
TRINITY UNITED CHURCH: MAY 29, 2022 

SUMMARY: That they (we) may all be ONE! 
John 17:20-26 

 

Today’s reading is known as the ‘High-Priestly Prayer’. It gives us insight into what Jesus 
probably had MOST CLOSELY at heart – what he cared so strongly about that it was the last 
thing we’re told by John that he prayed as He was going into the Garden of Gethsemane – you 
know, where he was about to be betrayed and arrested before being crucified and killed. Jesus’ 
focus is on the future, where his hope and desire is that there will come a time when all his 
followers will be united with one mission and vision: to have all creation embrace our 
common sacred unity! THAT ALL MAY BE ONE! 
 

Some wonder to what extent Jesus prayed that prayer because he realized that his disciples 
were not united. Throughout the Gospels, we read of their petty squabbles, their jostling for 
favouritism, the jealousy – division. It seems that THAT is still what we do. Down 1000s of 
years of global history, we create division: division between nations, races, social & economic 
levels, every arbitrary category we can imagine. We are a profoundly divided species. We 
instinctively band together with others we think are like us and against any who we decide 
differ. But, we may say, we often have good reasons for our divisions: we don’t WANT to get 
too close to those who we think may hurt us, steal our stuff, complicate our lives, undermine 
our principles. Of course, Jesus would have known all about that, but still, he doesn’t make 
any exceptions here, his prayer simply being that all would be ONE! 
 

But again, we may insist, what about those very significant times when it feels we must push 
away from demonstrating any sense of unity: perhaps from those who offend us as they stand 
for radically different things to us! What about:…homophobes? …racists? …misogynists? 
How about climate change deniers? Conspiracy theorists? Who’d want to be ONE with them? 
 

I think about those dreaded religious fundamentalists of whatever religious ilk: …whether 
Muslims? Sikhs? Jews? And perhaps especially hateful, overly self-righteous Christians! These 
are people who may use sacred ‘God-language’ but who clearly believe very different things 
than us about God, and life, and others and creation - and yet who are also SO convinced that 
they, and their ways, are right and everyone else is wrong! What about them? Are we seriously 
supposed to be united with them? Jesus truly doesn’t make any exception: His prayer is for unity 
among all! THAT ALL MAY BE ONE! 
 

I know that among the especially prized characteristics of our United Church of Canada 
denomination is the emphasis that we are a big tent! Spacious! Expansive! With enough social 
and theological capacity to stretch ‘wiiiiide’ to embrace and include all sorts of difference. It’s 
based on the inclusivity-imagery of Isaiah54:2, that instructs us to: “Enlarge the place of your 
tent, stretch your tent curtains wide, do not hold back; lengthen your cords, strengthen your 
stakes. ‘Make room! Make space!’ I know that as a denomination we are both praised and 
mocked for holding onto that kind of inclusivity… 
 

Christ’s call for UNITY is never the same as a call for UNIFORMITY! Just because we 
are ONE in Christ doesn’t mean that we must ever try to be the same as one another! 

 

Jesus’ prayer is a call for something so much more profound. Paul uses a ‘body’ metaphori to 
describe this unity which includes all sorts of difference: the ‘Body’ which is made up of all 
sorts of very different parts, yet perfectly meshed into one purposefully united whole.  



But how do we do that? Is it ever even possible? What’s the key? I’m suggesting that it’s to 
do with what Martin Buberii called the ‘I Thou or I-it’ relationship we share with one another 
and all creation. On the one hand, we have the ‘I - It’ relationship where we may choose to see 
ourselves as the ‘I’ subject of the relationship and quite separate from any others who are 
different from us as – seeing them merely as ‘It’ objects: apart and outside of us, based on 
whatever we may choose to use in order to distinguish ourselves from them: skin colour 
perhaps, or economic status…? Or, on the other hand, we have the ‘I – Thou’ relationship 
where, while we may still be given to see ourselves as the subject (the ‘I’), so we are given 
also to see that ‘I’ in the other whom we now call ‘Thou’. But notice how there is no ‘object’ 
here, how we are all ‘subjects’ with everything now considered as subject to subject. What we 
come then to see is all others as being nothing more nor less than simply the beautiful, God 
created subjects that they are, without a trace of an objectified ‘it’ - anywhere!’ 
 

The problem is that immediately we ‘objectify’ the other we stop seeing them as being fully 
worthy of being filled with sacred presence, and so limit them to whatever two-dimensional 
‘thing’ we want them to be. Once we do that, we can write them off: In fact, soldiers must do 
that in order to ‘objectify’ those ‘others’ as ‘the enemy’ able to be bombed. It’s what the 
pornography industry relies on – the sexual objectification of human beings - in order to sell 
people as somethings to be used/abused. It’s what racists have to do to those of other cultures, 
or ethnicities that they are wanting to discriminate against. It’s why humanity is able so easily 
to speak objectively and dismissively of ‘all blacks’ or ‘all Jews’ or whatever arbitrary 
category we may choose. And we do it too, as we objectify all ‘addicts’ or all the ‘homeless’ 
to justify our need to be separated or protected from them. Our objectifying others is our way 
of separating ourselves from them – and dismissing them. 
 

Well, we find that can’t do that so easily anymore as Christ opens our eyes and we stop seeing 
others as mere objects able to be held at arm’s length, and instead, start seeing them as they 
are: …these people who, like ourselves, are individual subjects capable of being filled with 
sacred presence and purpose as we are. That’s the slowly rising awareness which makes it 
possible for us truly to become ONE! 
 

Who are you currently ‘objectifying’ as being quite different - apart from you? With whom 
are you being urged to connect through the same love of Jesus Christ you know? 
 

Our ‘in-Christ-unity’, our “oneness” is meant to be a witness to the world of God’s love for all 
the worldiii. We’re about to sing a very well-known Sunday school song – a song with 
wonderful theological credibility. May this describe our response to Christ’s High Priestly 
prayer, and may His longed-for unity among us and all God’s creation be allowed to happen, 
beginning with us. Amen. 
 

We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord.  
And we pray that our unity will one day be restored,  
And they will know we are Christians by our love… 

 
Rev Robin Jacobson 

 
i 1 Corinthians 12:12-30 
ii Austrian philosopher (1878-1968) ‘Ich-du & ‘Ich-es’ 
iii John 3:16 – so often the emphasis here on ‘world’ is lost. 


