Sermon by Mrs Linda West LLM: 24 May 2020

FOCUSSING OUR PRAYER
Reading: John 17  v1-11, page 1085 Pew Bible
Theme: Using Jesus’ prayer to help us focus our own prayers
Welcome to my new pulpit from the settee in our lounge.  My robes are locked in church, so I’m wearing my badge of office instead.  Roger is here with me doing the filming.  We both send greetings to everyone.
When it is our turn to do the intercessions, our great dilemma is to decide what are the most important things the congregation will wish to pray for this week, given we only have four minutes to pray them in.  A dilemma Jen will have faced as she prepared the prayers for this morning’s service.  
Most of us will, in one form another, choose to pray for our world – whether it be for peace, relief from famine and flooding, a fairer distribution of the world’s resources, saving the ecology of the world, or for the Christian church to spread throughout the world.  I imagine we are all praying daily at present for an end to the pandemic and a cure for coronavirus.  
Our reading this morning, which Paul has just read so clearly for us and we have dwelt on, is Jesus’ prayer for himself and his disciples.  I’m having to record this in advance so don’t know what will have struck people this morning.  But when I read the passage the statement that stood out was Jesus’ words in verse 9 – ‘I am not praying for the world’.
Why would Jesus not pray for the world?  After all John has started his gospel by saying that Jesus was with God from the beginning, and that the world was created through him.  Surely he would want to pray for his creation?  And wasn’t his last commandment to his followers, to go out into all the world and make disciples of all people?  
It doesn’t make sense.  Or does it?
Looking at the commentaries on this passage – the New International Study Bible says that the only prayer Jesus could pray for the world was that it cease to be worldly (ie opposed to God), and that he did pray this later on in the prayer. It was towards the end of the prayer, as if he had only just squeezed it in.  
The New Revised Standard Version translates the phrase ‘I am not asking on behalf of the world’ and its Study Bible comments on the use of the word ‘world’ in later verses saying that the Christian community for whom John was written seems to have felt alienated from the world.  Their conflict with the synagogue authorities convinced them that the world hated them, and that Jesus also did not belong to the world.  Indeed, it says, John regarded the evil one as the ruler of this world.  
But do these comments really explain why Jesus would not give priority to praying for the world which he wanted his disciples to convert?
I think to understand his statement we need to look at the context of this last prayer of Jesus recorded in John’s gospel.  Jesus had just had that last supper with his disciples and given them a long teaching session afterwards – three and a half chapters’ worth in John, part of which Paul has helped us to understand over the past two weeks.  
What we now know, but his disciples did not then know, was that Jesus was about to be betrayed, tried, crucified, rise again, appear a few times to his disciples over the following 5 and a half weeks to give them some last teaching, comfort and instruction, before ascending to the Father and sending his Holy Spirit 10 days later.  
No wonder, given that he had such a short time to pray, that Jesus wanted to concentrate on thanking God for the group who had come to believe in the past 3 years and to pray for them.  They were the ones who Jesus was relying on to spread the message of his love and his being the way to the Father after he ascended to be with his Father.  Jesus knew the way ahead would not be easy for the disciples; they needed all the prayer he could give them, and for them to hear him pray for them, and it was important to put the most important things first; time was running out.
So how does this example of Jesus’ prayer help us with our prayers?
There is so much to pray for – we could spend 24/7 praying and not cover everything, so we have to choose what to pray for each day.  It is only those called to the monastic life who can spend the majority of their time in prayer.  The rest of us Jesus has asked to live in the world and to witness for him there.  
So what should we give the priority to in our prayers?  In this prayer in John 17, Jesus thanked God for those who had come to believe in the Father through him and prayed specifically for them.  So we must thank God for our fellow Christians and pray for each other.  
But because Jesus only prayed for the world later in this prayer does not mean we should ignore it in our prayers.  After all our prime instruction is to go into the world to make disciples, and we certainly need to pray for the strength of Christ’s Holy Spirit to help us to do that.  
Wonderful though this prayer is, there is a danger of taking it in isolation.  Elsewhere in the gospels Jesus teaches us how to pray in the Lord’s prayer and in much of his other teaching.  His behaviour during his time on earth, makes very clear that he wants all our needs provided for, he wants us to enjoy good health, he wants us to feed the hungry, help the poor, care for the sick, provide freedom for prisoners.  He makes clear he cares for every cell of creation and wants us to care for it too.  
These are all things we need to pray for, but perhaps we can’t pray for them all every day.  I was very struck by Paul Gravelle’s comments in the April edition of New Daylight, where he said that he prayed for a different set of subjects and people on different days of the week, and that if he did not cover something one day it was likely that another Christian somewhere in the world would.   I found this very helpful in taking away the guilt of not praying for everyone in need and all the needs of the world every day.  
The most important thing is that we do pray every day and we may each have a different way of deciding what to pray for each day.  Some people keep lists or rely on prayer lists sent out by different organisations.  We can use the patterns set out in the Prayer Book, or the prayers from the Bible Society and the Church of England, especially the Kingdom come 10 days of prayer which Cassa has circulated for us to use up to Pentecost.  
Some structure can be useful, but the important thing is that we do pray and we can just open our hearts to Jesus and say exactly what we want, and in exactly the manner we want to.  We don’t have to use fancy words and phrases; we can just talk to Jesus in the same manner as we would to our best friend  - because he is our best friend who cares about all our concerns and requests and he really doesn’t care what order we put them in. 
And if we forget something in our main prayer times, we can just drop in on Jesus at any point of the day or night and talk to him.  He’s just waiting to hear from us.  
So let’s get praying.  Amen.  
(8 mins)
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