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Let’s join our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and loving 

God, may our whole lives be a prayer; in conversation with you. In Jesus’ 

name we pray. Amen. 

A father passed his young daughter’s room one night and overheard her 

repeating the alphabet in an oddly reverent way. He asked her, “What are you 

doing?” She explained, “I’m saying my prayers, but I can’t think of exactly the 

right words, so I’m just saying all the letters. God will put them together for me, 

because God knows what I’m thinking.” 

There are several gospel passages that describe Jesus praying by himself, and 

others that describe Jesus teaching the disciples how to pray the Lord’s Prayer. 

But today, like the father overhearing his daughter praying, John describes 

overhearing Jesus praying. Jesus is praying to God for himself, for the disciples, 

and for us.  

In his prayer, Jesus uses the word “sanctify” several times. The word sanctify 

means “to set apart for sacred work or duty.” In the Old Testament, the word 

sanctify is used for the consecration of someone for priestly or prophetic service; 

someone who is set apart for God’s work. Jesus is set apart for God’s work, and 

through the sanctification of the disciples, they are set apart to continue Jesus’ 

work in the world. It’s like the water for baptism; the water isn’t fresher, purer or 

different than other water, it’s just that it has been blessed and set apart for 

sacred work. 

What’s most striking in this passage today is that Jesus not only prays for 

himself and for the disciples; Jesus also prays for those of us who will follow, hear 

the Word of God through the teaching of the disciples, and believe. As a part of 

the growing faith community, we too are sanctified as we share the revelation of 

God in Jesus to our neighbours and to the world. We are set apart for God’s work. 

God’s love for Jesus is the same as God’s love for us and our “one-ness” with 

Jesus and God makes visible and tangible the love of God in the world. 



2 
 

But if Jesus is one with God, why did Jesus pray to God at all? Why did he 

pray for himself; pray for the disciples; and pray for us? And if God is all-knowing, 

maybe we should just pray the alphabet, or not have to pray at all. 

In the fourth century, Augustine expressed these same concerns. Augustine 

wrote: “Piety, not verbosity, is in order when you pray, since God knows your 

needs. Now someone perhaps will say: ‘But if God knows our needs, why should 

we state our requests even in a few words? Why should we pray at all? Since God 

knows, let God give what God deems necessary for us.’ Even so, [Augustine 

continues] God wants you to pray so that God may confer God’s gifts on one who 

really desires them and will not regard them lightly.” In the twentieth century, E. 

Stanley Jones said that “prayer is surrender – surrender to the will of God and 

cooperation with that will.” Perhaps even more simply, I think of prayer as 

conversation with God about important things and sincerely seeking God’s help 

with the decisions we must make and the actions we must take. 

Research at San Francisco General Hospital that was published by the 

American Heart Association revealed that victims of heart attack, heart failure and 

other cardiac problems who were remembered in prayers fared better than those 

who were not. Cardiologist Randy Byrd secretly assigned 192 patients to the 

“prayed for” group and 201 patients to the “not prayed for” group, all of whom 

were in the Coronary Intensive Care Unit. The prayed for group had significantly 

fewer complications, and fewer died.  

In the United Church Observer, Trisha Elliot comments on the positive impact 

that prayer also has on the pray-er; the one doing the praying. Trish says that 

“various studies have demonstrated that prayer helps us manage anxiety and 

depression, boosts the immune system, enhances our capacity to absorb and 

maintain information, makes us more open to new ideas and increases our pain 

tolerance.” Trish says that “no matter the form of prayer, sincerity counts.” 

Andrew Newberg, the director of research at the Myrna Brind Center of Integrative 

Medicine at Jefferson University in Philadelphia cautiously concludes that “maybe 

it’s not the brain that’s creating the spiritual experience, but it may be the way 

God interacts with us.” 
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When I was a student Chaplain at Sunnybrook Hospital, I had an amazing 

prayer experience one night as the On-Call Chaplain for the hospital. The On-Call 

Chaplain was paged to assist a young Buddhist couple in the Neonatal Intensive 

Care Unit. I first tried to contact an off-site, on-call Buddhist monk without 

success, and then I went up to see what support I could provide. The doctor told 

me that the young couple’s premature baby had been alive for a few days but was 

failing to thrive – a medical term that meant the baby was dying and there was 

nothing that they could do to help. They planned to remove the life support 

systems after I met with the young family. The mother was comfortably seated in 

a Neonatal Intensive Care room, holding her tiny baby in her arms; the baby, little 

more than a pound, was still hooked up with wires and tubes to a bank of 

machines, but appeared peaceful. Her husband sat beside them. I took a deep 

breath, said a personal prayer and then entered the room and introduced myself. I 

told them that I was not able to get a Buddhist monk, and asked how I might be 

able to support them. They asked if I would pray to help their baby go to heaven. 

I knelt down on the floor beside them; we all held the baby and each other; and I 

started to pray the best Buddhist-like prayer that I could. Somehow it didn’t seem 

like me praying though; it was like God was putting words in my mouth. Soon 

after I left the three of them to be alone, the baby died. I believe that our prayers 

were answered by God. The baby died peacefully in the arms of loving parents and 

went to heaven. The baby could feel our love and the presence of God’s all-

encompassing, eternal love. But I think the baby would have gone to heaven even 

without our prayers. The parents and I though, could feel divine presence in that 

circle of love holding the baby. The comfort that our prayers were being heard as 

we held the baby and prayed together was very real and met a very real need. 

Christianity and Buddhism are very different, but as we prayed together during the 

last breaths of their little baby, the divine presence that we each desire to be 

closer to, embraced all of us. We each experienced this divine embrace and knew 

that God was loving all four of us during our prayer. If we have faith and open 

ourselves to the love of God, we will be one with Jesus and God in the eternal 
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abundance of God’s love for us. In that Intensive Care room, we were one with 

Jesus and God, and Jesus’ prayer that ‘we are one’ was answered. 

Jesus prays that we may all be one, “As you, Father, are in me and I am in 

you, may they also be in us … so that the world may know that you have sent me 

and have loved them even as you have loved me.” We are united in love with 

Jesus and God; a relationship where service is rendered in love, not obligation. It’s 

the power of God’s love working in Jesus and continuing to work in his disciples 

and in us through the Holy Spirit. 

I’d like to close with a poetic series of prayers and God’s responses. 

I prayed for God to take away my pain. God replied, “No. It is not for me to 

take away, but for you to give it up.” 

I prayed for God to make my handicapped child whole. God replied, “No. His 

spirit is whole, his body is only temporary.” 

I prayed for God to grant me patience. God replied, “No. Patience is a 

biproduct of tribulations; it isn’t granted, it is learned.” 

I prayed for God to give me happiness. God replied, “No. I give you blessings. 

Happiness is up to you.” 

I prayed for God to spare me pain. God replied, “No. Suffering draws you 

apart from worldly cares and brings you closer to me.” 

I prayed for God to make my spirit grow. God replied, “No. You must grow on 

your own, but I will prune you to make you fruitful.” 

I prayed for God to give me things that I might enjoy life. God replied, “No. I 

will give you life, so that you may enjoy all things.” 

I prayed for God to help me love others as much as God loves me. God 

replied, “Ahhhh – finally you have the idea.” 

Jesus prays for us to be one with Jesus and God through the loving presence 

of the Holy Spirit. ‘We are one’ - it’s our prayer for us too. Thanks be to God. 

Amen.   

  


