
HOW DID WE GET HERE? 

7th Sunday of Easter – A  May 28, 2017   John 17:1-11 

 

After hearing the gospel reading, you might wonder, “How did we get here? This is Jesus’ “high 

priestly prayer” and what we’re hearing happened prior to Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion.  

The look back is a way of reading more into that prayer in the light of the resurrection and 

ascension of Jesus.  He is praying for his friends: for protection, for their testimony, and for them 

to have the strength—the inspiration—to move forward after Jesus is no longer physically with 

them. 

The disciples get to listen in because Jesus wants them to hear that the mission can and will 

continue.   

Each year, at this time, we hear a portion of this prayer of Jesus. Today, we hear what becomes a 

common refrain for Jesus.  His desire, his request, his prayer, is one of compassion and concern 

for his disciples.  Jesus asks God to “protect them so that they may be one.” 

That refrain, that desire for oneness for his beloved, is the basis for the ecumenical movement 

that has brought Christians together in dialogue; and for a number of us, even full communion.  

This is in keeping with Jesus’ prayer “that [we] may be one.”  

One of my seminary professors, the late Walter Bouman, told us that “denomination is a 

consequence of sin.”  Others have echoed that sentiment. Professor Barbara Lundblad, describes 

it as a sign our brokenness. While we understand Jesus’ call to be one, and we, for the most part, 

have a desire for church unity, it has been slow progress over the life of the church.  On the other 

hand, in the last fifty years, great strides have been made; and we will worship with our full 

communion partners of the Episcopal Church next Sunday on The Day of Pentecost.  While we 

are in full communion with Presbyterians, Methodists, and more, we are also in conversation 

with other branches of the church. Pope Francis has been reaching out in observance of the 500th 

anniversary of the Reformation, and there have been and will continue to be occasions when 

Lutherans and Roman Catholics come together.  I think Martin Luther might be pleased.  And 

I’m pretty sure that God is being honored by the healing of the Body of Christ that is taking 

place.  

The Day of Pentecost (the fiftieth day of Easter) has been “the birthday of the church.”  Moving 

in that direction this past week, Thursday, the fortieth day of Easter was Ascension Day.  We 

didn’t have a special Ascension Day service, but you got to hear about the event this morning in 

the reading from Acts—which is actually a great write-up of the Ascension event. 

So the question, “How did we get here?” is relevant to this 21st century church in its mission to 

be faithful to Jesus and committed to the work of bringing the world together by working for 

greater unity among the followers of Jesus and, for that matter, all who are children of God. 

That an Episcopal congregation hosts “the Lutherans” is one step; that we will worship and 

commune together next Sunday is another.  We got here because All Saints’ believes we are 

equally an expression of “church”—and whenever we join together, we are an even greater 

expression of what it means to be “church.” 
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That doesn’t mean we have to lose our identity as Lutherans, but rather, we come together to 

discover our shared identity as Christians together.  We are Lutheran Christians and Episcopalian 

Christians, but as “church” we share much with Methodist and Presbyterian Christians, Baptist 

Christians, Roman Catholic Christians, and many more. And the work of the church, in seeking 

to be “one,” as Jesus prayed, is to uncover what each denomination—or unique expression of the 

gospel—can discover for our common mission of following Jesus and making disciples of all 

nations. 

We all are one in mission; we all are one in call; our varied gifts united by Christ, the Lord of 

all.  A single great commission compels us from above to plan and work together that all may 

know Christ’s love. ELW 576 

When we gather around the table of the Lord—something we are able to do quite literally in this 

space—and join hands, we say something about our unity as a congregation.  Yet it also speaks 

volumes about our coming together in bread and wine as part of the whole body of Christ.  When 

we do so, it’s a lot easier to look at one another as brothers and sisters, to put behind suspicions, 

to cast aside arrogance, to not get hung up on “right denomination” or the best theology, but 

rather know, first and foremost where our faith is centered…in the risen and ascended Christ. 

For all the time they had spent with Jesus, the disciples still had a hard time comprehending how 

Jesus wanted them to move forward and to be his body in the world.  Of course, having the 

written Word in hand, Christians today still have to work hard to work together.  We love 

looking back, but that’s not always the best way to move forward.  We’re in good company. 

Jesus’ disciples would have preferred everything to remain as it was—or at least, follow their 

own version of Jesus’ mission.  They related to a world based on their past, their history, their 

goals. And so do we.  But there is a bigger picture.  And that’s where things are heading as we 

look toward Pentecost and the mission of Emmanuel in 2017 and beyond. 

The gospel reminds us that we live in a bigger world, a world where we are not at the center of 

all, but rather part of the greater “whole” where all creation is yearning to come together, as 

nations, as denominations, as women and men, as children of God.   

This weekend begins the busy summer season of The Outer Banks, but it is also a time to reflect, 

remember, and give thanks. Memorial Day is a reminder that many have put their lives on the 

line for the sake of “the other.” It is a propos that leaders of NATO nations met this week, and 

that we be reminded that this, too, is spirit-driven work. Our respect for other nations, and our 

common call to support one another when one of our partners is threatened—these are the things 

that make for unity.  And I believe that this too is part of God’s plan for God’s created world. 

Perhaps if we keep working to make Jesus’ prayer our prayer we will be headed in the right 

direction. May we all be one.  Amen. 


