“I’ll Be Praying For You”
John 17:6-19

Nicole and Dana stood in a long line at the coffee shop waiting to place their order. The two women had been friends since college. They were always there for each other with a word of encouragement or a helping hand. Once, when Nicole got fired from her job, Dana kept encouraging her not to give up on her career. Eventually, Nicole got back on her feet, and from that point on her career took off. And there were plenty of times that Nicole helped and encouraged Dana as well. There was nothing that one wouldn’t do for the other if needed.
But there was one way that Dana particularly wanted to help Nicole. She wanted so badly to help Nicole see her need for God in her life. But Nicole had always said that she didn’t want to be a religious person. When Nicole was a little girl, she lost her mother to cancer. When she told Dana about the loss one night in their dorm room in college, she explained that she prayed every day for God to make her mom well. In her childlike way, she was certain that God would heal her. When her mom died, Nicole said she became bitter about religion and gave up on God. She couldn’t see any value in devoting herself to a deity that hadn’t given any attention to her at the point of her deepest need as a child.
Saying goodbye to her mother for the last time broke Nicole’s little heart. Growing up without her mom made her life unbearable at times. To make matters worse, she had to put up with her dad, who numbed his grief with alcohol. Throughout her years as a teenager, she had to deal with an unabated sorrow that always simmered in her soul.

Dana looked for opportunities to talk with Nicole about her need for God, but so far, her efforts had been in vain. Nicole constantly replied with the same rejoinder: “Dana, you know that I’m not religious. I’m not interested!” Sometimes she would add, “Dana, believing in God has been good for you, but you can’t make me believe that it’s good for me. I’ve made it this far without believing, and I’m sure that I can take care of myself without any help from the Divine.”

Dana saw an opportunity to talk with Nicole about God that afternoon as they visited each other at the coffee shop. As they stood in line, she heard Nicole make a comment about the menu posted on the coffee shop wall. As she surveyed it, Nicole commented on the number of options. As they waited in line, Nicole counted out loud the number of coffee selections. Frustrated because she couldn’t make up her mind about what she wanted, she complained to Dana that she had too many choices. “Sometimes,” she said to Dana, “I would like to have only a couple of choices.”
“In fact, you do!” Dana replied. “But not necessarily when it comes to coffee.”

“Are you going to get religious on me again?” Nicole replied with a hint of uneasiness and caution in her voice.

“No, not really,” Dana said. “But you could take it that way. I’m just concerned about you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’ve told me before about the pain in your heart over losing your mother and the harsh reality of growing up with your father’s struggles with alcohol. And you told me that because of all this, you choose to keep God out of your life.”

“That’s right,” said Dana. “I’ve already made my choice. I don’t want God in my life. I don’t need him.”

“That’s your choice, but have you stopped to think about what taking that path means to you?”

“Yes, it means I won’t ever be disappointed!” groused Nicole, still stinging as an adult because God didn’t answer her prayer when she was a child.

“Yes, you will be disappointed, because you didn’t give God a chance. The pain in your heart is still there. Maybe God can help you with that. Rest assured that God doesn’t’ feel about you the way you feel about God.”

“Maybe you’ve got a point,” said Nicole. “Maybe you’ve got a point.”

In our scripture reading, Jesus says that his followers—now please note, Jesus is talking about you and me—Jesus says his followers have trusted his words. And they’ve come to believe that Jesus’ words are God’s words. Here’s the point: earlier in the Gospel of John when Jesus said, “For God so loved the World,” that’s just the same as God saying, “Hey, world, I love you. And I care about each and every one of you. And there isn’t anything I won’t do to make your life whole. Why, I would lay down my life for you.”
And then Jesus does an extraordinary thing for us. He prays for us. Have you ever shared some bad news with a friend—a health concern, a setback in your career, or maybe a broken relationship? Chances are your friend may have said, “I’ll be praying for you.” That’s our way of saying we care, but perhaps more importantly it’s our way of proclaiming our belief that God can make a difference. God may not make the problem go away. But God can certainly give us the strength, and support, and encouragement we need to get through. “I care about you, and I know that God cares about you, so I’ll be praying for you.”
And in today’s scripture reading, Jesus does just that. He prays for us. But notice that Jesus doesn’t pray that God will solve all of our problems. Jesus says, “But I am not asking you to take them out of the world.” Jesus does not ask God to take us out of the world of pain, and suffering, and disappointment. Instead, Jesus prays, “I am asking you, God, to protect them from Evil.” Now, what does that mean—to protect us from evil? Well, perhaps it means to protect us from everything that would tempt us to become bitter and closed off from joy, everything that might tempt us to blame and reject God. “Protect them from that,” prays Jesus. “Protect them from that.”

But there’s something else that Jesus prays for. “Sanctify them.” Or those same Greek words could be translated, “Make them Holy,” meaning “consecrated” or “set apart.” Frederick Buechner writes, “To speak of anything…as holy is to say that it has something of God’s mark upon it.” May I suggest that Jesus is praying, “Set my followers apart as a shining reflection about the truth of your love for the world.”

And all of Jesus’ prayer—our need for protection, our need to be holy—is leading up to a single purpose. You see, we are protected and set apart for a purpose. Jesus continues to pray, “As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them.”

Years ago, I received an email from a friend. My friend was passing on to me a story that was written by his high school basketball coach. His coach talked about a young man he had coached, a young man who was also a teammate of my friend who sent the email.
The young man in the story was born in the 1950s in the segregated south. His family had very little money. From first to fifth grade, he was forced to attend a poorly funded segregated school. But beginning in middle school, he was a part of the first group of blacks to enter a previously all-white school.
My friend in the email told stories of discrimination and injustice that were laid upon this young man. One time the basketball team was traveling home from an away game and stopped along the way for something to eat, but the restaurant refused to serve the black players. The coach loaded up the bus and drove back to the school. If the black players couldn’t eat, then no one would eat.

On another occasion, this young man was honored at the end of his junior year of high school. Every year at graduation, the two juniors who held the highest grade-point average had the privilege of leading the Senior Class into the auditorium. At the end of his junior year, the young man in the story held that honor. But there was one problem. He didn’t have a suit and tie. So, the basketball coach, who was roughly the same size, loaned him one of his.
This young man graduated from high school and college, became a hall of fame athlete, and a successful businessman. How did that happen? How did this young man beat the odds and rise up from poverty and injustice? Certainly, the young man deserves the credit for his hard work and determination. But it seems to me that there was also something else going on here.

My friend who sent me this email—a teammate of this young man—wrote these words. “At [his] induction ceremony [into the Sports Hall of Fame], [my teammate] said that a number of events in his life made him bitter, but the love and support from teammates and coaches and teachers were positive influences on him and helped him in his determination to rise above his immediate circumstances.”
In our scripture reading today, Jesus says that, while he was here on earth, he protected us, and as he prepared to leave this world, he prayed that God would protect us. And then he says that, as God had sent him into the world—to protect us—he now sends us into the world.
It sure seems to me that a big part of being a Christian is our responsibility to pray for each other, just as Jesus prayed for us. And, like Jesus, let’s pray for each others’ protection—protection from all that would rob us of the joy, the hope, the love and wholeness that God wants for us. And let’s pray for each other—that God will sanctify us, that God will make us holy. Now, not holier-than-thou, but set apart—set apart as reflections of God’s joy, and hope and concern for everyone’s wholeness.
Like the coaches, and the teachers, and teammates in the email story, and like the good friend in the coffee shop story, let’s go out with words and deeds of encouragement and support and love. Let’s go out, let us be sent out into the world to protect others from all that would rob them of the joy of their salvation.
Let us pray:
Gracious God, thank you for your love that will not let us go. May our eyes be opened to this joyful reality. And empower us, Lord, to be sent out into the world to be used by you to open the eyes of others. Amen.

David A. Cagle

May 16, 2021
7th Sunday of Easter
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