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‘Staying Connected’
Last Sunday, we were all horrified to see on the news that awful incident at Northland Shopping Centre where two rival youth gangs, wielding machetes, attacked each other, in front of terrified shoppers. We later found out that those two gangs and many of their members were well known to police, meaning they are well established gangs in the area. 
We might ask the question ‘Why do kids want to join up with gangs like that?’ But if we think about it, the answer is fairly obvious. The gang gives them acceptance and a place to belong. It gives them a cause and a purpose. It fills a void missing in their lives. They find strength in numbers. They discover status and identity in the gang. 
All those needs to belong are of course legitimate. The problem is that their purpose is fuelled by hate and that creates a destructive distortion of a healthy community. 
We also have the same needs to be part of some ‘gang’. We all need to belong. We need each other. As Christians, we have our own kind of ‘gang’. We call it the ‘church’. In our gang we find our identity, meaning, life and strength. But hopefully our purpose for being together is fuelled by love, not hate!
The early church of the first century formed itself into a gang of sorts – or at least a number of gangs. They did it for strength and support. They did it to survive in a world very hostile towards them. Hopefully they too were fuelled by love as Jesus, their leader had commanded them. 
Our gospel reading today is from John, so I’d like us to think for a moment about a particular ‘gang’, that was the community of John – the ‘Johannine’ community as it’s called, that supposedly existed sometime late in the first century. This was somewhat of a unique Christian community with its own particular theological perspectives, reflected in the very distinctive style and emphasis of John’s gospel, which was their centrepiece. 
Over this Easter season we have been looking at John’s gospel and again have noticed that the language in John is rather complex and multi-layered, even if the concepts are quite simple. It’s as if the writer is trying to make simple concepts harder to follow and understand! It’s also as if the writer and therefore his community are working very hard to guard and preserve their own set of thoughts and beliefs, in order to survive against their enemies. Some have called it a ‘closed language’ in John’s gospel. 
Today’s passage from John 17 is a good example of this. This passage is often called ‘The High Priestly Prayer’ of Jesus. It’s a prayer for all his followers – including us! It comes at the end of what’s called the ‘Farewell Discourse’ in John, covering some five chapters, (Jn 13-17) which is the lengthy collection of words by Jesus to his disciples, in the upper room, just before his arrest and passion. This long farewell address was all about what he wanted to pass on to his disciples in readiness for his departure from them. 
Within this prayer we see a number of Johannine themes touched on, in rather abstract ways. These are not just themes in the farewell speech but from right throughout the gospel. And one of those themes is the idea of ‘One-ness’. One-ness of Christ with God and him with us, and one-ness with each other. Or we could use the word unity – unity with God and unity with each other and with the world. Just look at John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”. The idea of one-ness is declared in the very opening statement of the gospel. 
That’s a great theme, but the risk for the Johannine community is that this focus on one-ness or unity was to be kept only for themselves, within their own community – exclusively for people who held the same beliefs, and not extended to outsiders, not even potentially to other groups of followers of Jesus. Keeping things exclusive could have become, for them a protective mechanism. 
So, what can we today take from this prayer? The word that I landed on was ‘connectedness’. When Jesus prays, “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us…” (v21), he’s talking about his own connection with God and our connection with him, which leads to connection with each other (v23). And as the prayer unfolds, we see that this connection is an invitation into the glory of God (24), in other words, into all that God is – his glory, power, majesty and love. 
In each of our four lectionary readings this week we see examples of this invitation to be connected to all that God is and all that he offers. Psalm 97 paints a picture of the glory of God (v 1-9) and then invites us to become part of his glory through our praise and worship (v10-12). Revelation 22 highlights the infinite Lord as the great ‘alpha and omega’ (v13) and we are invited to join with his glory as we ‘take the free gift of the water of life’ (v17). In Acts 16, when Paul is in prison, God manifests his power through an earthquake that breaks open the prison doors and releases Paul’s chains. The jailer is terrified, but Paul invites him simply to “believe and be saved” (v31) and then he becomes part of God’s family. All examples of the invitation to be connected to the power and glory of God. 
But it’s not just connection with God in this prayer of Jesus. It’s connection with each other. This is not just theological and abstract. It’s practical. It’s because we are not designed to go it alone. We can’t be lone rangers. We need each other. There is strength in unity with each other. We know that, even if sometimes we stubbornly refuse help from others. As the song goes, “We are one, but we are many” (from the song ‘I Am Australian’) which celebrates the fact that in our diversity we are all connected. We all share the same humanity. 
As I reflected on this prayer of Jesus, I found myself asking, ‘What is it about the one-ness between Jesus and his heavenly Father, that can be evidenced in our one-ness with each other. For me, a clue to this comes in Jesus’ words, “you [God] are in me and I am in you” (v21). This speaks of a mutual giving and receiving doesn’t it. It follows that when we share one-ness with each other, there will be something of me in you, and something of you in me. My feelings, actions and words towards you will leave something in you that helps you in some way. And vice versa, my one-ness with you means that you leave something in me that helps me. That’s what Jesus’ relationship with his Father models for us. Mutual giving and receiving. 

But it’s really important not to keep that one-ness within the community of believers. That was the challenge for the Johannine community too. Three times in this short prayer, Jesus prays that this one-ness will be for the greater purpose of the world (that’s everyone) coming to know and believe in him. (v 21, v23, 26) 
Staying connected is therefore not just for us. We come back to the context of this prayer as being part of the ‘farewell speech’ from Jesus to them. It’s a handover. It’s a passing of the baton from himself to all believers (including us) to keep the witness of the gospel going to those outside the believing community. 
I wonder if John’s community took heed of those words in their own gospel writings. I wonder if they ‘circled the wagons’ and fell into the trap of keeping their mutual giving and receiving to themselves? Or did they allow their close bonds of love to motivate them to forge the same bonds with others?
Our task, given by Jesus in that prayer is to keep building and creating one-ness. One-ness with God. One-ness with each other, and one-ness with the world. That means one-ness with the neighbour down the street, one-ness with the person with completely different beliefs to us, and one-ness with the stranger on the other side of the globe, whom we will never meet but with whom we share our common humanity. For though we are many we are one. 
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