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That They May Be One (John 17. 1-11)
© Heather Thomson
This week marks the beginning of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. In the
literature and discussions of the ecumenical movement, the reading from John 17 is a
common, inspirational text: Jesus’ prayer that all Jesus’ followers “may be one”.

Christian disunity is a scandal. The church is meant to be the sign and
sacrament of God’s grace, the bearer of the good news of the gospel. And yet, our
various denominations are split on their teaching and practices of their sacraments,
so much so that they are not even in communion with each other —a very public sign
of disunity. In my experience, the work and prayer for Christian unity is convicted by
Jesus’ heartfelt desire that we may be one. Unity and oneness are synonyms.

Now, | am beginning to wonder if unity and oneness are the same thing. It is
not just a matter of semantics, but of understanding the right relation between them.
| am going to say that oneness is the deeper word, and in our rush to see what that
might mean for Christian unity, we miss out on its fuller and more radical meaning.

When | think of unity, | think of a group of people who are united by a
common will or purpose — a team working for the same goal, a choir singing in
unison, or at least in tune, from the same song sheet. Unity is overcoming differences
to be on the same page.

| am wondering if oneness has more to do with being than with purpose and
will, and that if we properly understand Jesus’ prayer in John 17, we might see that
being one with God and each other undergirds everything else. Let me tell you a
story that will illustrate where | am coming from.

Some years ago when | was working as a theologian, | got to know the then
priest at St John’s Darlinghurst and he invited me to speak at their annual parish

house party. Darlinghurst is a suburb in Sydney, close to the CBD, the Harbour, the



beach, and so has some very up-market real estate. But it is also next to Kings Cross,
known for its strip clubs, brothels and drugs. The parish ministry at St John’s is very
mixed.

At the houseparty, after | had given my talks, a group of parishioners were
having an informal discussion over supper, reviewing the year just passed, and |
listened in. The leader of the discussion asked the group, “What was your highlight of
the year?” After a short pause, a woman in her twenties responded. | will call her
Lucy. She said that she had worked in St John’s Café during the year, a drop-in and
out-reach centre run by the parish. One night she came across a young woman on
the streets who was under the influence of drugs and barely conscious. Lucy took her
back to the Café and stayed with her, dancing with her for most of the night to keep
her awake until the drugs wore off. After that, Lucy befriended her as this young
homeless woman became more and more unwell. She ended up in hospital. Lucy
would visit her and seemed to be the only visitor. One day, a nurse came in to rub
ointment on the sores on the young woman'’s back. The nurse wore rubber gloves
and the woman flinched with pain. So Lucy offered to rub the ointment in gently,
without gloves.

This was the highlight of Lucy’s year: rubbing ointment onto the scabby back
of a dying drug addict with her bare hands. She said it was an honour and a privilege.
And | have been wondering ever since what was so profound about that moment.

| am thinking it has something to do with a simple meeting between two
people beyond all constructions about who is more important, better or more
valuable than the other, beyond all judgements, defences, pretences and falsehoods.
Just two people being present to each other, simply, honestly, respectfully. | see it
now as a kind of communion, deep calling to deep (Ps 42:7), a moment of oneness.

Lucy called her experience an honour and a privilege. | have been thinking
lately about glory and honour, and how they are radically subverted in the Christian
gospel compared with our usual assumptions. When we normally think of glory and

honour, it has to do with a conferral on one who stands out from the crowd, who is



seen to be greater, better, richer, more famous or better-looking than others. Glory, in
this sense, is based on what distinguishes or separates someone from other people.

Glory also has its dark side. John Milton, in Paradise Regained, imagines Jesus
during his temptations, discerning what kind of Messiah he will become, what kind of
rule he will exercise as king. He is tempted to find glory by imitating the kingdoms
and empires around him. Milton has Jesus say in response: “They err who count it
glorious to subdue”. Jesus rejects the kind of power that would subdue or subjugate
others, seeing it as an error or a wrong. But he also rejects the assumption that such
an abuse of power is glorious. Glory does not belong to cruelty and violence.

So, what then is glory in the Christian gospel? It can’t be based on riches or
success — on those counts, Jesus failed miserably. There is not even any evidence that
he was good-looking. That was so irrelevant to the gospel that it wasn’t even
mentioned.

We get some better clues from looking at Jesus’ post resurrection
appearances, after he had suffered and died from those who “counted it glorious to
subdue”. He did not return in kind, but as loving presence, offering peace, mercy and
forgiveness. He was known on the road to Emmaus in the breaking of the bread. His
glory was in real, gracious presence - in oneness.

While our usual ways of thinking about glory are based on what makes
someone stand out from others, distinguishes them from the crowd, | am wondering
if glory actually resides in what connects us together, being really present to each
other, as Lucy discovered. What if true glory were this oneness for which Jesus
prayed? Let’s look again at Jesus’ prayer in John 17 and see if this bears out.

Jesus begins this prayer by saying: “Father, the hour has come; glorify your
Son, so that the Son may glorify you”. Is Jesus saying, “Make sure | stand out from the
crowd and get noticed, because | am so special?” Or is he saying: “Honour me with

your presence so that | may honour you with mine?” Let’s see.



In the next verse, he says: “since you have given him (the Son) authority over
all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him”. | started to worry at
this point that the text was slipping into the language of empire, with its “authority
over all people”. But this is not power over, to subdue. It is the authority to gift
people with eternal life, something quite different. He goes on: “And this is eternal
life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have
sent”. Now, | can know about someone by gathering details and information about
them and talking to others who know them. But | cannot know someone unless |
spend time in their presence. So, this eternal life that Jesus offers is being invited into
the presence of God.

This is not to be taken lightly. Being in the presence of the living God, honestly,
openly and vulnerably, is to be taken on the adventure of a lifetime, the end of which
we do not know. But it also leads to healing, freedom and joy. Just saying.

Jesus continues: “I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave
me to do”, meaning that in their communing life, they have worked the atonement
(or at-onement or reconciliation) that was Jesus’ mission. Then the next verse (v5) is
all about presence: “So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory
that | had in your presence before the world existed”. Then in v.11 he prays that his
disciples “may be one, as we are one”.

The glory of God and of human beings is real presence, one to another,
connecting where deep calls to deep, being one beyond all that separates us.

| have been going to church all my life, and | have been a theologian for
decades, but it is only now that | am realising the radicality of this vision. It is fine to
celebrate achievements, milestones and a job well done. That is the work of
edification. But when it comes to glory, it is not what separates or distinguishes us
that matters, rather it is what connects us and brings us into some sort of

reconciliation or communion. And that realisation is life changing.



Do note that this kind of deep connection with God and others is not about
over-sharing: that would be to flood the relationship with yourself and your concerns.
Nor is it wise to be open and vulnerable to any and everyone you meet. Without
mutual respect, you may be hurt or disrespected in the encounter. That is why it is so
glorious when, in a rare and precious moment, we find ourselves being at one with
another, as Lucy found.

In this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, | do hope that the Churches involved
find more ways to be on the same page, in their preaching, teaching and sacraments.
| also hope that they notice the deeper word on “being one”, that it may inform their
work on unity and what they may be willing to let go of for the sake of reconciliation
and deeper connection. And may we know, in our daily living, that glory and honour
are found in being present to God and to each other, openly, honestly and full of

grace. Amen



