
JOHN 17, 1 TO 11.      MAY 24, 2020         PRAYER AND UNITY 

I rely on a daily prayer time to begin each day well, including Scripture, 

meditation, and the lighting of candles.  Since this pandemic began in earnest, I 

have added a particular candle for my prayer time; I think of it as a votive candle 

lit specifically for those struggling with the coronavirus or its fallout in any way. 

Every morning, I focus on that candle and pray part of an ancient prayer of the 

church that asks this of God:  “Tend the sick.  Soothe the suffering.  Give rest to 

the weary.  Bless the dying.  Comfort the anguished.  Shield the joyous.  All for 

Your love’s sake.”   These beautiful words, prayed down through the centuries by 

countless believers, seem to me to sum up my concerns far better than I could 

articulate in some original way by myself every morning. This type of prayer, 

praying for others, is called intercessory prayer; it involves interceding on behalf 

of others before God.  It’s the type of prayer we see Jesus modeling for us in our 

Gospel lesson from John 17 this morning. 

The setting for our text, as it has been the last several weeks, is still the night 

of the Last Supper.  Having spoken to his disciples at some length after the meal 

ended, Jesus now begins to pray for them.  It will be the last prayer he will share 

with them before the arrest and death that he knows is coming, so there is some 

intensity to his prayer for sure. In many instances throughout the Gospels, Jesus is 

concerned for the entire world and its well-being; even later in this same 17th 

chapter of John, he will switch his focus from his disciples apart from the world to 
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sending them into the world to bring hope and healing.  But in our particular 

verses today, Jesus is praying for those He loves most. Knowing that his death 

approaches and it will leave them lost and devastated, he prays earnestly for their 

protection and their unity.  The final verse of our text is perhaps the most concise:  

“Holy Father, protect them in your name, so that they may be one, as we are one.”  

He is praying on behalf of others, that intercessory kind of prayer, and he asks that 

they may have unity, even in His absence.  We’re going to spend a few minutes 

reflecting on prayer and unity. 

As we think about prayer, I think it’s important that we don’t somehow make it 

harder than it needs to be.  There are legitimately different kinds of prayer and 

different ways to approach prayer.  The last thing we want to do is get hung up on 

the notion that there is only one type of prayer and one “right” way to do it, and 

then measure our efforts against that!  Prayer is far more individual and 

contextualized than that.  I’ve always liked the story, attributed to Mark Twain, of a 

visit he made to the Grand Canyon.  As he and others stood, gazing in awe over 

that vast chasm, one man fell to his knees in silent, reverent thanks to God.  

Another stood and declared loudly in wonder, “Well, I’ll be Goll-danged”, except 

the more colorful version.  Twain concluded that both were expressing the same 

sentiment, just clothing it differently.  Mark Twain makes the point that Jesus also 

makes when he warns us several places in Scripture not to get hung up on looking 

or sounding pious to impress God or others when we pray, but simply to pray from 

the heart. 
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So let’s think about intercessory prayer, prayer for others, as Jesus models for us 

today.  Who are these others for whom we pray? I mentioned that my daily prayer 

includes intercession for those specifically struggling with the current pandemic, 

most of whom I don’t know and couldn’t name.  And that’s entirely appropriate, 

because we can care about people we don’t know by name or will never meet. That 

our care for them should take the form of prayer for their healing and well being is 

a good and holy thing.  On the other hand, I also invariably pray for people I do 

know by name, whether church members, friends, or family members. Which is 

what Jesus is doing in the Gospel lesson.  And like Jesus, my prayers are 

sometimes quite intense if I have particular fears or concerns for these loved ones.  

I don’t know how I would have gotten through my children’s teen years or my 

Mom’s years of dementia without the gift of intercessory prayer.  Giving those 

worries away every day into God’s hands kept me sane.  It didn’t make me passive 

though; we don’t pray for others so that we can wash our hands of them and forget 

about them.  If anything, I have sometimes found that a direction for helpful action 

comes about as a result of my prayers for others.  But while prayer doesn’t give us 

permission to be complacent or uninvolved, it does provide us a measure of peace.  

Peace of heart and mind. The peace of knowing that we, who are often so limited 

in what we can-- or should—do, have just placed a concern for someone into the 

hands of One without limits. One whose specialty is new beginnings and making a 

way where there doesn’t seem to be one.  That can bring us peace, while not 

shutting us down into being passive, an important distinction, I think. 
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How do we go about intercessory prayer?  In whatever way works, since there is 

no “right” way.  Some pray very specifically for others in terms of the results they 

hope to see after a medical procedure or the way a job interview goes or what have 

you.  I have sometimes done this, and likely so have you.  More often, reasoning 

that I don’t need to micromanage God, I might just hold people up to God in prayer 

and ask God to bless them as God knows best, and that’s a fine approach also. I 

usually keep a written list for particular prayer concerns and pray in the morning in 

my sunroom, but others pray completely off the cuff while they’re hiking along the 

Knife River, and both are prayer practices that are well done. Sometimes we might 

use prayers that others have written, as I alluded to earlier, other times we pray 

with our own words.  Or, in the darkest times, sometimes there are no words.  At 

those times, we rely on the wisdom of St. Paul who wrote in Romans 8:26: “ 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as 

we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.’    In the 

times we can find no words and are left shell-shocked and empty by the turn of 

events, we just trust God’s Spirit is interceding for us, and that is effective prayer 

in those times.  So, don’t worry about how to pray; just do it.  And if you are new 

to prayer, and you feel silly and foolish as you make a start, so what?  Haven’t we 

all been fools for far lesser reasons than love of God and others and for the sake of 

prayer?  Pray in thanks, pray for help, pray for yourself, and practice intercessory 

prayer---those prayers on behalf of others, as Jesus does in this lesson.  And there’s 

no reason to not pray specifically for protection of those you love; that’s what 
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Jesus does here.  He asks God to protect his dearest friends and followers, and if 

Jesus can pray for that, so can we. 

But, Jesus prays for more than protection for those he loves; he prays for unity.  

Let’s ponder that for a moment.   Does it seem odd that unity for others would be a 

concern on the mind of one who faces death?   Maybe initially, but if we think 

about it, maybe not so much.  The family patriarch of one of my close childhood 

friends died this past year. He had been an all-important father to his 5 adult 

children and grandfather to his many more grandchildren.  There was a member of 

that family that tended to create misery for others and then be shunned.  This man, 

knowing he was dying of cancer, specifically asked my friend, his daughter, to look 

out for this black-sheep brother of hers and to seek to heal the rifts within the 

family.  He cared about the unity of those he was leaving, because he knew their 

well being depended on it. Likewise, Jesus knows his friends need to remain united 

after his death, and he prays that they will.  He lifts up to God a vision of unity 

among His followers. 

Given that we are among those followers, albeit 2000 years later, Jesus prays for us 

here.  His prayer for unity includes our congregation along the North Shore of 

Lake Superior in the year 2020 in the midst of a pandemic. It includes all believers 

between then and now, all around the world, but it does include us, too.  Has that 

prayer been answered?  Are we manifesting that unity? 
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I’m willing to go out on a limb here and say, ‘Yes.”  I have experienced our church 

and community as coming together through this pandemic crisis rather than 

drifting apart. Others have said the same.  We might point to all the ways we’ve 

been trying to remain united while being apart: finding ways to worship virtually,  

staying in touch through emails or snail mail, sending out the lessons for 

Children’s Church and Kid’s Connect, having confirmation online, having lectio 

divina online, having a variety of meetings online.  Making phone calls.  Sending 

notes or cards.  Volunteering at the food shelf. Standing outside a window or at a 

safe social distance and exchanging greetings.  Purchasing groceries for those who 

shouldn’t be going to the grocery store. Trying to be cognizant of how others are 

doing.  I have seen all of that happening, and so have you, and you have helped to 

make it happen.  I would encourage us to not grow weary, because this is a longer 

road than we might have first imagined.   And practice intercessory prayer: Pray 

for the world.  Pray for those you love most.  Pray for each other.  Pray for our 

unity.  And use that prayer not for the purpose of washing your hands of the 

concern, but as a springboard to continue to do the very things that are building up 

our unity.  It is just shy of 2 years ago that we celebrated our 90th anniversary as a 

congregation in a blow out effort that was just so “us”!  Remember the beautiful 

anniversary book that was created, the old and new photographs we displayed, the 

traditional foods we ate at the fellowship dinner, the fun of young and old and 

everyone in between coming together to celebrate how we have been blest to be 

the Heart of the Community for 90 years and counting? We are the Church.  We 
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are God’s Heart for this Community in action.  Jesus prays for our unity, and we 

are united. In times of pandemic or ease, joy or sorrow, we are family in Christ, 

and we are grateful.  We belong to each other, and we belong to Christ.  Amen.
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