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	In the mid 1980’s, when the public began to perceive that the white meat of chicken and turkey was more healthy than RED meat, the National Pork Board began an advertising campaign to position pork as “the other white meat.”  It seems to have WORKED as thirty years later, with some variation, it is STILL being used as a marketing slogan to sell pork products.  Well this morning, after several months studying the prayers of great biblical figures in the Old Testament, we now move into the NEW Testament to look at the prayer life of Jesus himself.  However, we’re not going to scrutinize “the Lord’s Prayer,” that is, the prayer he instructed his disciples in during his Sermon on the Mount at the OUTSET of his ministry.  No, we’re going to look at his “other prayer,” the one he made at the very END of his ministry and in the hours just prior to this arrest and execution.  In the early fifth century, Clement of Alexandria, one of our Early Church Fathers, said that in this prayer, Jesus was a high priest acting on behalf of his people.  Since then, it has often been referred to as his “High Priestly Prayer” to distinguish it from the earlier and more well-known “Lord’s Prayer” which we pray together every Sunday.  
	Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer is not found in any of the other gospels; it is unique to John alone and comprises an entire chapter.  Where in “the Lord’s Prayer,” Jesus is teaching his followers HOW to pray, here in John 17 he is offering up his OWN prayer- prayer at its deepest and most personal level.  He knew that his time was short and that he had done everything he could to prepare his followers for what was about to befall him.  Therefore, it was now necessary to separate himself from the others that he might commune alone and uninterruptedly with his Heavenly Father, to share with him those burdens that still lay heavy upon his heart.  
	The prayer can be divided into three main sections- the first, vv. 1-5 in which Jesus prays for himself; the second, vv. 6-19 where he prays specifically for his own disciples to whom he has manifested the Father’s name; and the third, vv. 20-26 where he prays for those who would later believe on the testimony of his disciples- the Church.  This being the first of a three-part series on his prayer, we are going to focus solely on the first five verses where our Lord prays for himself on the eve of his Passion.  
	Now if there is one word that dominates these particular verses, John 17: 1-5, it is the word “glory.”  However, “glory” is not a word we’re accustomed to using very much in our ordinary speech.  I know that “Glory” was the name of an award-winning film starring Matthew Broderick and Denzel Washington about the first Black regiment in the Civil War and we sometimes refer to the American flag as “Old Glory.”  I also remember that “Glory Days” was a hit song by Bruce Springsteen back in the early ‘80’s and anticipate in another month or so that “morning glories” will begin making their appearance in my wife’s backyard garden.  Other than to a few references like these, the word almost never appears as part of our day-to-day conversation, does it?  
Webster’s Dictionary defines “glorify” as “to make glorious,” “to secure honor, praise, or admiration for,” “to exalt to a state of glory,” and “to throw a resplendent light upon or light up brilliantly.”  The word “glory” is itself defined as “something that merits or secures lofty praise, honor, or admiration,” “a highly distinguished, splendid, or renowned quality, attribute, or action,” and “a radiance or dazzling illumination.”  Biblically speaking, “glory” is that which illuminates or reveals, hence, the “glory of God” is that which manifests or reveals God.  Because God is invisible and even incomprehensible, we can only KNOW God through God’s own effects or actions.  No one has ever seen God, therefore, anything we DO know about God is revealed or manifested through God’s “glory.”  This glory is the outward shining of the inward being of God.  To see the glory of God is to therefore see or apprehend who or what God is at his very essence.
In the Old Testament, God’s glory or splendor was revealed both in nature and in history.  For instance, the psalmist wrote The heavens declare the glory of God (Ps.19:1).  What he was saying was that because God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, we can infer that God is an all-powerful being, a God of tremendous beauty and order and design.  It is in the “glory” of the creation that we can know these aspects of God’s being.  Similarly, we can see the glory of God revealed through history.  We see it demonstrated again and again in his love for his chosen people, Israel- through their deliverance from bondage in Egypt and his continued faithfulness to them and their covenant despite their constant faithlessness, sustaining them even when they were carried into exile. 
In the New Testament, John might be called “the gospel of glory.”  The noun “glory” occurs eighteen times in it, more than any other New Testament book except Second Corinthians, and the verb “glorify” twenty-three times.  No other New Testament book has it more than nine times.  In his opening chapter, John treats the birth of Jesus as the revelation of the glory of God.  In v. 14, he says, “We beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father” full of “grace and truth.”  By turning water into wine at the wedding reception in Cana, we are told that Jesus manifested his glory, a glory that was characteristic in and through everything he did.  In John 16, v. 14, we are told that the Holy Spirit will “glorify” Jesus Christ, that is, make the meaning and relevance of his life and ministry evident to all.  It is the Spirit who reveals and manifests our Lord to the world.  
With the beginning verses of this prayer in chapter 17, Jesus prays twice for “glorification.”  In verse one, we are told that Jesus lifted his eyes toward heaven and said, Father, the hour has now come.  Please glorify your son that I, your son, might in turn glorify you.  A few verses later, he prays, Father, I glorified you on the earth, having accomplished the work which you have given me to do.  Now, glorify me together with yourself with the glory which I shared with you before the creation of the world.  In other words, Jesus is praying that as the Son has glorified (or revealed) the Father, so should the Father now glorify (or reveal) the Son so that he can glorify the Father even further.  Where we typically use “glory” to denote majesty and splendor, to describe that which is high and lifted up, John uses it completely different.  According to him, “glory” is to be seen only in lowliness and humble service.  Thus, the glory of Christ was first revealed in his incarnation, that is, when the Son of God left the splendor of heaven to be born in the back of a cattle stall.  His glory was then made manifest in his love for the sick and the sorrowful, for the lost and the dispossessed whom he continuously made the object of his special concern.  His glory was FURTHER made evident when he humbled himself by getting on his hands and knees to wash his disciples’ feet, including the feet of the one who would eventually betray him.  
But the place where his glory was ULTIMATELY revealed was in the cross.  When a delegation of Greeks came seeking Jesus out, he informed them, The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit (John 12:23,24).  And when Jesus was in the Upper Room following their last supper together, he said to his disciples, NOW is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified in Him; if God is glorified in Him, God will also glorify Him in Himself, and will glorify Him immediately (John 13:31,32)- both statements being obvious references to his upcoming Passion.  He had glorified the Father by doing the work he had been given to do on earth, and now the hour of his crucifixion, the moment when his Father would glorify HIM, had finally come.  Thus the cross becomes the ultimate symbol of the love and humility of God- God sending his only-begotten Son to die for the sins of the world; God being put to death to demonstrate his perfect and complete identification and solidarity with the rest of the world’s suffering.  THAT was the ultimate revelation of the heart and essence of God- the cross as evidence of God’s complete and perfect love, God’s glory for everyone to see!  
If as the old hymn tells us the old rugged cross is an emblem of suffering and shame,” then we find ourselves presented with the ULTIMATE paradox: that the excruciating execution of the Son of God by the very persons he had come to save actually represents in the divine plan its very OPPOSITE- the cross as the supreme glory of the love and justice of God.  When viewed through the eyes of faith, instead of defeat, we can see victory; instead of tragedy and failure, we are confronted with triumph.  Frederick W. Dillistone, the former Dean of Liverpool Cathedral, addresses this contradiction in his book Jesus Christ and His Cross.  After pointing out how the cross stands at the center of the Christian religion, that nothing has a right to the name “Christian” that is contrary to or incompatible with all that this symbol represents, he asks:
At first sight this appears to be one of the strangest facts in the whole history of the human race.  Does not man love life?  Yet the cross points to death.  Does not man strive for victory?  Yet the cross tells of defeat.  Does not man labor to establish harmony and concord?  Yet the cross produces disruption and discord.  Does not man delight in all that is fair and beautiful?  Yet the cross suggests all that is crude and ugly.  Why should such a symbol have been chosen?  Why has it been so jealously guarded and retained?  When all allowances have been made for the historical circumstances within which Christianity came to birth, is it not strange that men should have set the cross in the forefront rather than in the background, that they should have been proud rather than ashamed of this sign of ignominy and defeat?
The fact is that the glory of God is revealed and human experience is illuminated through the cross of Jesus Christ and nowhere else.  God’s strength is revealed through the weakness of the cross; eternal life is gained through the death of his only-begotten son.  To most enlightened and sophisticated minds, this is sheer IDIOCY!  WHO, after all, could possibly believe such nonsense!  ST. PAUL realized this and dealt with it in his letter to the Corinthian church.  HIS response was: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]For the word of the cross is to those who are perishing foolishness, but to those of us who are being saved it is the power of God.  For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the cleverness of the clever I will set aside.”...Where the Jews ask for signs, and the Greeks search for wisdom, we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block, and to Gentiles foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ becomes the power of God and the wisdom of God.
But the $64,000 dollar question still remains- HOW?  How is it possible that this cross, this execution device which was responsible for the deaths of so many of Rome’s enemies, could demonstrate the full extent of God’s love and commitment for his world- and, more specifically, to US in the year 2011?  I personally can’t help asking, in light of this weekend’s natural tragedy in Japan where it is speculated that upwards of 10,000 persons are missing and may have been killed by the earthquake and subsequent tidal wave, how the cross of Jesus Christ can in ANY WAY be considered a victory FOR THEM.  Last week in Pennsylvania, seven Amish children—ranging from seven months to eleven years old and all members of the same family--perished in a terrible house fire.  Yet I’m expected to believe that the cross of Christ, the excruciating death of the Son of God, can somehow speak to that situation and perhaps even make it better for the PARENTS of those children?  On the face of it, it just seems patently too absurd, too ridiculous to even consider.
Well, for us, the answer is that in Jesus Christ the Son, God the Father demonstrates complete and perfect solidarity with his creation.  In our Lord’s arrest and suffering, in his abandonment and powerlessness, in his hopelessness and ultimately his death, we see God entering into our human situation declaring that he is INDEED “Emmanuel” or “God with us” in every way.  To see God revealed in the apparent defeat and abandonment of the cross is to see the glory of God revealed in all its resplendence for it becomes the supreme manifestation of the heart and love of God for the world he created.  Love is then not an idea or a theological abstraction but an ACTION- it is God getting down upon his OWN hands and knees to minister to us in the midst of our greatest need.  When CHRIST went to the cross for us, GOD also went to the cross for us, as ONE OF US, sharing our mortality and frailty AS WELL.  All the weakness and hopelessness, all the suffering and death WE experience, Jesus HIMSELF experienced, and all that HE experienced was no less felt by his heavenly Father.  Thus, the cross gives us all the assurance we need that God is present, TRULY present--HERE AND NOW--amidst all the contradictions and confusions of human experience.  In that scene of complete dereliction and despair, on that hill where the dreadful cry of “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” was uttered, we find God present in all his glory, present where by all accounts God seems most absent.  Christianity’s finest hour occurs at the moment of its greatest darkness, and the PROOF of that comes three days later when Good Friday gives way to Easter morn, when the lifeless corpse of our Savior is supplanted by an empty tomb.  
Friends, where the resurrection is our FUTURE HOPE, the cross remains our PRESENT REALITY.  The cross describes our CURRENT SITUATION.  It is a symbol of all the pain and suffering and injustice that is in our world and that includes in our OWN lives as well.  Can we honestly believe that God knows the effects of hunger or thirst or personal rejection?  Can we truly affirm that God understands loneliness or fear or sorrow or depression?   How is it possible that the great Jehovah, maker of heaven and earth, can perfectly feel the pain of each one of us- from a bedridden cancer victim or of a young man dying of AIDS or of a recently-divorced mother of two with no prospect of a job?  The answer plain and simply is the cross, THE CROSS- THAT’S how!  THIS is why St. Paul could write those amazing words to the Galatians, Far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ (Gal. 6:14), and why John Bowring could similarly echo in that famous hymn of his:
In the cross of Christ I glory, Towering o’er the wrecks of time; 
All the light of sacred story Gathers round its head sublime.
     	     When the woes of life o’ertake me, Hopes deceive, and fears annoy, 
     	     Never shall the cross forsake me: Lo! It glows with peace and joy.
That cross glows with peace and joy because it is a towering testament to God’s love; it is concrete proof of God’s total COMMITMENT to you and me.  It is THERE, in that cross, that we see life gained through death, strength displayed in weakness, and hope in the face of total despair.  We never have to look any further than his cross for it is THERE and there ALONE that God is revealed to us in all his glory.  Let us pray...
Gracious God of the Cross, help us in the weeks ahead to stay fixated on your cross and the call to sacrifice and servanthood that it demands.  Help us to take great comfort in the fact that you DO understand us and our situation, and that you’re ever present to us even when life gets rough and we can’t see or hear you.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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