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John 17:1-11; Easter 7A; 5/28/17                             Pastor Ellen Schoepf 

Relationship.  One major theme throughout the gospel of John is 

relationship.  John’s gospel is all about the relationship of God with the 

person of Jesus Christ, and God’s relationship with humanity.  In fact, we 

can say it is about God’s relationship with all of creation, with the cosmos.  

The gospel of John is all about God revealing God’s glory, the very nature 

of God’s self, and God’s love for the cosmos as seen through the 

relationship of love shown to us in the person of Jesus.  If you recall the 

first words of this gospel, you will remember it begins by revealing 

something about relationship.   

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came 
into being through him, and without him not one thing came into 
being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was 
the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness and the 
darkness did not overcome it. 

 
Did you hear all the words that reveal a sense of relationship?  The Word 

was with God!  Everything that is created came into being because of 

God’s desire for relationship.  And, this relationship brings life, life that truly 

matters.  This is relationship that is life-giving.   

In John, while the imagery varies like the instruments in an orchestral 

piece, the same theme is being repeated throughout the gospel and its 

melody is clearly heard in today’s account of Jesus’ final prayer.  The Son 
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came to bring the offer of life.  That life consists of living in a knowing 

relationship with God.  What the Son brings is the offer of life in 

relationship.  Relationship is what we were created for and that is the 

dominant melody of this gospel.  The focus is the encounter with the Son 

who, throughout his ministry, invited people into relationship with God.  

And then, after his departure, the Spirit through the disciples will take that 

offer of life and relationship to the whole world. 

Today, we hear John’s version of Jesus’ prayer on the night before 

his death.  As Jesus faces his hour of glory, which in this gospel means his 

crucifixion, the time has arrived for which the “Word of God” was born.  

And, Jesus is concerned about something:  disunity and division.  He prays 

that the disciples will be one.  He desires unity for his followers.  This unity 

is not a cleverly ambiguous declaration which papers over differences 

among people.  It is rather an extension of John’s understanding of what 

eternal life (or salvation) means.  Eternal life is not about a place or a gift or 

a certificate of acquittal for life after death so much as it is about a 

relationship.  That relationship is one of love and oneness, just like the 

relationship which exists between the Father and the Son.  So, it must also 

include such a relationship of love among disciples; otherwise something is 

simply not being properly understood. If the focus in understanding 
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salvation is not on this relationship, but, say, primarily on a place or a 

certificate of acquittal for life after death, then the horizontal dimension of 

mutual love as it is to be lived among people of faith is more likely to be the 

casualty.  For far too long, Christianity has been plagued with thinking of 

eternal life as a commodity we possess in regard to life after death.  Such 

an interpretation bankrupts what the meaning of eternal life and relationship 

with God are all about.  John’s gospel is about living eternal life that is so 

much deeper, right here and right now.  John helps us avoid the 

commodification of the gospel and invites us into an understanding of 

being good news by being the community in which and through which self-

giving love is lived out.    

In today’s reading as Jesus faces his impending death, we find that 

he has needs. Jesus states that he wants the closest relationship with God 

that is possible. That is what he is asking for. It is OK to ask for that.  But 

that is not a commodity. It is a hope for communion, for life together.  And, 

John’s gospel is also pointing us to that as our hope.  Yes, it is about a 

future hope.  But, it has a future because it has a present which we 

already, here and now, share and delight in as we live in relationship to 

God and each other.  It is living the life of God’s coming age right here and 

right now.  The eternal life of which Jesus speaks is all about living in an 
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interactive relationship with the God whose very being is self-giving love.  

This is life that truly matters.  It is living life to the full.  And, that life means 

living connected to others and living in relationship to others, as we bear 

God’s self-giving love in this world. 

Today, we hear Jesus praying that his followers may be one in 

fellowship with each other and with God.  This unity is not ecclesiastical 

unity or doctrinal unity.  This is not a unity that sugarcoats the challenges 

and differences we experience within the life of community, pretending they 

do not exist.  No, the unity of which this prayer speaks is the oneness of the 

human with the divine that has been the constant theme of this gospel.  It is 

the unity of the vine with the branches – remember the branches cannot 

exist without the vine.  This unity is found in understanding God, not as an 

external being, but as the essence of life itself.  And, this is a unity in which 

our differences and the diversity among us are celebrated.  It is a oneness 

in which individuality, uniqueness and differences are affirmed.  Yet, it is 

also a oneness in which security is surrendered and a new being and new 

way of life is entered.  It is all about living together in relationship to God 

and one another. 

This past week, Rich, Emily, Darrell, Lois and I were at Synod 

Assembly.  The keynote speaker was the Rev. Dr. Guy Irwin, Bishop of the 
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Southern California Synod. He shared some of his life story.  He is part 

native American and grew up on the Osage reservation in Oklahoma. 

Another speaker was native American, Prairie Rose Seminole, who is now 

on the ELCA Churchwide Council.  Both speakers talked about their 

understanding of unity as experienced in the communities from which they 

came.  One of the remarkable aspects of their understanding of unity is that 

there can be NO unity without accepting and appreciating the wondrous 

diversity of who we are as people.  They talked about unity being 

expressed by needing, receiving and incorporating the richness of diversity 

among us.  This understanding of unity actually gifts us with a sense of 

wholeness because we need rich diversity in order to be whole.   

As I listened to them, I realized that in our western culture we are so 

deeply rooted in individualism, that the communal aspect and appreciation 

of diversity seems progressively lost.  Increasingly in our culture, we are 

shaped by dualistic thinking which makes us take positions of us versus 

them, mine versus yours, etc., to the point in which we as people often 

seem unable to function.  However, the oneness of which Jesus speaks 

moves us beyond such thinking.  This oneness we see modeled in the very 

life and nature of the Trinity as we learn of the love and relationship that is 

shared between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  This is something  which 
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we will celebrate in a couple of weeks.  Listen to what theologian, Brian 

McClaren, says as he reflects upon this oneness. 

Through the Trinity we transcend us-them, in-out thinking. Imprisoned 
in our old familiar dualistic thinking, we were always dividing the world 
into mine and yours, one and other, same and different, better and 
worse. In the Trinity, we move beyond that dualism so that mine and 
yours are reconciled into ours. One and other are transformed into 
one another. Same and different are harmonized without being 
homogenized or colonized. Us and them are united without loss of 
identity and without dividing walls of hostility. To put it in philosophical 
terms, dualism doesn’t regress to monism. It is transcended.  
(We Make the Road By Walking, pp 228-229) 

 
 Today, we hear Jesus pray a prayer for all his followers and for each 

one of us, and his prayer is all about his desire that we live in a relationship 

of self-giving love with God and each other.  That is God’s desire for us and 

for the world. 
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