In this gospel passage, we have a very intimate picture of Jesus at prayer.  He is gathered with his disciples on the night of his betrayal.  As he speaks with his disciples, teaching and encouraging them for the frightening times to come, Jesus moves fluidly into prayer to his Father on behalf of the disciples.  It is personal, passionate, and as real for us today as it was for his disciples that night.  Seeing his disciples gathered before him, he prays that they might know God and know their place in the world?


It is a delicate balance that many Christians try to walk: how do you understand yourself as a child of God and also a member of the world around you?  Believe it or not, understanding who God is and what your relationship is with God is a challenging first step.  God feels distant or angry at times, and we don’t know how we’re supposed to actually know God.  In Jesus’ prayer, we are reminded of a very important truth: to know Jesus is to know God.  Jesus says about his disciples in his prayer, “Now they know that everything you have given me is from you; for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have received them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me.”  It might sound Sunday School-simple, but often those are the things we need the most reminding about.  Jesus is God.  Knowing him, knowing his life, knowing his teaching, is to know God.

So as Christians, we boldly declare that Jesus is God, and in him we can know what God is.  You can’t make God into something you like.  God isn’t whatever you feel.  God is specific, and actual.  God is alive, and active, and powerful.  God doesn’t belong to you, and God might even love your dirty, smelly neighbor just as much as you.  God isn’t safe or neat.  God isn’t there to make you feel good.  

But perhaps that is exactly why it is so hard for us to understand what it means to live fully in God.  Jesus is not what we expect God to be.  Jesus broke rules, eschewed money, snubbed establishment, loved ridiculously.  Jesus changes what we think we need from God.  And worse, he threatens to change you.  We don’t want to be changed.  Jesus is a threat to our safety and security.  It is risky to throw your lot in with this God.  It is easier to think Jesus was just a good teacher – or maybe a crazy one – and make God into whatever you feel safer with.

Strangely, this very risk that assures us that the person Jesus Christ is indeed God revealed to us in this world.  It can really be no other way.  In CS Lewis’s book Mere Christianity, he writes “A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic – on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the Devil of Hell.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse.”  

Lewis is right.  Jesus isn’t just a nice, safe, moral teacher.  His claim as the Son of God makes him into something entirely different.  It is a big, earth-changing statement – one that he’d have to be crazy to make, unless he’s right..  Jesus dares to give us a personal God, a God who gets up in your business in a way that only God can.  This is a God who walks the world, sees you as you are, and can look us in the eyes and tell us about it.  When we see Jesus, we see God.

It isn’t easy.  Even Jesus’ own disciples were confused about God, and sometimes unwilling to accept Jesus as God made flesh.  But to make matters worse, we do not believe in a vacuum.  As Christians, our faith is lived and known in the context of this world – the world Jesus says hates us, and to which we don’t fully belong.  As messy as Jesus can be, the world is even messier.  Figuring out both Jesus and this world can make people want to shut the noisy world out.

And people try, don’t they?  They try to create perfect cities on a hill, free from sin and doubt, pushing away those people and things that will taint their perfection.  Once you’ve seen God, as the theory goes, how can you go back to those terrible worldly things?  This sinful world – and even worse, the sinners in it – have to be shoved aside. But we can’t hide from the world.  We can’t even fight the world.  

Our secular life is part of who we are, human and created as we are.  And frankly, this world that so many Christians try to tell us is so awful and sinful – well, God made it.  It may not be perfect, but God doesn’t make junk, so who are we to try to remove ourselves from it?  

We cannot deny that we are in the world.  We are also in God.  Not one or the other, but the sacred and the secular tied into one.  God walked the world in Jesus.  Between God and us, for all the otherness, there is no distance because of Jesus.  This world matters – God made it, after all.  God sent his son to it, so God wants to be a part of it.  But God’s breaking-in on this world reminds us that it needs saving.  It needs redeeming.  We, as a part of this world, are called to change because of Jesus.   Far from trying to hide from the world, Christians are called to be surrounded by it, embrace it, and better yet – declare the truth of God’s presence in it.

God in Jesus proves himself to be part of this world in a dramatic, life-changing, eternity-altering way.  Jesus is of the world while transforming it, something we are also called to do.  In his prayer, Jesus says “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.”

Jesus knows that there will be tension for his followers in the world, yet he does not want them out of it.  He just wants them safe.  There is more to life than this world, yet this world is the place where we spread God’s word, love our neighbor, and share in the wonder of creation.  It’s not us versus the world, it’s not us as part of the world – it’s us and the world, transforming through the power of Christ.  The tension for Christians living in God and in the world will always exist – and the answer is not to fight it, but to embrace it, to be sent into the world for Christ’s sake.  It’s not easy, but it is who we are for the sake of God and for the world.

