
About ‘Mission: 1’ 

During the first 11 days of November 2011, the United Church of Christ will be engaged in a 
shared missional emphasis/event, ‘Mission: 1’ during which the entire denomination will attest 
to the power of oneness by focusing the 11-day period on feeding the hungry and confronting 
food-related injustice.  Specifically, the church will seek to donate more than 1 million items of 
healthy food to local food banks, more than $111,111 for Neighbors in Need and write more 
than 11,111 letters to Congress asking our government to reform U.S. foreign assistance in a 
way that more effectively benefits hungry and poor people worldwide.  
Learn more at <http://www.ucc.org/mission1>.  

‘Mission 1’ is also an important opportunity to reflect on Jesus’ prayer and the UCC’s motto, 
“That They May All Be One.” This bible study invites you to discover/discuss the power and 
potential of unity, of oneness. 

Text:  John 17: 20 – 26, inclusive 

“I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through 
their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father/Mother, 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. The glory that you have 
given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I 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. 

“Father/Mother, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I 
am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of 
the world. Righteous Father/Mother, the world does not know you, but I know you; and these 
know that you have sent me. I made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so 
that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them.” 1

1 NRSV, inclusive

A Bible Study for ‘MISSION: 1’
John 17: 20 – 26

(including verse 21, Jesus’ prayer “that they may all be one,” adopted 
as the motto of  the United Church of  Christ)



Background Reading

Jesus is gathered with his disciples. It is Thursday night, the eve of the crucifixion. He has 
told them he is going away and that they cannot follow him. He has instructed them to love 
another, promised that he will come back for them in time, and assured them that in the 
meantime he will send the Advocate to remind them of his teaching. And then he prays. No 
more instructions, no more Q&A, no more assurances or predications. Jesus just prays, asking 
his Heavenly Parent to draw the disciples into the relationship that God and Jesus already 
enjoy, that they – God, Jesus and the disciples – may be as one. But then he extends his prayer, 
actually breaks it wide open until it stretches beyond the room, city, region, and even the time 
and history they occupy. “And I ask not only on behalf of these,” Jesus prays, “but also on 
behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one.” 
 
Did you hear that? Two thousand years ago, understandably focused on his impending 
suffering and death, Jesus nevertheless turns his attention to us, actually prays for us. Jesus 
prays, in fact, for all those of every time and place who will come to believe through the 
testimony of his disciples, and that includes us. 
 
And right there, in a heartbeat, the distance between the stories the Bible tells and our own 
stories collapses. Suddenly, what’s going on in the biblical story isn’t way back then, it’s right 
here and now, as Jesus prays for us – for our ups and down, our hopes and disappointments, 
our aspirations and commitments, our yearning for meaning and need for purpose. Right 
there. Right then. Right now.2

How do we live together?  How do we worship together?  How do we get from “I” and “you” 
to “we.”  This is, after all, what Jesus prays for.  The primary focus in this text is unity in the 
body of future believers.  In today’s increasingly polarized world, this may seem to be a pipe 
dream, or at the very best something that is more easily said than done.  We separate ourselves 
from each other according to theology.  We separate ourselves from each other according 
to race.  We separate ourselves from each other according to social standing.  We separate 
ourselves from each other according to geography.  We separate ourselves from each other 
according to gender, sexual orientation, appearance, age, politics, etc.  The list goes on and on.  
With so much out there that divides us, how are we ever to achieve the kind of unity for which 
Jesus asks?

It helps to understand that the unity for which Jesus asks is not based on who we are, but on 
who God is.  Jesus here does not pray for unity without also acknowledging the fundamental 
character of God: first, that God is one with Jesus Christ, and second, that God loves God’s 
people in the same way that God loves Jesus.  The unity for which Jesus prays is not dependent 
upon our ability to overcome division, but God’s constant love for us in spite of it.  

There is a “we” of faith precisely because of the way in which God relates to each and every 
believer, not because of the way in which we relate to each other.  Jesus is not praying for some 

2  David Lose, workingpreacher.org



monolithic expression of faith in which all believers believe the same things without variance.  
The “unity” here is not the absence of our disagreements.  It is loving others in spite of them.3

Denominational and confessional divisions among those who name Jesus as Lord are 
sometimes a stumbling block to faith for unbelievers: “Christians cannot agree on anything 
even among themselves. How much of a handle on truth can they actually have?” When our 
divisions stop unbelievers from inquiring further, or when our idolatrous fascinations with 
internecine conflict turn people off from wanting even to keep company with us, repentance is 
called for.  Yet at least as big a problem—and arguably the problem addressed by these verses 
of Christ’s prayer—is our failure to tell the story of how and how much God loved the world. 
God wants to know and to be known by God’s people. Jesus wants all of God’s people with 
him where he is.4

From a purely cultural perspective, prayer is a socially meaningful act of communication 
directed to persons perceived to be in control of the life situation of the one praying and 
performed for the purpose of getting results. 
 
The message of the prayer reveals how the persons praying perceive themselves and God. This 
is captured in a traditional saying: lex orandi, lex credendi, that is, how and what we pray 
reveal what we believe about the one to whom we pray.5

The Study:

Materials needed:  Bibles, newsprint to record prompting-question reflections.

 1. Begin with prayer, possibly praying a psalm Jesus would have prayed, such as Psalm 133

 2. Open discussion with these prompting questions: 

 u “How do you know unity when you see it?”  

 u “What qualities are present that help you know there is unity in the room?”  

Record the responses on newsprint.

 3. Read the text (taking turns verse by verse)

 4. Questions for Reflection:

	 u How do you feel when someone prays out loud for you?
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	 u If you listen carefully to your prayers, what sort of things do they reveal about 
  your beliefs about God?  About your sense of the relationship you have with God?6

	 u The people of the Gospel writer John’s community were displaced from the 
  Temple and under siege, what stands out in Jesus’ prayer for a time such as this? 
  What stands out for times such as ours?  How does “Mission: 1” speak to the 
  times in which we are living?

	 u In his prayer, what does Jesus suggest we have to give up to “be one?”

	 u What invitation is Jesus extending when he prays, “I ask not only on behalf of 
  these but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that 
  they may all be one.”

	 u What gives you hope for the unity of the church?

	 u Why do you think the United Church of Christ chose Jesus’ prayer, “that they may 
  all be one” as its motto?

	 u How do you experience “Mission: 1” as a living out of the oneness that Jesus 
  prayed for?

 5. End with a time of prayer.  
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