7t Sunday of Easter John 17: 6-9

At a first glance this Gospel passage is a sort of Biblical tongue
twister. Guaranteed to have the would-be preacher putting their
head in their hands, and checking to see whether they think the
Vicar is deliberately avoiding having to preach this one himself! | do
think that booking a holiday is a bit extreme. Luckily on the second
reading | found there was a chink of light. In a footnote my Bible
compared the request in verse 15 to,” keep the disciples from the
evil one’, to the line in the Lord’s prayer to, ‘deliver us from evil’.

As we are now on Day 4 of the ‘Thy Kingdom come’ initiative it
seems appropriate that we should be thinking of prayer.
Throughout the Gospels there are many references to Jesus going
to pray, Luke tells us as part of the passion story that he was
accustomed to pray on the Mount of Olives, in the garden of
Gethsemane. There are fewer places in which we are told what
Jesus prayed. Perhaps it is not surprising that this prayer for his
followers relates so closely to the prayer that he gave his followers
to use.

It starts by being clear who we are praying to — our Father, the one
whose name we have been given by Jesus. This is not the sending
of random thoughts in the hope that they may lodge in the right
place but a specific request to Father God. To the one who is the
Father of Jesus and us.

Then there is the wish for the world. A wish that God’s kingdom will
be here on earth as well as in heaven. Jesus’ prayer is clear that he

is not asking for his followers to be translated to heaven but that
they can find something of heaven here.

In the Lord’s prayer we ask not to be led into temptation, not to sin,
or as in the version we learned as children not to trespass, and to
be delivered from evil. Jesus prays that his disciples will be
protected and not lost to the evil one.

There is a theme running through this passage of God sending
Jesus, handing on the baton of faith, then of Jesus handing the
baton to his disciples, and them passing it on to us. As in any good
relay, unless the race is ending, we also must pass the baton on to
the next participants. We end the Lord’s prayer by acknowledging
the kingdom, the power and the glory. Jesus ends his prayer by
asking God to consecrate his disciples in truth — the truth of the
kingdom.

Prayer is a strange and very personal thing. Someone familiar only
with formal intercessions from Common Worship, or other of the
many books available, used during a church service might be quite
horrified by this prayer of Jesus. He is still sitting at the dinner
table. The words lack a polished and succinct structure. They
concentrate on a specific request for a defined group of people. But
they speak the importance of the message without a need for self-
consciousness. There are no props. It is a prayer from which we can
learn so much.

| struggled reading an article in the regular magazine that we
Readers are sent, written by someone who had a very disciplined
approach to prayer at home. She set aside the same time each day,



sat in a specific chair and used a variety of props (candles, figures,
pebbles and a cross) to help her to focus. | couldn’t fault her
approach except that it didn’t sit comfortably in the life that | and
many others live. Chaotic, disorganised and not always within our
control.

If sitting at the dinner table is the right place for you to pray — well,
do it. Many people will speak of a need for quiet so as not to be
disturbed. | will admit that too much quiet leaves me listening out
for something, anything, and that one of the places | have felt most
comfortable praying has the hum of motorway traffic in the
background and the occasional train rattling in the foreground. No
I’'m not going to tell you where that is.

Intercessional prayers in church usually take on a clear structure
and because of the need to be understood by everyone present
relate either to common concerns or include some explanation. But
that concentration we hear in today’s Gospel, Jesus praying for his
disciples’ welfare once he has gone, the repetition, the justification,
will feel familiar to anyone who has found themselves praying
desperately about something. God doesn’t need long explanations
of who or why. He knows the name of your friend’s Mum, even if
you can’t remember it. He just needs the connection that this is
what is sitting heavily in our hearts at the moment.

I’m not knocking the use of props in prayer. For some people they
work to stop fidgeting or to focus attention. They can be used as a
preparation to settle the mind. It is worth remembering here that
Jesus had been brought up to the formality of prayer in the Jewish
synagogue, but that did not stop him simply talking to God. A few

years ago | was shown a way to pray with a mug of coffee, thinking
about the people and places where the mug had been made and
the coffee grown, then about who | would like to make coffee for
and where | had got the mug. As your coffee cools you and your
mug make a place from which God feels very accessible. And
afterwards you get to drink the coffee.

When the disciples asked Jesus how they should pray he gave them
what we know as the Lord’s prayer, with its structure and all-
embracing content. It was intended as a prayer for all times and
places, as it has proved to be. His own private prayer, like ours,
reflected his particular concern. The need for God to protect the
vulnerability of the disciples as Jesus was leaving them to carry on
his work. Although on that night it was a prayer for eleven specific
people, as the task of spreading Christ’s message has been passed
to us so has the sense of being in the world, but not, and the
protection of our Father in heaven for which we still pray.



