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Easter 7, Year C

May 12, 2013
John 17:20-26

(After the Last Supper, Jesus prayed for his disciples.  He then spoke to his Heavenly Father):  “My prayer is not for them alone.  I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you 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.  I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one:  I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.  “Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world.  “Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me.  I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.” 

The setting is the Upper Room, immediately following the Last Supper and Jesus’ washing of his disciples’ feet.  Jesus is nearing the end of his long farewell talk on this night before his crucifixion.  He concludes with an extended prayer – for himself, for his disciples, and – for us.  “Heavenly Father,” Jesus prayed, “I ask not only on behalf of these [disciples of mine], but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word…”  

That’s you and I, my friends.  We are the ones who believe in Christ through the word his followers have passed down through the centuries.  On the night before he died, Jesus was praying for us.  And what was he praying for us?  “… 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 they may be one, as we are one:  I in them and you in me.  May they be brought to complete unity…”
A seminary professor writes:  “There is a lot of talk these days about multiculturalism, about diversity, [but] not much talk at all about unity.”  (citation lost)  And yet Jesus’ great concern on the night before he died – his farewell prayer – is a prayer for unity:  unity between himself and us, between us and God, between us and one another. 
We should not find that surprising, for during his three years of earthly ministry Jesus had spent enormous time and energy trying to build a community of disciples;  yet even they had shown signs of division.  In Luke’s account of the Last Supper, during that most holy meal, the very night before Jesus would be crucified, the Disciples were arguing among themselves regarding which of them was the greatest.  (Luke 22:24)  
How does that unity for which Jesus so earnestly prays happen?  How do we truly become one, as Jesus and the Father are one?  I believe it comes both as a gift and as a responsibility.

First and foremost, the unity for which Jesus prays is a gift.  We have seen that in today’s Gospel Jesus is praying to his Father for us.  “The glory that you have given me I have given them [us],” Jesus prays, “so that they [you and I] 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 loved them [us] even as you have loved me.”
Our unity comes first as a gift of God’s love in Christ.  We are linked one to another by Christ’s love for us all.  We are linked one to another by the gift of Christ’s life and his death on the cross, reconciling us to God and to one another.  We are linked one to another by the gift of our baptism, in which we are adopted as children of God, and united into one family, the Church.  We are linked one to another through the gift of the Holy Spirit, Who breathes Life into us all.  We are linked one to another by our common worship, sharing the body and blood of Christ each week in a common, sacramental meal.

All of these things linking us together are gifts which we have done nothing to deserve.  We are one as a Church because Christ has made us one body;  we are members one of another because of his gifts of pure grace.  [That is what we celebrate on this New Member Sunday.]
But if we take those gifts of unity which God has given us and store them in the attic, or in the cellar, or on a shelf somewhere, if we don’t use the gifts we have been given, then the unity which they embody is left unexpressed, unfulfilled, and unrealized.

You have heard me tell the story of a woman who got married, and immediately after the wedding, moved to a cabin in Canada by herself.  There, far away from her husband, she lived out the rest of her days, thinking wonderful thoughts about her husband.  “We’re married”, she would think to herself.  But she and her husband never talked to each other, never held each other in their arms, never worked to build a home together, never made love to each other, never raised a family together.  She had been given the gift of marriage, but she never lived it out.

That’s a story about our oneness in Christ, about our being the bride of Christ, the Church.  We are made members one of the other, made members of Christ’s body, the Church, through our baptism;  but how do we live that out?  Do we simply go about our lives as usual and think nice thoughts about Christ from a distance, saying to ourselves, “I am a member of Christ’s Church”, and yet never talk with Christ, never work with him to build the family of the Church, never share with others how important Christ is to us, never tell him how much we love him, or how awed we are at his love for us?  Just as that bride in Canada needed to live out her marriage instead of simply thinking nice thoughts of her husband from afar, so we who are the bride of Christ, the Church, need to live out the gift of our unity, and all that that means.

It means praying regularly, talking with Christ.  It means showing outwardly our love for him as we meet him in others.  It means gathering together, worshipping together, working together to build and strengthen the Church, the family of Christ.  It means reaching out to others who are in need, willingly giving of our time, talents, resources, and selves, even before we are asked.  It means bringing a friend to church, calling on a member we have not seen in a while, telling others how special they are.  It means treating our co-workers with love and respect, saying a kind word when it is not required, remembering that our unity in Christ does not end with our parish family.

It is not easy.  The images with which we and our children are bombarded each day often exploit our sinful temptations toward materialism, self-righteous anger, and partisanship, rather than encourage our compassion, generosity and self-sacrifice.  Be attentive, the next time you watch television, or see a movie, read a novel, or listen to the proceedings of Congress on C-span.  What part of you is the screen writer appealing to?  What part of you is the author trying to hook and reel in?  What part of you is the advertiser trying to hook?  What part of you is the politician appealing to?  Your compassion, generosity, and willingness to sacrifice for the good of the whole, or your baser instincts—your lust, greed, self-righteous indignation, or desire to get even?

How desperately we need to hold up for each other and for our children the Gospel images of love, truth, humility, self-offering!  How desperately our world needs those images, those values, those truths lived out among us—signs and expressions of the love of Christ which we have been given as a free gift of grace!  How desperately the world needs us to be the Church, to be the bride of Christ, not just in name, but in word and deed!

[On this New Member Sunday], we remember that we are one, all of us brothers and sisters in Christ, sharing the love and forgiveness which is his gift, won for us on the cross.  We are one, by the gift of grace;  but Christ prays for us to live out that gift:  to be his bride, not just in name, but in flesh.

O God, we thank you that you have made us one in your Son Jesus Christ.  Help us to truly become who we truly are!  
AMEN

