24th May 2009

A Fly on the Wall

Reading:  John 17:6-19

Jesus looked towards heaven and prayed: 
“Father, I have revealed you to those whom you gave me out of the world. They were yours; you gave them to me and they have obeyed your word. Now they know that everything you have given me comes from you. For I gave them the words you gave me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from you, and they believed that you sent me. I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours. All I have is yours, and all you have is mine. And glory has come to me through them. I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they may be one as we are one. While I was with them, I protected them and kept them safe by that name you gave me. None has been lost except the one doomed to destruction so that Scripture would be fulfilled. 

“I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within them. I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.”



I have a confession to make. I’m really rather a “nosy parker”. I love to know what is going on in other people’s lives.  When there are people talking privately I love the thought of being that proverbial “fly on the wall”. To be fair, I don’t think I’m alone, judging by the 10 million viewers desperate to spy on celebrities locked up in the Big Brother house.

There’s a lovely story about King George VI, not long before he died. He was very ill and, as usual one morning, his valet knocked on his door to give him his cup of tea. But this day there was no answer. The valet left, came back and knocked again. Again, no answer. He left again and came back. The third time the valet was co concerned that he knocked and opened the door. He saw the King praying by his bedside. “Was that you earlier?” asked the King. The valet shook with fear. Because to open the King’s door without his permission could mean instant dismissal. The valet tremblingly admitted that it was him. The King replied “Don’t worry. Next time come and join me. There’s always room for you.”

It must be a privilege to listen, to be a fly on the wall, when a King is praying. But that’s nothing compared to listening to the Son of God speaking to his father. But that is what we see and hear in our reading from John’s gospel.

Here it’s after midnight. Jesus and his disciples are in the Temple grounds. It’s the morning of the day he’s going to be crucified. He knows he’s a condemned man.  His heart must be racing. And yet he has the presence of mind to do a very significant thing. For centuries, once a year,  Israel’s High Priest had gone to the Temple in Jerusalem. When there, he prayed three prayers: one for himself, one for the other priests and one for the people. Then he’d taken an animal and sacrificed it for the sins of the whole Israelite nation. Here, in the Temple grounds, we see Jesus pray three prayers: one for himself, one for his disciples and one for all his other followers. Then, instead of sacrificing an animal, he knows he’s about to be the sacrifice himself. Therefore, he knows he’s fulfilling the High Priest’s role, but with a difference. The sacrifice is not an animal but a man, the Son of God.
 
We need to take a closer look at these three prayers. What are they like? How good are they? Are they effective? First, his prayer for himself. His prayer for himself is that God would glorify him. Just imagine a cynical man of the world reading this. What would he say? He’d say, “What an arrogant prayer! How dare he ask that he’d be glorified! And anyway this prayer was a total failure because he finished up humiliated, not glorified, on a cross.”

It’s a powerful argument. It’s true that none of us should pray that we should be glorified. If I prayed that in our house group, at best, everyone else would laugh! Mr Cynical Man of the World is quite right, up to a point. Crucifixion was designed to be a complete humiliation. Hung up there totally naked (not delicately clothed like the crucifix above my head); hung up there to be jeered and mocked by anyone who passed by. Hung up there to die in agony. But that humiliation became his glorification. Because, through it, he gave the world an offer, an offer to each and every one of us – the offer of forgiveness.

It’s said that hospitals would only be half full and the waiting rooms of psychiatrists, counsellors and psychologists would disappear if you could remove one thing from this world – guilt. Jesus died that guilt might be removed. He offers each one of us forgiveness, freedom from guilt, if we are willing to accept it. Down the centuries the image of the Cross has turned from one of shame to one that many of us are proud to wear round out necks. Someone has said that every Christian, every day, should thank God for the Cross. No longer a thing of humiliation but of glorification.

It could also be said that when Jesus was on earth a veil covered his glory. Once, in front of three disciples, that veil was removed and they saw him in dazzling white. They fell on their knees terrified.  After his death Jesus appeared to  Paul of Tarsus on the Damascus Road. His appearance was so bright that Paul was blinded for three days.  On this earth we won’t see him in his luminous glory but we can each experience the forgiveness and the glory of the Cross.

Jesus has been glorified. Did his first prayer get answered? Yes, it did. 

Secondly Jesus prays here for the disciples – that they may be “sanctified” – that’s just a long word that means to be “set apart” or “kept”. Now Mr Cynical Man of the World might say, “Well, this prayer certainly wasn’t answered. As soon as Jesus was captured and crucified the disciples ran for their lives, terrified that they would be associated with this condemned man”. And, of course, Mr Cynical Man of the World is right again, up to a point. Jesus had given the future of the Christian church into the hands of eleven men and, when he needed support from them most, they had run for the hills.

But over three years Jesus had taught these men and he had told them what was going to happen.  Three days after he had been crucified, as they hid away in their secret room, they hear reports that he’s come back from the dead. Does that ring bells with them? – yes, it does. Then he appears to them and they realise that what he said could be trusted. And, as he promised, his Holy Spirit came and they boldly took the Middle East by storm.  So much so that we can now say that every Christian church in the world owes its original existence to these 11 men.

After being with them physically every day for 3 years Jesus knows that he’ll be going away for 3 days. And then, soon after, he won’t be there at all. He’s been their leader for all that time and looked after their every need.  So now he is handing them over to his Father’s care. And the picture he evokes is of a child going off to school for the first time, or a daughter going up the aisle to get married. Jesus says “It’s time for them to fend for themselves. I’ve looked after them so far but now please keep them safe”. The prayer is an emotional one. It’s the prayer of every parent as they see their child move into a new part of his or her life. 

Let’s have a further look at this word “sanctified”.  It does mean to be set apart but not in the sense of being a hermit. Jesus wants the disciples to be very much involved in the World but to be different; not in looks or clothes but in behaviour.  He wants the World to say “There is something special about these people. They’re among us but they are not like us. Unlike us they are full of honesty, love and goodness”.  We read in our Old Testament lesson that God’s people are given a new heart and a new spirit. They are to be different. As we see in Acts the apostles’ being different, their separateness, their sanctification was very attractive and people joined them in droves.

This principle  also holds true for ordinary disciples like ourselves. Many years ago 7 young men from Cambridge University set off to be missionaries in China. Prior to that time there had been very little progress for the Christian gospel because missionaries continued to wear Western dress and they were known by the Chinese as “foreign devils”.  The 7 young men decided to adopt Chinese dress with pigtails and loose fitting clothes. Immediately they arrived the Chinese said, “They look like us but there’s something different about them. They are godly people”. And soon the gospel started to have an effect.  

The disciples were sanctified, set apart. Did Jesus’ 2nd prayer get answered? Yes, it did.

Thirdly Jesus prays  for us at St Mary’s Church in Bures, in fact for all of us across the World who call ourselves his followers. He prays for the unity of all believers. Now Mr Cynical Man of the World jumps all over this, “Unity, you must be joking. Look at all those different denominations in the World.  Why, in America alone there are over 5,000. The Christian church is completely split”.  And, of course, Mr. Cynical Man of the World is right again, up to a point. 

It is a disgrace that there are so many different denominations because congregations have divided over the most minor issues. In the UK we have Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, Pentecostals, Brethren and many others. But somebody once said that five minutes after you are dead it won’t matter what denomination you are. That’ll be forgotten. It’s just your relationship to Jesus that will count.

But the amazing thing is how much all these churches agree on. In a few minutes we’re about to say the creed. It states the major basics of our faith. We don’t just say it as a statement of belief  for each one of us but as an act of unity for all of us as a body. Just about every Christian church would agree with all the facts we are about to state, and many more besides. If you meet another Christian you know immediately you have a whole host of things in common. You feel an instant unity with them. 

I have to travel to America in my job. Years ago I remember once having to visit a company in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I was nervous about meeting these folks for the first time, but I learnt that the president was a Christian. We soon realised we had so much in common. To this day he insists that I email him all my sermons. He says he likes them! 

As a benefice we support the work of Daniel and Amelia Nalbanski in Bulgaria. Now their “label”, if you like, is Methodist but we know they are doing Christ’s work in a very difficult part of the World. We know they believe the same things that we do. We are united with them in their work as we support them financially.

Now little Harry has come to be baptised this morning. Baptism itself doesn’t make him a Christian. It’s like receiving a ticket for the Cup Final. It’s great to have that ticket but until you travel to Wembley and enjoy the atmosphere and the match you can’t say you’ve experienced the Cup Final. Baptism today gives Harry the “ticket” to make that journey into the Christian life when he gets older. 

If he makes that journey he won’t meet a bunch of people who argue all the time and don’t get on. No, he’ll join a group of people who agree on all the major points of their faith and strive to live in harmony together.

Jesus prayed for unity among his disciples. Has his third prayer been answered? Yes, it has.

So Jesus’ 3 prayers were for glorification for himself, sanctification for his disciples and unification for all other believers. Were his prayers effective? They were so effective that each one affects our lives today. 

It’s not difficult for us to imagine the Apostle John as a very old man surrounded by young believers. He recalls, “Yes, I remember that night so well. When I heard Jesus pray I thought I just had to listen and write it all down. He seemed so close to his Father that we thought he could have reached out and touched him. Having heard him pray like that, how stupid we were to doubt him and how caringly he prayed for us. He loved us so much and wanted the very best for us. Yes, indeed, what a night. What a master. What a prayer. What a privilege to be a fly on the wall”.   
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