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LESSON FOR YOUNG ADULTS
Ann Smith
Theme: FINDING YOUR SOUL

Scripture: St. John 17: 11a
11 Holy Father, I am no longer in the world. I am coming to you, but my followers are still in the world. So keep them safe by the power of the name that you have given me. (CEV)
It has been said that the great malady of the twentieth century, implicated in all of our troubles and affecting each of us individually and socially, is "loss of soul".  Consider for a moment.  Isn’t that kind of loss at the root of obsession, addiction, violence, and loss of meaning in life, just to name a few?  These are things about which our present day society is constantly talking.  Consider the growth of self-help groups, books and television programs.  And such things are not bad.  Dr. Phil is not pure entertainment.  People are truly helped by examining their lives and seeking answers to their problems.  But such processes although helpful, will probably never get to the root of the problem.  For at the root of our loss of soul is our reluctance to open ourselves to God in prayer.  Let’s face it! Pray is a four-letter word.  And so this morning I feel called to talk about prayer and the benefits of it in our lives. 

The gospel reading for this morning focuses on the life of prayer.  In fact, it is in the form of a prayer, the heartfelt prayer of Jesus for his disciples, as he prepared himself for the crucifixion. 

In prayer we open ourselves to God.  It is a process which both liberates and awakens us.  As we reach out to God, as we enter into God's presence, we offer God an opening into our soul lives.  It is an intensely human experience.  Yet it is probably the most neglected part of our spiritual lives.          

We come together on Sundays.  Prayers are offered.  We may even enter into them in a true and fervent spirit of holiness.  There are times during the week when we may remember to offer up our own prayers. We may say the Lord's Prayer.  We may offer grace at mealtime.  What person does not remember to ask God for help at a time of true need or trauma?  But how many of us set aside a time for prayer?  A time when we center our thoughts, when we lay aside our busy schedules, and devote our concentration to God?  Do we become so embroiled in the affairs of the world that the affairs of the soul are simply overlooked?  How much we could learn from the prayer of Jesus in the Gospel reading this morning!  What is in that prayer that brings life to the soul? 
Jesus prayed for his disciples, "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."  We have a prayer we call the Lord's Prayer.  Jesus used it to teach the disciples how to pray.  How much more is this prayer truly the Lord's Prayer! For in it, Jesus is expressing his care and concern, the deepest feelings of his heart at the most critical time of his life.  He knows what is to come.  He knows what he must face in the days ahead.  He knows that they will be times of personal pain and suffering.  Yet he prays, not for his own needs, but for his friends, for those closest to him.  And in that prayer, can we hear his heartfelt prayer for us? 

He is not praying for the state of the world, a world whose force will destroy him.  Sometimes it is simply impossible to pray for the world with the state it is in.  Was he thinking about the way the world around him was organized?  Was he thinking about structures of racism, competition, exploitation, violence, discrimination, greed, neglect?  Was he thinking of the poor, the wretched, the leper, the orphan, the spiritually impoverished? Possibly, but he is certainly praying for those who follow him, who dream his dream, for they are the ones who will bring about the kingdom. 

He prays for joy for them, for joy in the midst of grief.  I don’t get the sense that he is praying for the effervescence and ecstasy which quite rightly accompany some religious experiences.  He is not asking for joy that will mask their grief at the state of the world.  He is praying for true joy, the kind of joy that filled the life of Jesus even when he faced betrayal and execution.  It is the same kind of joy that sustains people of faith in the midst of catastrophe and calamity.  It is the kind of joy that surprises us, that brings about serenity and a sense of peace, the kind of joy that causes people to "smell" holiness on us, the kind of joy that comes with a real connection and relationship to God. 

Jesus prays for protection for the disciples.  "Protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one."  This could well be our prayer in a fragmented and argumentative age.  We need to be reminded that what we do as a worshipping community we do in Jesus' name.  We may have differing ideas about how to do things or about who should do the doing.  We may be faced with opposite hopes and plans. But our unity is in carrying out our Lord's will.  In this world with all of its pitfalls and temptations, we are the subject of God's promises and this prayer for our protection. 

Finally Jesus prays for their sanctification, for their holiness.  How do we hear that call to holiness?  Do we protest that we are not holy?  Does the very idea of holiness disturb us?  It is our call.  It is the terms of our being in the world.  Jesus is our pattern for how to live in the world, for how to live lives of holiness.  He did not separate himself from the world.  He ate and drank with outcasts and sinners.  He communicated the love of God wherever he went.   

That sense of prayer, taking us into the presence of God, God indwelling us, is the starting point.  It is the beginning of the search for soul.  May we continue to grow in prayer.  Amen. 

