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In the Name of God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 “As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.”  This passage 

from today’s gospel found in chapter 17 has been called the “high-priestly prayer.”  In it, Jesus 

is expressing his concern for his disciples and their mission in the world after his earthly 

departure.  Jesus prays to God asking for God’s presence and guidance as the disciples, now 

commissioned as future apostles, are sent to the world to witness to God’s love.  Jesus prays for 

God’s protection as they will encounter a world that will be hostile at times to their message 

just as the world was hostile to Jesus when he challenged the powers that were unjust and in 

any way corrupt.  John makes it clear that the disciples are called, they are set apart, and sent 

into the world, in the same way that Jesus was sent by God into the world.  They are sent  into 

the midst of the conflict and confusion that exists in the world.  For the church and for us it 

means that as a community of faith we are often called to live in a creative tension in the world.  

As a prayerful community we take seriously our role of being in solidarity with victims of 

injustice and those who are put on the margins of society whatever form that injustice may 

take.  We are called to denounce the root causes of the unjust structures that foster and 

perpetuate injustice on every level.   

As we contemplate this rich text from John’s Gospel, there are some questions that 

arise.  One is, “How can the Church be more faithful to Jesus’ radical demands?”  “How should 

we confront injustice on the local, state, and federal levels?”  “How can we be vigilant  about 

how the church can become more accountable in its witness to matters of justice as well as in 

matters that have an impact on people’s well being?” Throughout the history of the church, 

when voices calling for justice have spoken out, these voices have encountered opposition not 

only from outside the church, but from within as well. 



Yet even as you and I face these questions, there is a side of us, at least there is for me, 

that finds it very tempting to want to escape from the world, to escape from the conflict and 

the confusion.  The human longing for an escape from the world is as ancient as the Bible itself.  

We discover that the desire to live apart from the world’s conflict and confusion goes back as 

far as the community in which John lived.  By the close of the first century, as conflict with the 

authorities increased, the people in John’s community were understandably attracted to a life 

that would allow them to disengage from the powers that were opposed to the gospel. How 

good it would be to be able to retreat into their own group, to gather simply to recall the 

stories of Jesus, to think about his presence in their meals of bread and wine, to enjoy each 

other’s company, and no longer have to defend their beliefs in a world hostile to them. How 

often in the churches there has been that same desire to retreat. Jesus’ prayer for us, however, 

calls for something different. And when the church has been faithful to the prayer of Jesus, it 

has witnessed with power and conviction to the Gospel with its radical demands.   To the 

question of how the church can be more faithful to Jesus radical demands, we can look, for 

example, among other things, to the church’s efforts in the movement on behalf of civil rights. 

These efforts are ongoing in our present time.  As Harrison said last week, much has been 

accomplished, yet there is so much yet to be done, so much yet to be learned, so much yet to 

be confessed as we look within ourselves. So much depends upon the Spirit, however that Spirit 

might be moving in our midst. 

There was a report of a search committee given some time ago about some candidates 

being considered for a parish in the Early Church with comments on each as to why they might 

not be unsuitable candidates.  Here was the list considered:   

NOAH.  Here’s a candidate who has 120 years of experience but no converts.  

Then there’s MOSES.  He stutters and his former congregation says he loses his temper over 

trivial things.   

There is JEREMIAH.  He’s too emotional; some say a real pain in the neck.  

There’s AMOS who comes from a farming background.  Better off picking figs.  



There’s JOHN the BAPTIST. This dude says he is a Baptist but lacks tact and dresses like a hippie. 

Would not feel comfortable at a church potluck supper.  

PAUL was found to lack tact.  He is too harsh.  His appearance is contemptible, and he preaches 

far too long.  

Oh, then there’s TIMOTHY.  He has potential but is too young for the position.  

And then there is JESUS.  He tends to offend church members with his preaching, especially 

Bible scholars. 

I remember hearing stories about my grandfather, Franklin Knight, who was rector of 

the parish where years later I would begin my ministry as a newly ordained assistant to the 

current rector at the time. There were older members of the congregation who remembered 

my grandfather with great fondness.  There was the legend in the parish that apparently one 

Sunday he spoke from the pulpit about the unjust conditions in the mills in the city of Holyoke 

and of the poor living standards of the mill workers.  Several parishioners got up and walked 

out.  They objected to his “mixing politics with religion.”   As legend has it, these disgruntled 

parishioners went the following week down to the First Congregational Church, seeking refuge.  

The pastor down there was Oliver Black. Well, wouldn’t you know, he apparently addressed the 

same issues in his sermon on that Sunday.  The happy part of that story is, however, that 

apparently my grandfather was trusted and loved by his people.  Legend has it that most of 

them if not all returned.  Like many preachers, my grandfather was not afraid to preach the 

gospel as he understood it to speak to the matters of the day.  William  Sloane Coffin, one of 

the great voices in the church was pastor of Riverside Church in New York City and a long-time 

peace activist.  Often he would face criticism for confronting the injustices of his day.  A current 

voice from the pulpit is the dean of the Washington National Cathedral, Gary Hall who preaches 

from the most prominent pulpit in the Episcopal Church.  He recently told a group of us 

gathered at a workshop at Virginia Seminary that while he cannot address all the issues that 

face this world and this nation, he has centered on three major issues, racism, human sexuality, 

and gun violence.  He told us something very interesting.  He said that when he preaches on 

these topics as related to the gospel, he gets emails, calls, and letters from all over, but most of 



the angry letters by far come after he has preached a sermon on the church’s response to gun 

violence as he did in his powerful sermon after the Sandy Hook Elementary School tragedy.  

Such discussions in any form about guns and gun violence stir up something deep within the 

human psyche, yet he perseveres and when the gospel calls for it he continues to preach on it.  

But it is not only the clergy by any means.  Rosa Parks confronted the injustice of racism in 

public transportation in Montgomery Alabama and she changed the landscape by her quiet 

witness of protest against injustice. These voices in their own day and so many others 

throughout the generations are simply among the voices of clergy and laity alike who remind us 

that we  are all called to live vitally and faithfully in the world, yet not owned by it.  The wisdom 

of John’s gospel is that he gives us an alternative to retreat from the world without giving into 

the pressures of the world.  Again and again, for example, he reminds his community that they 

do not belong to this world, that is to say that the world’s claims do not shape their identity, 

their faith, or their values. That is true for us as well.   Does not our call come from the 

invitation  that in the lap of God’s love we are to have the necessary discussions on things that 

matter when it comes to justice and healing in our land and in our world?  We are to live in this 

world yet the world’s claims do not need to shape our identity, our faith, our values.  It is the 

truth of the Gospel as we come to know it that shapes our identity, our faith, and our values. 

Jesus’ high priestly prayer continues as he prays, “As you have sent me into the world, 

so I have sent them into the world.  That phrase “sent into the world” is the exact opposite of 

getting out of the world. Christ reminds the church in one clear verse that the pattern of his 

own life was not escape from the world, but engagement in the world with all of its confusion 

and all of its conflict. 

The good news for us as you and I face the confusion, the conflict and the injustice that 

is present in every generation, is that God’s Spirit watches over us.  It is that spirit that gives us 

the courage to persevere and to press forward even in the midst of the strongest opposition. 

 

Thomas Troeger, a professor at Yale Divinity School is one of today’s most thoughtful 

preachers.  I remember his preaching at our son David’s graduation from Dickinson College. He 



has written in a commentary on this gospel passage.  He speaks of this passage as a sermon for 

remaining in the world, one that is addressed to a community that for good reason is  

exhausted by the world and ready to be done with it. “Imagine,” he says, “ a sermon that 

connects to our contemporary exhaustion with the world’s ceaseless violence and corruption, 

and the frequent feelings of despair over the ability to make a difference. This passage presents 

for all of us something more enduring than a good vacation: a sense of Christ’s presence that 

will allow us to live vitally and faithfully in the world, not owned by it, but faithfully engaged 

with its needs and wounds and energized by the truth of God’s word,  by the truth of the one 

who was sent into the world that we all might have a more abundant life here and now.” He 

also once said, and I close with these words of his as they speak to the power of today’s gospel 

and of our call to be in the world yet not conformed to the world, “I am trying to map the 

landscape of the heart that still rejoices in God yet lives in a world that is often oblivious to the 

Spirit. I believe to live gracefully with this tension is the mark of wisdom.” 

In his priestly prayer, Jesus prayed for his disciples and his prayer is for us as well as you 

and I strive to follow in his footsteps as well, 

“I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil 

one. They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world.  Sanctify them in the 

truth; your word is truth.  As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the 

world.  And for their sakes I sanctify myself, so that they also may be sanctified in truth.”   

Amen. 


