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Sunday May 21, 2023 (Pastor Scott Kiehn, Glasgow)

Texts: Acts 1:6–14, 1 Peter 4:12-14; 5:6–11, John 17:1–11
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus Prays for the Disciples – That is what I would title this gospel reading.  When he prays for the disciples that includes us also.  If we were to read a few more verses into this prayer we would hear Jesus pray, “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word.”  That includes all of us – we all believe because of the preaching and teaching and writing of the first disciples – we are all disciples because of the ministry of the first disciples. Those people who stood looking up at the sky when Jesus was taken up into the clouds.
In this text the disciples have the overwhelming opportunity to hear Jesus pray for them.  It is awesome to have someone pray for you.  It is even more awesome to actually hear someone pray for you.  Have you ever had the experience of listening to someone pray for you?  Have you ever overheard someone praying for you?  Pretty cool isn’t it.  I know for me it is quite overwhelming.  What does it feel like to hear someone pray for you?  I asked this same question at a couple of different settings in bible studies.  The answers that I received were: humbling – healing – life changing and maybe my favorite – tingly. 
So here we have Jesus praying out loud so the disciples can hear him praying for them.  In the gospel of John the story is a little bit different than in the other gospels.  In the last four chapters of John – chapters 13 to 16 we have Jesus washing the disciple’s feet at the Passover meal – the last supper, he foretells of his betrayal, he tells Peter that he will deny him.  He goes on with three chapters of instruction about himself, God, the Holy Spirit and the hatred of the world.  And he does all of this from the upper room. Now here in the gospel reading from chapter 17 Jesus prays for the disciples.  Notice that they are not in the garden of Gethsemane, this prayer takes place before they go to the garden, after this prayer they do go to “A” garden across the Kidron valley (not Gethsemane) – the disciples do not fall asleep while Jesus prays – Jesus does not grieve and ask for the cup to pass from him – what he prays for is the knowledge, understanding and welfare of the disciples.  The whole focus of this conversation that he has with God is the disciples. 
With this prayer the instruction is over, Jesus is now talking to God; the disciples are overhearing a conversation between Jesus and God.  Jesus is no longer instructing the community but he is turning the community over to God.  Jesus knows this is his final hour with the disciples before his arrest.  This prayer that Jesus prayed was meant to be overheard – this conversation between Jesus and God was meant to be heard by the disciples.  There can be awesome power in overhearing a prayer – overhearing a prayer can be life changing whether it was intended to be heard or not.  I am going to share a story with you of a prayer that was overheard.  This is a true story as told by Jack Fortin in his book “The Centered Life”.  Jack Fortin is a pastor and is a former teacher at Luther Seminary.  He writes:
“This is the story of Steven who was a successful surgeon in the Los Angeles area.  His teenage daughters were involved in a youth group that I led.  When I first met Steven, he would hardly speak to me, but over time he and I became friends as he saw the positive effects of the youth group on his daughters.

Unfortunately, Steven had something of a know-it-all attitude that was off-putting to many people.  He was an outstanding surgeon but lacked bedside manners with his patients.  He once said of his patients, “I like them best when they are on the operating table unconscious.”  This aloof attitude carried over into a strained relationship with his daughters and, I think, added pressure on Steven’s wife to be the go-between for Steven and his daughters.

I learned that one night, as Steven was heading to bed, he passed by his daughters’ bedroom and overheard his name being mentioned.  The door to the bedroom was slightly ajar, which caused him to pause.  He heard one of his daughters praying.  In the prayer she was admitting how much she loved and admired her father but went on to lament how inadequate her relationship with her father was, how he was at times insensitive to her and others, and how much she hoped that God could wake him up and help him be more loving to her and the other children in the family.

Steven, as he told me later, was shocked at the revelation and frustrated that he had no way to talk about this with his daughters because he had been eavesdropping.  He did not sleep well that night, woke early, and immediately called me and asked that we have breakfast that morning.

When we met, he reviewed with me what had happened and asked me what I thought.  “Well,” I said, “does it come as a surprise to you that others see you the same way?  People respect your ability as a surgeon but do not experience you as a sensitive loving person.  I’m afraid that sometimes you come off as arrogant and self-centered.”

 Steven looked at me in surprise.  He was quiet, and I saw hurt in his eyes.  I’m not sure why he responded so uncharacteristically at that particular moment.  Perhaps we are all especially vulnerable when it comes to our children.  I think that was true for Steven, but I also think he was at a time in his life and career when he had achieved success and prominence and now these achievements did not fill the void of meaning and belonging in his life.  I think it was also the prompting of God’s spirit in Steven, calling him to more in life than he had experienced in his self-made, self-controlled world.  Indeed it was a rekindling of faith for Steven and with that was new motivation to live life differently.

We figured out a way for Steven to talk with his daughters and ask for their forgiveness—a major step for Steven.  He also decided to work on his relationship with his patients and asked that I help him with his bedside manner.

After some months Steven decided that he would cut back on the number of surgeries he was doing and spend time with young people, teaching them how to play tennis, a sport that Steven played well and enjoyed.

Other people in the community wondered why I was spending so much time with Steven and would imply that I was wasting my time: “He isn’t going to change.  And furthermore he is too busy to ever be involved in your ministry with youth.”  But they were wrong.  I saw how God’s spirit transformed Steven to become an open and more broken person who discovered God at work in his job, in his home with his children, and in his community involvement in helping kids learn a sport that was life-giving to him.  He even slowed his practice down to the point of successfully running for the school board and has since established a consultancy for helping kids develop positive attitudes toward learning.  Here is an amazing example of an ordinary person being drawn by the love of God into seeing all that he did with his life as a response to God’s grace in his life.

The unlikely experience of overhearing his daughter’s prayer led to real personal transformation for Steven.  It was not simply a private benefit for him; his awakening led him to be a blessing to the entire community.  I firmly believe that our faith is deeply personal but not private.  The deep intimacy that God desires for us leads us to have the power and mission to serve our neighbor, and draws us to others in a community of faith where we can be nurtured and supported.” (pause)
Now this story was not an instance where someone was being prayed for in the same sense that Jesus prayed for the disciples but it is an example of how powerful it can be to overhear a prayer from the heart.  For Steven this was a life changing event. 

For the disciples the prayer that Jesus prayed also ended up being life changing – although they didn’t know it at the time.  They didn’t know what was going to happen to them that very night.  What they heard Jesus pray was preparing them for what was coming, it was preparing them for Jesus being taken away and them being left in the world as we heard today in the reading from Acts with the ascension of Jesus.
This prayer looks forward and backward as well as being anchored in the present, it points to the past with mention of the fulfillment of scripture and a discussion of what the disciples and Jesus have done.  This prayer also lifts up the future by asking God to watch over the disciples and protect them.  But most of all this prayer is rooted in the here and now, it is asking God to care for the disciples now, they are in the world and are being sent into the world now.  
It is true the disciples and all of us have a future hope in the resurrection a future promise of eternal life but that is not all that we live for we are in the world now, we are called and sent to be a part of this world right now.  And knowing that Jesus prayed this prayer for us is something we can cling to as we continue to live in the world. 
Jesus prayed, “And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me.”

“Protect them.” Protect them from what? It’s not hard to make a list is it? We understand from experience that knowing God can be a compelling force in our lives, but the walk of faith has its challenges. To know and be devoted to God is not a natural thing.  The road to God is described by Jesus as “narrow” because it is an intentional path that does not just go with the flow.

In John’s gospel the word “world” is often used to describe a field of opposition to Jesus.  Christians believe God loves the world and asks followers to do the same, but in this prayer Jesus uses “world” in a different sense. He prays, “I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me . . .” Here “world” describes something over and against Jesus’ followers: the apathy, avoidance, even downright hatred directed at the things of God. We experience this field of opposition in our own hearts, in the culture around us, sometimes subtly and other times not. Sometimes it seems to converge as a power of evil. 
Jesus goes on to pray, “I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one.”  This is the one from whom we need protection.  As I mentioned earlier John’s gospel does not follow the other gospels exactly, John’s gospel does not have the Lords Prayer in it – However this prayer does mirror parts of the Lord’s Prayer.  Notice the similarity to Matthew 6:13 “And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one.”

Jesus knows who the enemy is and he also knows who can rescue us from him – And he prays to him on our behalf, “Protect them from the evil one.”  With God’s protection we can live in “the world”.  The world that Jesus tells us we do not belong to – but we are sent into. Why does he send us into this world?  Because this is where our faith is lived out – this is where we are called to live in community.  Listen again to the words of author Jack Fortin.
“I firmly believe that our faith is deeply personal but not private.  The deep intimacy that God desires for us leads us to have the power and mission to serve our neighbor, and draws us to others in a community of faith where we can be nurtured and supported.”

The prayer of Jesus for protection and community is a spiritual reality we can rely on.

There is great news in this for us. Healthy faith seeks connection, not division. You heard it from Jesus. If followers are called to be “in” the world, but not “of” the world, those boundaries are for the sake of the world, not against it. If Jesus prayed for our protection, let us make sure we pray for each other as well. We do this when we welcome children and adults through the sacrament of Holy Baptism.  We pray for each other through our prayers of intercession each week and we pray for each other through our “Prayer Chain” and our time of personal devotion.
We make a huge mistake as a church if we assume our core work will happen without a field of opposition, even within ourselves.  And, let’s be encouraged with what stands out each time the heart of God is revealed. We matter to God, not simply in the abstract, but up close and personal. To know and be known, to share in life together is God’s desire.  And each week as we gather together we are reminded of Jesus Christ the one who prays for us – the one who went to the cross for us – the one who makes it possible for us to pray.  The one who taught us how to pray.  The one who comes to us in the bread and wine – the one who claims us as his own in the waters of Baptism…






Amen!
