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This past week, we celebrated the feast of the Ascension, when our Lord Jesus Christ completed his earthly mission by He confirming His resurrection to His disciples for 40 days. He showed to his friends how He is greater than any evil, including death itself, and explained to them how His mission wasn’t a failure, even though He died on the cross, but in fact was a victory, because His purpose on earth was precisely to confront death and overcome it.

In today’s Gospel reading, we hear a passage from the Gospel of John which is often called the high priestly prayer, and relays Christ’s final words to his disciples right before His crucifixion and resurrection. In this prayer, Jesus prays to His Father these words:

“I do not pray that You should take my disciples out of the world, but I pray that You should keep them from the evil one. My followers are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth. As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.” (John 17:15-18)

This prayer of our Lord highlights three important aspects of the Christian life which are relevant to us today.  First, Jesus did not pray for his disciples to be taken out of this world despite all the challenges and struggles and dangers they would face. Remember, during the first century, the early Christians faced many seemingly insurmountable obstacles – a Roman Empire that despised them, a Jewish community which eventually rejected them, and slander, danger, persecution and martyrdom that awaited them. Interestingly enough, though, Christ did not pray for his followers to be taken out of any difficult situation. Instead, our Lord prayed that his followers would be protected from whatever evil came in their midst. 
Jesus reminded his disciples to always keep an eternal and Christ-centered perspective. Just as He Himself wasn’t of this world, they as His followers should never identify too closely with worldly and material goals and passions. Our true home and citizenship is not here on earth, but in eternity with the Lord in heaven. We all are simply sojourners passing through this brief life here and now. During our earthly sojourn, surely we can expect struggles and challenges and evil all around us. We may be rejected and never feel too much at home, because this isn’t our permanent home! Whatever we face in this life, Christ’s prayer is that we be kept from the evil one, and His promise is that He will be with us always. Thus, we never need to fear that we will face any unexpected difficulty alone! Jesus will be with us!
A second aspect of this prayer was that our Lord said, “Sanctify them in Your truth.” The world around us offers us much information and knowledge. Yet there’s a difference between worldly knowledge and eternal truth. “I am the way, the truth and the life” Jesus proclaimed. Ultimate truth lies with Jesus Himself. He is the One who reveals to us the truth about ourselves, including our weaknesses and sinfulness as well as our divine potential for greatness. When we are sanctified by the truth that Christ offers, we will not be deceived by the superficialities of the world. Our contemporary society inundates us with its lies, and so many people embrace and believe this deception. Only in Jesus Christ we see the world for what it is, a beautiful yet temporary place, a brief journey which we partake in before we begin our eternal travel.
Finally, the third part of this high priestly prayer was when Christ offered, “As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.” As God the Father sent His Son Jesus to offer a concrete witness of love in this sometimes dark and evil world, as God the Father sent His Son to lovingly serve the world, and then to even sacrifice Himself for the world, in like manner, Christ now sends His followers into the world to act in a similar manner. Just as Jesus was a light shining in darkness, now we His followers are called to shine forth radiantly His light to the world around us.

Jesus prayed that His followers would understand the great role they now played in human history. In fact, what we see throughout the early centuries is how this small band of followers, facing unbelievable dangers and insurmountable odds, take to heart Christ’s mission and begin transforming the world. They begin shining the light of Christ on others, which transforms and transfigures the lives of those who accept and embrace the same light

Jesus prays that we will not be taken out of the world with all its challenges, but that we will be protected from being influenced by the evil of society.

Christ prays that we will not be deceived by any worldly pursuits, but that we will be sanctified by His divine truth so that we can always keep a proper perspective on life.
And our Lord prays that we His followers will go into the world shining forth His divine light of love and hope just as He Himself came into the world and transformed the lives of all those who accepted Him.
May we all take to heart this High Priestly Prayer, and allow its message to guide us in our lives.
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