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This week we continue our study of
the prayer of Jesus given at the Last
Supper as recorded in John 17.

Last week, we mentioned that prayer
is a gift, a gift that we give back to God as
one of the most important spiritual
practices intended to build an intimate
relationship with God. Prayer is the act
of reaching out to God in faith. We also
said last week that prayer is a gift that
we can give each other, when we can
give nothing else.

Here we find Jesus modeling the per-
fect intercessory prayer.

So, John tells us that Jesus looked up
toward heaven and prayed. In the first
five verses of the Gospel of John Chapter
17, Jesus prays that God will honor Je-
sus’ mission as it comes to a physical
end. Jesus gives God the credit, in ad-
vance, for the success of his earthly
ministry.

Is it possible that we can give God
thanks, in advance, for the things we
ask in our prayers? Is it possible for us to
be thankful in advance for the things we
know God can do in lives, even the
things that we have never seen him do?

Then Jesus continues to pray, from
verses 6-19, but now is asking God to
help his disciples, the foundation of his
church, to remain true to what he has
taught them after he has left them.

God’s church depends on the faithful-
ness of Jesus’ disciples, then and today.

Do we ask God in our prayers to give
us the willingness to be faithful to him at
all cost? Do we ask God, as we begin
each day, to keep us from the many
forms of sin and temptation that would
cause us to be unfaithful?

The remainder of the chapter con-
tains the last part of Jesus’ prayer. This
is the part I want us to think about in the
next couple of
weeks.

Here Jesus
prays for his future
disciples — for you
and me. He prays
that we will have
love for him and
each other, that we
will have unity
with him and oth-
ers, that we will
help bring heaven
to earth, and we will have everlasting
life in heaven with him.

It is an awesome thought that Jesus
prayed for me. But are we willing to pray
for love, unity and everlasting life for
ourselves and for others? Are we willing
to pray like Jesus?

Let’s read this last part of Jesus’ pray-
er:

20 “I’m not praying only for them but
also for those who believe in me because
of their word. 21 I pray they will be one,
Father, just as you are in me and I am in
you. I pray that they also will be in us, so

that the world will believe that you sent
me.

22 "I’ve given them the glory that you
gave me so that they can be one just as
we are one. 23 I’m in them and you are in
me so that they will be made perfectly
one. Then the world will know that you
sent me and that you have loved them
just as you loved me.

24 “Father, I want those you gave me
to be with me where I am. Then they can

see my glory,
which you gave
me because you
loved me before
the creation of the
world.

25 “Righteous
Father, even the
world didn’t know
you, but I’ve
known you, and
these believers
know that you

sent me. 26 I’ve made your name known
to them and will continue to make it
known so that your love for me will be in
them, and I myself will be in them”
(CEB).

What I found to be interesting is that
Jesus, in a particular sense, is not pray-
ing directly for individuals. He is pray-
ing for the group, the future “body of
Christ” that we know as the church.

We notice the “they’s” and the
“them’s.” Salvation begins with the indi-
vidual, it is personal, but is not to be
kept private. Our personal transforma-

tion is to be celebrated and embraced by
the body of believers and shared with
those out in the world.

But Jesus is focused in this prayer on
the disciples whom he trusts to form the
future church, and on us whom he trusts
to continue his work. So Jesus prays
that we, his church collectively, will
have love and unity for each other in the
same way he and God relate.

It is love that makes it possible for us
to live in unity. You remember the two
commandments Jesus gave us: love God
above all else, and love each other as we
do ourselves. So Jesus prays that we will
have the same kind of love he and God
the Father have for one another — agape
love that knows no boundaries and has
no conditions.

He wants the people who call them-
selves disciples and believers, the
church, to reflect God’s love. Jesus thinks
that love is so important, he prays that
we will have it and show it. And because
we love each other in this way, he prays
that we will begin to see the necessity of
being in unity with one another.

So Jesus prays that just as he and the
Father and the Spirit are unified as the
Trinity, so should the church.

Next week, we will continue to listen
to Jesus’ prayer for us, his church.

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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He prays that we will have

love for him and each other,

that we will have unity with

him and others, that we will

help bring heaven to earth,

and we will have everlasting

life in heaven with him.

Religious experience can be very
emotional. That’s not a surprising state-
ment to make. Some of us grew up
around “fellowships” where there was a
lot of emotion. Even in college, where
weekly chapel services were required,
we would sing, pray or hear inspiring
speakers, and deep feelings were
stirred. 

Once, I was sitting in chapel next to a
classmate; as we sang an old hymn, I
turned to see tears streaming down her
face. She looked at me, I smiled and
squeezed her hand.

Those of us who made a conscious,
rational choice to leave faith often re-
member how faith felt. In many ways,
faith “was” feeling. We knew we were
“moved” by the Spirit when we “got
emotional” in the “presence of God.” At
times, services would have a mix of
highly emotional singing, praying and
even shouting. Other times, we would
sit or stand silently feeling that Pres-
ence. 

Religious experience can also be calm
and content, centered in a sense of
peaceful connection.

A woman in her 80s left a comment
on my blog asking if I would write some-

thing about her experience of faith.
“Maybe you could write about people

like me who love the emotional part of
religion. I am basically agnostic because
from experience I’ve learned we don’t
know what else there is.”

She describes going to church just to
hear some of the songs. 

“I don’t believe them, but they touch
a part of childhood memories … human-
ism leaves out that stuff unless you are
into nature or an artist … humanism and
freethinkers are into their heads.”

An honest statement worthy of
thought and response, followed by: “I
find I am a little lost in my beliefs.”

How refreshing to hear these gentle,
heartfelt comments.

In the definition presented by the
American Humanist Association, a hu-
manist is a person “guided by reason,
inspired by compassion, and informed
by experience — [seeking] to live a life
well and fully … [animating] our lives
with a deep sense of purpose, finding
wonder and awe in the joys and beauties
of human existence, its challenges and
tragedies.”

It seems that emotion can indeed be
integral to humanistic practice.

Naturalist John Burroughs’ felt that
human life is not truly complete without
religion, understood as “an emotional
experience … a feeling of awe and rever-
ence.” 

Robert Green Ingersoll, known as
“The Great Agnostic,” was very heady,
yet he was a person with depth of feel-
ing. In “Why I Am an Agnostic,” he wrote
of how he felt when he outgrew the faith
of his childhood:

“There entered into my brain, my
soul, the sense, the feeling, the joy of
freedom … I was free — free to think, to
express my thoughts — free to live to my
own ideal — free to live for myself and
those I loved — free to use all my facul-
ties, all my senses … We can be as hon-
est as we are ignorant. If we are, when
asked what is beyond the horizon of the
known, we must say that we do not
know … We can fill our lives with gener-
ous deeds, with loving words, with art
and song, and all the ecstasies of love.
We can flood our years with sunshine —
with the divine climate of kindness, and
we can drain to the last drop the golden
cup of joy.”

That’s a free mind with freedom to
feel.

Yet with all these definitions and ex-
planations of religion, we can easily
miss the salient observation the good
reader brings to our attention: If we’re
“in our heads” too much, we may over-
look the comfort of at least some of the
words, songs, images of our past. 

My wife can tell you, even I walk
around the house singing some old
hymn now and then.

Reflecting on the reader’s comment
(confession?) about being “lost in be-
liefs,” I think — I feel — a sensitive lis-
tener will pause and contemplate.
Aren’t we all, to some extent, “lost in our
beliefs”? 

Isn’t it true to say it would do us good
to be so honest to confess “we don’t
know what else there is”? In other
words, maybe we could all admit we are
agnostics — we don’t know and
shouldn’t pretend that we do. 

This is freethinking at its most sen-
sible and sensitive. This is humanism at
its most practical — when philosophy
and religion melt into “just being a
thinking, and feeling, human being.”

That’s the joy of freedom — to think,
to feel — freedom to sing an old hymn if
we feel like it, though we don’t believe a
word it says. Even to attend a service,
though many words seem empty. Even a
little lost in our beliefs — or our unbe-
liefs — it’s a lostness to share and to feel
together.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writ-
er, free-thinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

March 3
His Fold, The Flat Creek Boys, The
Brank Family: Annual Gospel singing at
6 p.m., Newbridge Baptist Church, 199
Elkwood Ave., Asheville. www.hisfold-
gospelbluegrass.com or 828-273-5905. 
“A Question of Identity-How Answer-
ing the Question “Who Am I?” Brings
Power, Purpose, and Peace Into Our
Lives” workshop: 8:30 a.m.-4 p.m.,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. Featuring Amazon-best sell-
ing author Randy Siegel. $25 includes
materials and a light lunch. Register by
Feb. 28 at 828-638-8683.
Asheville Shambhala Meditation Cen-
ter open house 11 a.m.-1 p.m., 60 N.
Merrimon Ave. Every first Saturday.
828-200-5120 or https://asheville.
shambhala.org.

March 4
Mindfulness meditation: 10 a.m.-noon
Sundays, Asheville Shambhala Med-
itation Center, 60 N. Merrimon Ave.,
Suite 113. Sitting and walking med-
itation. Arrive and leave any time. Free
but donations appreciated. 828-200-
5120 or https://asheville.shambhala.org
.

The Prodigal Sons Quartet: During 11
a.m. worship service at WNC Baptist
Fellowship Church, 240 Haywood St.,
Asheville. 828-776-1721.
To the Mountaintop: The Sermons of
Martin Luther King Jr., A Collaborative
Sunday Formation Series: 9:30-10:30
a.m. Sundays March 4-March 25 at Trin-
ity Episcopal Church, Church Street,
Asheville.

March 6
“Journey Toward Peace” Lenten jour-
ney: 7-9 p.m. March 6-8, St. Eugene
Catholic Church, 72 Culvern St., Ashe-
ville. Speaker is Marie Dennis, author,
speaker, co-president of Pax Christi
International. Free.
The Valparaiso University Chorale: 7
p.m., Basilica of St. Lawrence, 97 Hay-
wood St., Asheville. Visit valpo.edu/
chorale.
“The Complicated Lives of Biblical
Women: An Intimate Evening of Per-
formance”: 7 p.m., UNC Asheville’s Hu-
manities Lecture Hall. Alicia Jo Rabins
weaves art-pop songs, poetry, and
feminist Torah scholarship. Free.

March 7
Kids For Christ after school program:
2:30-7:15 p.m. Wednesdays during
school year at First Baptist Church, 63
N. Main St., Weaverville. Grades 1-6.
Buses run from Weaverville Primary and
Elementary, and North Windy Ridge.

Snack, recreation, Bible study, choir,
hand bells, homework help. 828-645-
6720.
“Faith in the 828: Exploring the State
of Spirituality in Asheville” for Lent:
Noon-1 p.m. Wednesdays during Lent,
Trinity Episcopal Church, 60 Church St.,
Asheville. What are the most important
and pressing spiritual issues facing
people of faith? Light lunch ($5) served
at noon. Program at 12:15 p.m.

March 8
Community Lenten Services: Noon
each Thursday during Lent at First Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 29 Newfound St.,
Canton. 30-minute service followed by
light lunch. Ministers from Baptist,
Methodist and Episcopal churches will
preach. 
GriefShare group: 13-week group be-
gan 6 p.m. March 1 at First Baptist
Church, 74 Academy St., Canton. Free.
Everyone welcome regardless of how
recent or how long since your loss. All
ages welcome. You are not alone and
there is hope. To register, call 828-648-
2367 with your name, phone number
and email.
“Turning the Tide on the Opioid Epi-
demic” presentation: 6 p.m., Emmanuel
Lutheran Church, 51 Wilburn Place,
Asheville. 828-252-1795 or emman-
uellutheran.info.

March 10
Singing Men of Ohio: 7 p.m., Trinity
Presbyterian Church, 900 Blythe St.,
Hendersonville. Group of students from
Ohio University. Spirituals, folk songs,
musical theater, barbershop melodies
and other unique music. Free. 
“YOUnique” workshop: 9:30 a.m.-4:30
p.m., Grace Lutheran Church, 1245 6th
Ave. W., Hendersonville. Discover the
unique person you are. Register by
March 5 at http://bit.ly/YOUnique. Visit
www.GraceHendersonville.com or call
828-693-4890 for more information.

March 12
“Let’s Go Back To The Old Time Way”
musical celebration: 6 p.m., New Bethel
Missionary Baptist Church, 500 S.
French Broad Ave., Asheville. 828-254-
8261.
“Judaism, Science, and Medicine in
Historical Perspective”: Talk by Hava
Tirosh-Samuelson at 7 p.m. at UNC
Asheville’s Reuter Center. About Jewish
thought and the interface of science
and religion. Free.

March 16
Old-Time Bluegrass & Ballads concert:
7 p.m., First Baptist Church, 63 N. Main
St., Weaverville. Lillian & Sara Nell
Chase, Will Hart, Cathy Arrowood, Seth
Rinehart and Roger Howell. Donations
accepted for North Buncombe Music
Scholarship program. 
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