
Sunday, May 29, 2022 – “When Jesus Prays for Us”  
– Bible Study & Reflection on John 17:20-26 
 
Dear Members & Friends:  
 
I invite you to read the following passage from John 17:20-26 (Good News Translation). 

20 
“I’m not praying only for them but also for those who will believe in me because of their word. 

21 
I pray they 

will be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. I pray that they also will be in us, so that the world will 

believe that you sent me. 
22 

I’ve given them the glory that you gave me so that they can be one just as we are 

one. 
23 

I’m in them and you are in me so that they will be made perfectly one. Then the world will know that you 

sent me and that you have loved them just as you loved me. 

24 
“Father, I want those you gave me to be with me where I am. Then they can see my glory, which you gave me 

because you loved me before the creation of the world. 

25 
“Righteous Father, even the world didn’t know you, but I’ve known you, and these believers know that you 

sent me. 
26 

I’ve made your name known to them and will continue to make it known so that your love for me 

will be in them, and I myself will be in them.” 

This Sunday, we are at the conclusion of Jesus’ final prayer before he goes to the garden of 
Gethsemane and the events of his passion.  It’s customary to read this portion of the Gospel as 
part of Holy Week, as part of the narrative of Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples. 

Six weeks ago, we celebrated the empty tomb, the resurrection, and, this past Thursday, the 
ascension.  Jesus who was crucified now triumphs and sits at the right hand of God.  We are still 
trying to figure out the meaning of all this, and as we await the descent of the Spirit at 
Pentecost, maybe it’s a good thing that we hear Jesus’ prayer for us.  Note that this prayer has a 
future focus.  Note that Jesus prays for his disciples and what they have ahead of them, but he 
also prays for us, his future disciples.  The focus of Jesus’ prayer for us in this section is a prayer 
that all of his followers will be united. 

I wonder if Jesus prays this prayer because he realized that his disciples were not united.  
Sometimes we say that a crisis “brings the community together.”  But we also know that a crisis 
can tear us apart, bringing pressure upon the community, a pressure that the community is 
unable to withstand.  Fragmentation results.  Throughout the Gospels, the writers have been 
quite candid in portraying the petty squabbles, the power plays, the jealousy, and the division 
among the disciples.  Surely here at their final meal, there were divisions among them. 

Would all that change after Christ’s ascension?  Of course not!  Think of our own congregation.  
If our church is like most churches, unity in Christ has been hard to come by.  We are not always 
one. 

“I have never seen America less united,” someone recently said on one of the evening news 
broadcasts.  Maybe we would do well to ask in response to such a statement, “Just when was 
that golden age when our nation was united?”  American history is a history of factions and 
divisions including a murderous war amongst ourselves – hardly civil if you ask me.  Churches 
haven’t fared much better. 

Separation and division have ever been with us.  But so has Jesus’ earnest prayer that we are to 
be united.  Jesus does not say in his prayer, “I know there are perfectly good reasons for there 
being divisions and factions among you.  This is just human nature.”  Rather, Jesus prays that all  
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of his followers should be one.  Jesus makes no distinction between his deeply faithful followers 
and his more casual disciples.  Jesus says “all”; Jesus says “one.”  As we listen in on Jesus’ 
prayer, we know that he is asking God on behalf of all of us.  Jesus prays for “those who will 
believe in me . . .” (John 17:20). 

Immediately there are questions: Do we all have to get along no matter what? Are there any 
times when there are higher values than ecumenical or intra-ecclesial unity?  Aren’t there times 
when a pastor must risk causing division and disunity in order to preach the Gospel of truth, in 
love?  These questions are difficult for a congregation to ask itself because there are some 
people who just don’t seem able to get along.  Because of their personalities, religious 
backgrounds, or life situations, there are those who seem incapable of ever becoming a part of 
a cohesive group. 

While these questions are appropriate questions for a church to raise, they do not seem to be 
questions of great concern to Jesus as he straight forwardly, passionately prays for the unity of 
all of his followers. 

In listening in on Jesus’ prayer, we hear that our unity, our “oneness,” is to be a witness to the 
world of God’s love for us in Jesus Christ.  There is no oneness and unity without love.  If you’ve 
ever been part of a family or a marriage, if you’ve ever been a member of a church, you know 
that within the bonds of love there can be much disagreement and contention.  In fact, some of 
our most serious arguments can be signs that we indeed do deeply love one another.  William 
Willimon keenly observes: “A congregation that’s unified and at peace with itself is often a 
church that’s tired of trying to be church and now is a club for older adults.”  If we didn’t care 
about one another, why would we take the trouble to stay and fight? 

Perhaps in his prayer that all of his followers “may be one,” Jesus is giving us instruction in how 
to fight with one another in the church.  We can have strong disagreements when our 
dissension is framed by our strong determination to obey Jesus and love one another. 

The unity that Jesus prays for is akin to that deep, communicative unity within the heart of the 
Trinity – Creator, Christ, and Holy Spirit.  As the Church Fathers said, “These three are one.”  
Because of who God is, God’s complete Trinitarian unity, union, communion, and oneness are 
built right into the center of the universe.  When we work for the unity of the Church, we are 
not attempting to achieve some impossible goal; we are moving with the grain of the universe. 

Knowing that Jesus is one with God and the Holy Spirit, knowing that Jesus prays – just before 
he goes to his cross – for the unity of all his followers, how then should we live? 

Perhaps a clue to how we should live is given in the lyrics of the familiar hymn, “Christ Is Made 
the Sure Foundation.” 

Christ is made the sure foundation, Christ the head and cornerstone,                              
chosen of the Lord and precious, binding all the Church in one;                           
holy Zion’s help forever, and our confidence alone. 
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Laud and honor to the Father, laud and honor to the Son,                                     
laud and honor to the Spirit, ever three and ever one:                                                
one in might and one in glory, while unending ages run.  Amen. 

Unity is found in Christ’s love for us and our love for one another. 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be 
with you all. 

Grace & Peace, 

Pastor Greg Rupright 


