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Scripture:  Joshua 23:1-5
                  John 17:1-11


Perhaps you have heard the story about 
the children’s Sunday school class. 

They were studying the Easter story when one student 
raised his hand with a curious look on his face.

The teacher called on the boy . . . and the boy said 
he had a question about just how … exactly … 
it all worked when Jesus went to heaven.  

It seems the boy had been listening closely in church 
when the congregation said the Apostle’s Creed.  


He also knew just enough about the concept of the Holy Trinity
 to be dangerous.

And he had been thinking, trying to sort it all out.

“What I want to know,” the boy said, “is about the part 
where Jesus rose from the dead . . . went to heaven …
and sat on the right hand of God the Father.”

 “If Jesus and God are the same,” he said, 
“does that mean that God was sitting beside himself?” 

The concept of the Holy Trinity has been a brain twister 
for many a generation.  

In fact, the church argued for its first three hundred years 
about how people should relate the divine Christ 
to the divine God.  

The leaders of the church came to some resolution 
in 325 AD when they hammered out what we now know 
as the Nicene Creed … the earliest creed in our 
Book of Confessions and the most ecumenical of all.

In short, it stated that God and Christ 
were of the same substance.  

That settled the matter, at least for a while, 
and overruled the claims by some that God and Jesus 
were separate deities, which had led to debate 
about whether there were multiple gods.

This morning’s sermon is not about the Trinity.  

But in today’s scripture passage, 
taken from the recommended selections for each week 
that we call the Lectionary, 
we are given a rare glimpse into how Christ and God relate
 to one another in a different sense.

Scripture makes a number of references to Christ 
praying to God.  

Most often … we are not given the words of those prayers, 
so we can’t, in effect, listen in.  

However, today’s passage from the Gospel according to John
 provides the complete prayer Christ prayed 
after the last supper on the night before his arrest. 

This passage presents Christ in a light not quite like any other,
 so it is well worth our focus. 

*		*		*

Our first scripture reading today came 
from the Old Testament, Joshua’s farewell 
to the nation of Israel, just before he is called home 
to be with his God.

The Bible is full of similar farewell addresses, 
in part because they were already a well-established part 
of literature when what we know as the Bible 
was first scribbled on to a parchment. 

But farewell lines and speeches aren’t contained to scripture.

In Hamlet, when Polonius is giving his son Laertes 
some farewell advice, he says: 
“This above all, to thine own self be true.”




When President George Washington stepped down from office,
 he told his audience he looked forward to being 
out of the public spotlight, spending a life enjoying 
what he called “the benign influence of good laws 
under a free government.”

When Rick pulled a fast one on Ilsa in the fog 
at the Casablanca airport, he said: 
“We’ll always have Paris.” 

When the “iron horse,” Lou Gehrig, left the game of baseball
 after being diagnosed with ALS, he said to the crowd 
at Yankee Stadium: 

“I consider myself the luckiest man in the world ….
I may have had a tough break, 
but I have an awful lot to live for.”  


We know that the Gospels contain Christ’s last words 
on the cross.  

But unlike the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, 
John includes today’s passage as a complete farewell
 prayer that Christ offers to God – 
to mark the conclusion of his earthly ministry … 
to entrust his disciples to God’s care … 
and to ask for God’s protection of all those 
who will carry on in his name. 


Here we see – perhaps as clearly as anywhere in scripture –
Christ as our mediator . . . 
Christ as the one who stands between us 
and the costs of sin . . .
Christ as the demonstration of how much God loves us …
Christ as the one who is indeed “God with us” . . . 
Christ as fully human and fully divine . . . 
Christ as God’s clearest self-communication to the world.

Listen again in this prayer to how Christ connects all things 
that God offers to us:

“I have made your name known to those 
whom you gave me from the world.  

They were yours and you gave them to me, 
and they have kept your word.  


Now they know that everything you have given me 
is from you; 

for the words that you gave me I have given to them, 

and they have received them and know in truth 
that I came from you; and they have believed 
that you sent me.”

Can you hear the loyalty in Christ’s words?  

He knows his death, resurrection and ascension are near.  

But he is not praying for himself.  

His apostles and followers are most on his mind.  

And that is the first of three themes of this prayer – 
its message of unity, both with his apostles and with God.  

Two weeks ago, I preached on the image of Christ 
as the shepherd.  

But this prayer points us to another of the “I am” statements 
in the Gospel of John.  Jesus said:

I am the true vine and my father is the vine grower …. 
Abide in me just as I abide in you…. 
I am the vine and you are the branches.
· John 15, selected verses 1-5

This “I am” statement reminds us of how directly connected 
we are to God, through Christ. 


I sometimes wonder if we overlook or forget that. 

Perhaps we are not comfortable or otherwise prepared 
to think about being that close to Christ 
and in turn to God.

Maybe some days we are a little more comfortable 
with what some have called the “clockmaker God,” 
who put all creation in motion at the beginning of time 
and has since stayed away.

We claim something very different in our sacraments.  

When we baptize infants . . . 
and when we celebrate the sacrament of Communion, 
we in the Reformed tradition use the language 
of “participation” … that we participate with Christ 
in his dying and resurrection …
and thus die to our own sin …
	and are resurrected by grace.

That suggests an intimacy with Christ and 
God that is hard to get our arms around. 

And we hear that same intimacy in Christ’s prayer.  

In verse 10 of the reading from John, Christ says:

All mine are yours and yours are mine; 
and I have been glorified in them.


(I will make a quick confession:  

When I first reread that line this week, I thought about 
the country song that goes:  

“What’s mine is mine and what’s yours is mine 
and that’s the way it’s always been . . . .  
Your wife’s been cheating on us again.”  

That’s probably another sermon for another day.)   

But for today … it is, in part, exactly all those possessives that make this such a powerful and intimate prayer.  

“All mine are yours and yours are mine; 
and I have been glorified in them.”

In that way it echoes the passage from Isaiah I quoted 	
	when we baptized Ellen Martin last Sunday: 

Through Isaiah, God says to each one of us 
“I have called you by name. You are mine.”

That same sense of possession by God is echoed 
in the first question and answer of another of our creeds,
 the Heidelberg Catechism, which opens this way:

“What is your only hope in life and in death?

That I belong not to myself 
but to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ ….” 

We belong. 

We are possessed by God. 

And we belong to each other.  

That is what it means, after all, to call ourselves 
the body of Christ. 

We are not whole without each other . . . 
but we are  complete when we are together 
as the church. 

That unity with God and through Christ 
is the first theme of this prayer.

The second is equally powerful. 

It is that Christ prays for us.  

Have you ever thought about that?  


That is what Christ is doing in this passage from John 
and we can safely say that Christ continues to pray for us.  

You and me.             Remarkable!

What is Christ praying for? 

The church, that’s what.  

All those who carry on in Christ’s name.

More specifically, what is Christ asking?  

That God would hold the church in God’s hand, 
one more reminder that the church and its success,
 however we might define it, 
is not in the hands of any individual or group.

 Not the pastor’s.  Not the session’s.  But God’s.  

So we can relax … and let go … and let God.

The third and final theme is that Christ is praying 
for his followers who will remain in the world.

It is as if Christ has already begun to ascend to heaven 
in some sense when he prays the words in verse 11: 

“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, so that they be one, as we are one.”

Here the author of John is keenly aware of the gospel’s 
first audience, Christ’s followers who have seen 
Christ crucified … and who themselves are being
 persecuted by the world for believing 
in Christ as the messiah. 

In these verses and throughout this prayer, which goes on 
for several more verses beyond our reading today, 
Christ is compelling his followers to remain in the world, 
not just physically but mentally and spiritually. 

He describes far more than just a physical realm 
where we are bound to this earth by gravity. 

Christ is saying the role of the church is to be in 
-- but not of -- the world.  

That, too, can be a difficult concept for us 
to get our heads around.  

Everywhere we turn, we see the importance of material things
 and how they allegedly define our worldly status.  

To define ourselves by those material things 
is simply to be in the world, and that eventually 
becomes a pointless pursuit.

The idea of being in – but not of the world – 
is entirely something else.  

It is a reassurance that to walk with God 
– to have Christ praying for us – is to understand 
that we are not bound by this world in the end. 

 And that can be a source of great comfort to all ages.
 
After last week’s sermon, in which I quoted a speech 
by candidate Barack Obama, I received a couple 
of gentle nudges to provide equal pulpit time.  

I have not come across equally deserving speeches 
since last Sunday. 

But I was intrigued by the language that the Indianapolis Star
used in endorsing Hilary Clinton for the Democratic ticket.

The Star wrote that while Obama speaks to the world 
as it could be,  Clinton, or Hilary, speaks to the world 
as it is.
(For you John McCain fans, I’ll do my best to work him in before November.)

We might borrow that distinction as a way to think about 
what it is to be Christians in the world.
 
Perhaps, as one of you suggested to me this week, 
being God’s people is both to see the world as it is …
while working tirelessly toward what it could be.

God gives us many ways to do that here at Caldwell.

To imitate Christ by serving the hungry, the poor 
and the oppressed … while keeping our eyes 
on the transcendent Christ.

This past week, your Missions Committee spent a fairly intense
 two hours beginning to discuss a theological framework 
for how Caldwell serves God in the world 
now and in the future. 

The idea is that this will inform our mission work 
for many years, and they took their charge seriously.  

They exchanged passages of scripture that inform …
and inspire them 
and sought to articulate a balance of mission goals
beyond our doors locally and globally. 

 I think you would be proud of them. 

You will have a chance to review and comment 
on their work in the weeks to come.  Guided by that work, you will serve God with impact in the world.

*		*		*

In closing, if you wondered why we sang what you might consider 
an Easter hymn earlier, it is because this is the last Sunday
 in the season of Easter in the liturgical calendar. 

The church recognizes this as a season of Easter, 
rather than just one day, 
to acknowledge the time Christ spent on earth 
after his resurrection before 
he was taken up into heaven.

Our Easter fineries may be back in the closet.  

I think, by now, all the Easter candy at our house is gone. 

This week we will remove the wooden cross from the front lawn
 of the church and store it until it is time again for Lent.
  
But it is just as appropriate to sing the words 
“Jesus Christ is Risen Today” … as if it were 
Easter morning …. because, as people of faith, 
we are an Easter people every Sunday.  

Hear again one last piece of today’s scripture.

“And this is eternal life,” Christ prays, 
“that they may know you, the only true God, 
and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”
· John 17:3

I don’t know what you think – but maybe that boy 
in the story about Sunday school is right.  

There must be plenty days that God is beside God’s self … 
in sorrow over what we are doing to creation, 
in anguish over the poverty that entraps billions 
of God’s people,  disappointment over our love of conflict and conquest.  

As people, who frequently stumble and fall, 
we are more often of the world that we might care to admit.

But, just as Christ p as individual believers, we are called to be as one, 
striving always for unity with each other, 
with God and with Christ.

What a remarkable thing it is to be the body of Christ 
in the world … with Christ -- at God’s side -- praying for us. 

What a remarkable, wondrous thing.
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