 
continue the work he started.  This process would result in the creation and 
building of the Church.  The first disciples and all those who have come to follow 
Jesus have a part in the building of the Church; but we are not the primary 
players.  In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus told Peter that Peter would be the rock 
on which Jesus would build his Church.  We might have roles in the building of the 
Church, but the Church, first and foremost, is the Church of Jesus Christ.  He is 
ultimately responsible for building it.  Jesus will succeed in his mission, with or 
without us.  We have the opportunity to be a part in this effort; but we don’t have 
to think there is anything that any of us can personally do which will either 
guarantee the establishment of the Church or might destroy it.  That is both an 
invitation and a word of reassurance. 
 
Jesus’ fourth petition was that God would sanctify the Church - make it holy.  To 
be sanctified is to be set apart by God for a special purpose.  This setting apart 
may result in the Church being exposed to the hatred of the world.  There will be 
(and are today) challenges to conform to the world.  I have heard several 
criticisms of stances the Church has taken on various issues.  Critics declare that 
the Church needs to get with the times, to be like everyone else, to accept what 
much of the rest of society considers normal and at least condones, if not 
approves outright.  To do that is to fail to be the Church.  We are called to remain 
in the world, but not to conform to or be directed by it.  It’s often easier to “go 
along to get along” than to stand up for what we know Jesus would have us be 
and do.   
 
Taking my cue from Jesus, my prayer for all of us is that we might be protected 
from the Evil One; that we become and remain unified against the actions of the 
Evil One by our love and support for one another; that we do all in our power to 
work to build the Church while realizing that the ultimate responsibility rests with 
Jesus, not us; and that we set ourselves apart, individually and collectively, to 
grow in holiness, to be more Christlike.  This is what Jesus prayed for his first 
followers.  That prayer is appropriate for us as well.  Amen 


