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17After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, ‘Father, the 
hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, 2since you have given 
him authority over all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3And 
this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 
you have sent. 4I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. 
5So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your 
presence before the world existed. 

6 ‘I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They 
were yours, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. 7Now they know 
that everything you have given me is from you; 8for 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. 9I am asking on their behalf; I am not 
asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they 
are yours. 10All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them. 
11And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to 
you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may 
be one, as we are one. 

20 ‘I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me 
through their word, 21that they 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 believe that you have sent me. 22The 
glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are 
one, 23I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world 
may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 
 

 
The first Presidential election I voted in was the election of 1980. Now some of you 

may be thinking, “There’s no way you were old enough to vote in 1980.” And from a 

legal standpoint you are right. I wasn’t of legal voting age in November 1980. But, I did 

vote for a Presidential candidate in my first grade class. 
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Some of you may remember the Weekly Reader, the weekly newspaper for elementary 

students that was handed out in our classrooms each week. The Weekly Reader would 

highlight curriculum themes as well as news and current events. And one of the things the 

Weekly Reader was famous for was their quadrennial Student Presidential Election Poll. In the 

fall of a Presidential election year, the Weekly Reader would print a ballot with the major 

Presidential candidates’ names and pictures. 

Such was the case in 1980. I remember sitting in Ms. Witherspoon’s first grade 

classroom staring at that ballot. I had three choices – Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and 

John Anderson. I think I was aware enough to know that Carter was the Democrat, 

Reagan was the Republican, and Anderson was an Independent. But, as a six year old, I 

couldn’t tell you what any of them stood for, what their platform was, or what experience 

they had in leadership and governance. And so I did what I suspect the rest of my 

classmates did. I looked at their names and their pictures and made a decision. I knew 

people who had the last name Carter and the last name Anderson, but I didn’t know 

anyone with the last name Reagan. Yet that wasn’t the ultimate deciding factor. No, what 

it came down to is that Carter and Reagan were smiling in their pictures while the 

bespectacled Anderson was more solemn. Obviously, he was more serious about being 

President than these other smiling guys. Therefore, John Anderson got my vote in the 

1980 Presidential election. 

In a little over two weeks, we will go to the polls as a nation and elect our next 

President…as well as a U.S. Senator from Texas, a Mayor, City Councilors, School Board 

members, numerous judges and other positions, and, here in Wichita Falls, we will 

authorize decisions about our City Charter and a school bond issue. And I don’t know 

about you, but I ready for election day to come. Right now, the political thermostat in our 

nation is set on high. As a result, the television shows I watch are crowded with political 

advertisements, many of them malicious and deceitful. I’m routinely getting robocalls and 

robotexts asking who I will be voting for. I’m worn out by Facebook friends taking sides, 
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slandering each other, and hoping that I’ll join in. I’m even dismayed by neighbors who 

turned a bit of amateur graffiti on the side of a mailbox in our neighborhood into a 

partisan grudge match. Yes, Election Day can’t come soon enough. 

That said, on Election Day, there are important races and issues that need thoughtful, 

serious consideration. Therefore, I hope that as you do your civic duty, you do so with 

something more than a “first grade approach” to voting. I hope your vote is not based on 

looks, or name recognition, or even the little letter in parentheses beside the candidate’s 

name. I hope that you have done research, and have carefully considered each candidate’s 

positions and experience. I hope that you have given thought to how each candidate or 

ballot item will best serve our community and country. That’s what is entrusted to us as 

citizens of the United States. 

In the same way, as people of faith, we are entrusted with allowing our commitment to 

Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior to play a role in our voting. Yet, well-meaning people 

of faith sometimes maintain a “first grade approach” to faithful politics. The “first grade 

approach” is typically found in two expressions. 

The first expression comes when we suggest that Jesus is in lockstep with our political 

party. You can get really good at opening up your Bible and finding something to support 

your view. Jesus did this so he must have been a Republican. Jesus said this so he must have been a 

Democrat. Scrolling through Facebook this week, I saw a kid I met at camp fifteen years 

ago proudly wearing a shirt that said, Jesus is a Democrat. And I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard 

to locate a t-shirt that says, Jesus is a Republican. But here’s the deal. Jesus isn’t a Democrat, 

and Jesus isn’t a Republican. Jesus also isn’t a Whig or a Federalist or a Libertarian or a 

Green or a Reform or even a member of the United States Pirate Party (which is actually 

a real party). Jesus is a part of every one of those political parties, because his beloved are 

a part of these parties, but he is not the expression of those parties or their platforms. 

I believe this to be true because of what I see in our church every Sunday morning. We 

have the whole political spectrum in our church. We’ve got staunch progressives and 
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staunch conservatives and everything in between. To be honest, if you are looking for a 

church where everyone is the same, where everyone has the same political viewpoint, 

that’s not us. As I’ve mentioned before, our denomination, the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ), was home to both Lyndon Johnson and Ronald Reagan. These two 

Presidents were on opposite sides of the political spectrum but both called the Disciples 

their faith family. And, by that token, as Disciples, who value the openness of the Lord’s 

Table, we would have a hard time suggesting that someone who thinks differently than us 

politically is not welcome. That’s one of the many things I love about our church. 

The second expression of a “first grade approach” to faithful politics is a 

misappropriation of those clauses of the First Amendment that are paraphrased as the 

separation of church and state. The separation of church and state is a good thing in our 

governance and political structure. But, many of us have taken that constitutional 

principle and applied it to our faith. We’ve divorced our faith life from our political life. 

We separate the Jesus-sphere from our political-sphere. And, as a result, we spend our life 

having to make conscious choices about which sphere we are living in and about which 

values we are living by. 

I think we do this because it keeps some difficult and uncomfortable choices at arms-

length. Regardless of which political party you affiliate with, it is sometimes difficult to 

reconcile what we allow politically with what Jesus asks of us. That’s why we try to keep 

those two things separate. But if we really believe that Jesus is our Lord, then that means 

he is the Lord of every sphere of our life. 

So, in an election year which is characterized by huge political divides, by extreme 

partisan rancor, by more division than we believe we have seen before, we are left to 

wonder how we maintain a faithful expression in the election booth and as we watch the 

results roll in. I don’t have all the answers to this, but I do know that Jesus saw it coming. 

He saw the division among humanity coming. I know this because of what we find in our 

scripture lesson this morning. 
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Our scripture from John 17 is the theological climax of the Gospel of John. What we 

find in this chapter are echoes of everything Jesus has taught in the preceding chapters. In 

particular, chapter 17 marks the end of what is known as the Farewell Discourse. This 

Farewell Discourse which begins in chapter 13 and extends to chapter 17 features Jesus 

giving final instructions to his disciples while in the Upper Room. As Gail O’Day puts it, 

it’s like time is standing still as Jesus shares with his disciples.i 

But unlike chapters 13-16, in chapter 17, Jesus isn’t offering more information to the 

disciples. No, here, he is offering intercession for them. And while this isn’t the only time 

Jesus prayed in the Gospel of John, this is a prayer we get to eavesdrop on. We get to 

hear what Jesus prayed. And unlike the agonizing prayer in Gethsemane found in the 

other gospels, Jesus is not in agony nor is he confused.ii 

This prayer opens with Jesus praying for himself and his work. He looks up to heaven 

and prays that he might be glorified – that the ultimate purpose of his work might 

complete his revelation of God. What immediately follows this prayer in the Gospel of 

John is the passion story – Jesus’ arrest, trial, and crucifixion. Jesus’ death is imminent. 

But, here, Jesus does not pray that this cup might be taken from him. He prays that what 

happens next might make God – and God’s gift of eternal life – known. 

Then Jesus moves on to pray for those sitting at the table with him. Barbara Lundblad 

describes Jesus as praying like a mother who has adopted these children. They belonged 

to God, but God gave them to Jesus to care for, to teach, to nurture. Soon Jesus will go 

away and he prays for their protection.iii Jesus prayed that his followers might be 

protected not from persecution and struggle and all the things they will face as his 

disciples. He prays that they might be one, as Jesus and his Heavenly Father are one. He 

asks God to continue the divine guardianship. 

But Jesus’ prayer doesn’t stop with those seated at the table. Verse 20 says “I ask not 

only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their 

word.” In other words, Jesus prayed for us. He prayed for you and me – the ones who 
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have come to believe because of the disciples’ words. And what he specifically prayed is 

that we might all be one. He prayed for unity. The unity of believers was close to Jesus’ 

heart. 

Almost 30 years ago, Tony Dunnavant, a professor of church history at Lexington 

Theological Seminary suggested that the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) are people 

of THE prayer. Dunnavant mentioned that our scripture lesson from John 17 was crucial 

in shaping our founders’ understanding of the Disciples’ vocation and identity. He noted 

that Barton Stone commented on the “stupendous grace” described in this passage, and 

that Alexander Campbell believed this text to be evidence that “the union, communion, 

and co-operation of his followers” was dear to the heart of Jesus because it was “essential 

to the success of his mission – the salvation of the world.”iv 

And that’s where we get the key to the unity Jesus was praying for. At the beginning of 

the Farewell Discourse, Jesus commanded his disciples to love one another as I have 

loved you (John 13:34). Jesus didn’t suggest that they love like this so that they would get 

along with each other. Instead, he said love like this so that the world will know that you 

are my disciples. The unity of Christians was to be vital and visible enough to get the 

attention of the world. 

That’s what is at stake this election season. In the midst of extreme division, will our 

unity be visible? Will what you post on Facebook encourage the world to believe in Jesus? 

Will the way you act on election night and in the days that follow say a good word for 

Jesus Christ? 

What Jesus prayed in that Upper Room 2000 years ago is that we might we be brought 

to complete unity. He wasn’t praying for political unity. He wasn’t praying that we all 

think alike and vote alike. No, he was praying for a complete unity of worldview - one 

that expresses confidence that the things of this world are temporary but our Lord God is 

forever. 
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That’s the challenge before us as we go into the voting booth. As people of faith, we 

have two important votes: The ballot we fill out in these days and the life of faith we live 

out after the election. Because here’s the deal: Your candidate will win or lose based on 

how our country votes this November. However, the church will win or lose based on 

our behavior (before and after) November.v 

All this means that we have work to do. Jesus’ prayer in John 17 has a special calling in 

it; a vocation; a task laid before us. Unity is not something we can see a “good thing” or 

something that can be supported half-heartedly. No, the unity Christ prayed might 

characterize us requires us to be “all in.” In fact, that’s just how one of our founders, 

Alexander Campbell put it. “Our efforts on behalf of Christian union,” he wrote, are 

going to be “in the exact ratio of our love to Jesus Christ.”vi 

A dear friend of mine wrote the following this week: 

 
My vote is an act of faith... it answers to my confession of Jesus Christ as Lord and is an 
expression of my prayer that His Kingdom comes. 
My vote is an act of hope... it is my small way of bending the arc of history in the direction of 
greater human dignity, justice, and reconciliation.  
My vote is an act of love... it is a witness to the way that I think people who are in the dawn of 
life, the children; people who are in the twilight of life, the elderly; people who are in the shadows of 
life, the needy and the vulnerable; and people who are on the margins of life, the different and the 
other deserve to be treated.vii 

 
“Our efforts on behalf of Christian union,” are going to be “in the exact ratio of our 

love to Jesus Christ.” Don’t take a “first grade approach” to this election season. Too 

much is at stake, because the world is watching. Will they believe because of what they 

see from you? 
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