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Sunday 2nd June 2019 
Cathedral, Grahamstown 

7.30 & 9.30 a.m. 

7th Sunday of Easter 
Ascension Sunday 

Year C 
Acts 16:16-34 Psalm 97 Rev 22:12-21  

John 17:20-26  
MAY THEY BE ONE 

 
“I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will 
believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, 
Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:20-21). 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
I wonder how many of us have sat next to the bedside of a loved one 
and heard their final words, their last prayers. Or the sad farewells as 
the bus stop or the airport, as a parent or child heads off. Those heart-
wrenching moments, those looks of love and loss; the immense 
sadness that overwhelms us – how we treasure those memories and 
those times! And how much we long to return to moments of parting, 
if only we could once again have those special moments! And how 
often is the prayer of a dying parent or grandparent for their family, 
“Whatever happens, may they love one another!” 
 
THE HIGH PRIESTLY PRAYER OF JESUS (1) 
 
Our Gospel reading for today is one of those special moments. It is 
part of what is called Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer. Jesus is our “great 
high priest” (Heb 4:14). The High Priest in the Old Testament had two 
key functions. He was to offer sacrifice on behalf of the people; and 
he was to pray for them. Jesus as our High Priest has offered himself 
as the supreme sacrifice; and now in this prayer, he prays for us. It is 
also known as the Prayer of Consecration: “And for their sakes I 
sanctify [consecrate] myself…” (Jn 17:19). 
 
The high priestly prayer of Jesus marks the end of Jesus’ ministry. We 
move from here into his arrest and trial, and to the crucifixion, his 
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moment of glory when he fulfils all that the Father has sent him to do. 
John’s Gospel does not have the agonised wrestling in prayer in the 
Garden of Gethsemane that we find in the other gospels, or the words 
of desolation on the cross. In John’s Gospel, this prayer marks the 
culmination of his ministry, and we move with Jesus to the cross and 
to his final cry of triumph, “It is accomplished!” “This prayer leads us 
into the very heart of the ministry and message of Jesus” (Leslie 
Newbigin). It is a prayer “that shows us the innermost nature of the 
Christian community. In this prayer, the Teacher becomes the 
Intercessor, the Prophet, the High Priest” (Henry Swete); this prayer is 
“the last will and testament of Jesus” (Bullmer). 
 
In this prayer, we are drawn into the heart of Jesus Christ. In the 
Gospel story, the Gospel narrative, this prayer is placed at the end of 
the farewell discourses, shortly before the crucifixion and death of 
Jesus. But in the Church’s narrative, we read it today, Ascension 
Sunday, the Sunday after the Ascension, and so this prayer becomes 
the timeless, on-going prayer of the risen and ascended Christ. Jesus is 
our High Priest and intercessor, and continues to pray for us.  
 
The prayer of Jesus also marks the culmination of the last few 
chapters (13-16): Jesus has washed the feet of his disciples; he has 
taught them about being servants; he has given them the new 
commandment to love one another. And now he prays for them.  
 
THE HIGH PRIESTLY PRAYER OF JESUS (2) 
 
The prayer is often divided into three parts; our Gospel reading is 
from the third part (17:20-26). In vv 20-26, Jesus prays for the 
church’s unity (may they be one), mission (so that the world may 
believe) and he looks forward to the fulfilment of it all (that they may 
be with me where I am). The prayer reveals Jesus’ major concerns for 
the disciples and the world1.  
 
 

                                                
1 Bruner, 1005-1013 



_____________________  
7th Sunday of Easter – 2 June 2019 
 

3 

1. Jesus prays that we may be one - unity 
 

May they all be one…17:21, “may they be one, as we are one, I in 
them and you in me…” (17:22-23) – a deep, personal intimate union 
and unity, one with another, as the Father and the Son are one. Our 
unity, our union at its best, is to be a reflection and picture of the close 
union between Father and Son. Love is the key. 
 

2. So that the world may believe - mission 
 
The purpose of this organic unity: so that the world may believe: “may 
they be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me…” 
(17:21) and may receive this sign of the love of the Father: “may they 
be completely one, so that the world may know that you … have loved 
them even as you have loved me” (Jn 17:23). Love is our witness. 
 

3. That we shall be with him in glory - fulfilment 
 
“Father, I desire that those whom you have given me, may be with me 
where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you 
loved me before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17:24). The ultimate 
goal, the culmination or consummation of all things, is unity with the 
Father and the Son in heaven. Love is our destiny. 
 
AND SO… 
 
He prays that we may be one; and that in time we shall share in his 
glory. He prays that we may have the eyes of the heart to see the big 
picture, the mystery and wonder and greater reality to which we are 
called; the vision of hope and promise that awaits us. That we may be 
one. At best we catch only a glimpse of what it can be like. Our 
fearful and faltering steps towards creating a school or a church or a 
university where all can feel at home, where none are excluded on the 
basis of language or colour… Jesus prays, that we may be one. Our 
relationships here in the Cathedral, or with those from other churches 
– Jesus prays, that we may be one. The body of Christ, fragmented as 
it is – that we may be one. Our deeply divided and often violent 
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world – that we may be one. Difficult debates around the name change 
of this town, or the Settlers Monument, or the diocese, or even the 
Cathedral (that suggestion appeared on facebook last week) – that we 
may be one. The hatred and fear and despair that is a sad part of so 
many lives, that even leads some, sadly, to take their own life – Jesus 
prays, that we may be one. So this prayer of Jesus becomes our prayer, 
and our vision: that we may be one. 
 
These ten days between Ascension and Pentecost (next Sunday) are 
often observed as the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. For 
Anglicans all over the world, it is the time called “Thy Kingdom 
Come”, with a special focus on praying that many would come to 
know Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour. In the Dutch Reformed 
Church, this is Pinksterweek; in a number of other churches, this is a 
time to wait on God for a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit at 
Pentecost. At the heart of all our prayers is the prayer of Jesus: that we 
may be one. Bishop Tom Wright puts it like this: “We’re praying for 
all that Jesus did to be channelled through us, through his Spirit, 
through all his people, and out into the world.” 
 
Let our love and unity in response to the prayer of Jesus be an icon, a 
symbol of what the world can be like: that in response to the debates 
on gender identity, or sexuality, or white privilege, or black privilege, 
let our starting point be the prayer of Jesus - that we may be one. 
When we hurt one another, or betray one another, Jesus prays – that 
we may be one. All too often people build their power by excluding 
some, by creating groups of those who are in and those who are out – 
the identity politics so common today. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
We live with a fragile balance of unity, that seems to works as long as 
we are here in the church; but outside we all too often encounter 
antagonism and suspicion. The gift that we have to give is that we 
belong to Christ, that we know one another; that we have a measure of 
trust because we are sisters and brothers in Christ before we are 
anything else; we have this deeper allegiance. We carry one 
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another’s burdens. We love one another, even if we don’t always get it 
right.  
 
Jesus prayed “That we may be one.”  
 
 
© Andrew Hunter  
June 2019 


