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Today we are greeted with the final chapter of what is known as Jesus’ 
Farewell Discourse which comprises the final teachings that Jesus offers his 
disciples following the Last Supper where he has washed their feet and given them 
a new commandment to love one another as he had loved them. 

We heard part of this Farewell Discourse last week in chapter 14 of John 
where Jesus promises to give us another Advocate, the Holy Spirit, to be with us 
forever. As Jesus continues with this final homily, he gifts the disciples and each of 
us with the language of being the true vine, promises that pain will turn to joy, and 
offers peace. 

After speaking all those words and many more to his disciples, Jesus shifts 
his focus to God as he looks to heaven and begins addressing God the Father. This 
is where Jesus’ Farewell Discourse turns into Jesus’ Farewell Prayer.  

As I mentioned during the Time with the Young Church, in John’s gospel 
we are not taught what we now call The Lord’s Prayer as we are in other gospels.  
In John’s gospel, Jesus teaches us to pray by modeling.  This farewell prayer isn’t a 
specific prayer that we will memorize like The Lord’s Prayer, but instead it is more 
of a conversation.   

In this prayer Jesus is telling God what has happened and asking God for 
what he wants to happen. They are words of honesty and vulnerability that come 
from an open heart acknowledging unity with God as he prays, “All mine are 
yours, and yours are mine.” Jesus then goes on to ask God to protect his disciples 
so that they may be one, as Jesus and God are one. 

So that they may be one, as we are one. Jesus understands the power of unity 
and where that unity originates, and he is asking God to bestow his beloved 
community of disciples with this life-giving unity. 

That They May Be One 
A Sermon Preached by Anne Keener 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
May 24, 2020  
7th Sunday of Easter (Year A) 
 

John 17:1-11 



2 
 

Ecclesiastes teaches us that “a threefold cord is not quickly broken.” Any 
good Scout could confirm this from rope training, but Jesus understands the power 
of unity as part of the Trinity- Father, Son, and Holy Spirit- God three in one. A 
threefold cord is certainly stronger than a one or two-strand cord and not quickly 
broken, but I wonder how much stronger a fourfold cord would be?   

 Jesus’ prayer teaches the disciples (and each generation of disciples) that 
unity is a gift from God. Some might say unity is impossible in a world where 
scarcity often overshadows abundance and differences shout louder than the things 
we have in common. They would be right if trying to rely on their own insights, 
but unity isn’t possible because of us.  Unity is only possible because of God.  

Jesus spent his ministry nurturing this group of disciples and helping them 
cultivate unity. Jesus didn’t teach the disciples for them to simply live in unity with 
one another for the benefit of their own community. Jesus nurtured this unity so 
they would have the support and strength of their community to enable them to go 
outside their sanctuary to spread the good news and nurture unity in other 
communities. This model of teaching, nurturing, and sharing the good news began 
with Jesus and activated a ripple effect that continues with us today. 

 We are a faith community that forms and nurtures unity. Unity that exists in 
Christ, not in our physical location. Unity that allows us to respond to God’s grace 
here and now in the midst of a pandemic by hosting the most successful blood 
drive ever held at our church. Unity that connects us with our graduates at all 
levels as they step into a new chapter of life with both anxiety and hope. Unity that 
is only strengthened during our separation, and that invites us from our various 
homes to find new ways to respond to this life-giving unity in Christ. 

I must admit that when Jesus speaks of future things as if they have already 
happened, it can leave me a little confused. I have been pondering why Jesus 
speaks of his death and resurrection in the past tense when he is still with his 
disciples at the table following the Last Supper, and I have decided it comes down 
to confidence.  Jesus is so certain that these things will happen that he naturally 
speaks of them as already complete.   

Jesus’ confidence in this prayer is the same confidence with which we offer 
our Prayer of Confession each week when hear during the Call to Confession 
words such as “Confident of God’s grace and mercy, let us confess our sins” even 
as we also approach God with humility and faith as we tell the truth about 
ourselves and this world in which we live.  
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Through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, we can confidently live as 
Easter people, as people of hope, both during this season of Easter and beyond. We 
live as people of hope when we remember to trust in God and rely not on our own 
insights. We are able to live confidently as Easter people because our hope comes 
from God, but we need our faith community to remind us of this. We need the 
strength that comes from the unity and oneness of the body of Christ. This unity 
doesn’t come from worshiping in the same physical location. It comes from the 
unity that already exists in Christ.   

Our unity isn’t threatened by physical separation. Our unity is in our 
relationship with God and one another.  The church isn’t the building. The church 
is the people, our beloved community, and we are a community that understands 
our unity exists in Christ.  It is this unity that allows us to support one another in all 
things, both the joys and the sorrows, as even today we are unified in both grieving 
the death of a member and celebrating our graduates. 

Friends, our community is the fourth strand. We are united with God and 
one another in Christ. The strength of our community provides the final strand to 
make a fourfold cord.1  We know a threefold cord is not quickly broken, but when 
we weave in this fourth strand, it creates a cord that cannot be broken. May we live 
into this life-giving unity so that we may be one as God and Jesus are one, and then 
reflect that unity out into the world to the glory of God. Amen. 

 

 

 
1 The fourfold cord concept came from Reading John for Dear Life, Jamie Clark-Soles, Westminster John Knox Press, 
2016, p. 118 
 


