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The following sermon was given by Rev’d Len Abrams on Sunday 
17th May.  The Gospel reading for the day was John 17, 6-19 
 
Introduction  
 
Where do we belong?  Where does our true identity lie? 
 
I want to tell you of a bizarre meeting I once had at the Home Office 
building in Croydon.  I was born in Kenya as a British citizen, as was 
my father, when Kenya was still part of the British colonial empire.  
My mother was born in Somerset in England.  I moved to South 
Africa with my parents when I was six years old.  When I was 16, 
unbeknownst to me, my father naturalised me as a South African 
citizen.  The reason for this, I later discovered, was to ensure that I 
served in the South African Defence Force, which I would not have 
had to do as a British citizen.  In time I became a conscientious 
objector but that is another story. 
 
When we moved to the United Kingdom from South Africa in 2000, I 
was granted permanent residence on the basis of Karen’s British 
citizenship.  I made enquiries about reclaiming my British citizenship, 
got all the papers together, and went to spend the mandatory 2½ 
hours in the Home Office queue in Croydon.  After an initially very 
cool reception on the part of the official who was dealing with my 
case, and after he had looked through all the papers and reached his 



conclusion, he stood up from his desk, drew himself to his full height, 
stretched his hand across the desk to me and said very solemnly 
“Welcome home Sir, welcome home”.  I felt like the prodigal son of 
the Empire, returning home from the colonies after two generations – 
most bizarre.  Something out of Kafka. 
 
Jesus’ Farewell Discourse 
 
The question is – where is our true country?  Where do we really 
belong? 
 
The Gospel reading today is from the fourth Gospel’s account of 
Jesus’ last night before he was executed.  The disciple’s feet have 
been washed, the last supper has been eaten, Judas has left to do 
his deed.  Jesus now prays to the Father.  This is all part of Jesus’ 
Farewell Discourse, which is true to an ancient Biblical tradition – 
Moses’ farewell discourse and others are recorded in the Hebrew 
Scriptures.  All through this discourse and the following drama of the 
arrest, the kangaroo court, the execution and His death, it is very 
clear that Jesus is in total control. 
 
Jesus knows that he is about to leave the disciples and his prayer to 
the Father is for them - and for us, the believers.  Jesus prays to the 
Father for two things – that the disciples, and all who come to believe 
in him in subsequent ages, will be ‘sanctified’, and that they will be 
protected – that their security will be assured.  Jesus protected the 
disciples himself during his earthly ministry and he now requests the 
Father to take on this role.  Holy Father, protect them in your name 
that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one, 
Jesus says in the prayer; the world has hated them because they do 
not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world.  Jesus 
raises the question of where our home is, where is it that we belong?  
Jesus distinguishes between God’s Kingdom and the “World”. 
 
What is the “World” 
 
We need to understand what the “World” is that Jesus is talking 
about.  It is not the physical earth on which we live – it is not nature 
which is his creation and which is fundamentally good.  The “World” 
to which Jesus refers is a theme which is used throughout the New 



Testament – it is the realm which is all things opposed to God and 
His Kingdom: from the ancient deceiver - the hideous strength which 
pollutes and destroys on the one hand, to the malignant indifference 
of mediocrity on the other.  It is the principalities and powers of the 
ages. 
 
I am not asking you to take them out of the world, Jesus says, As you 
have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.  
Instead of being taken out of the world, Jesus prays that we will be 
sanctified.  Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.  What does 
that mean – to be sanctified?  The word used here in John’s Gospel 
is only used in one other place in the Gospel – in Chapter 10, verse 
36, where Jesus says of himself that “the Father has sanctified [him] 
and sent [him] into the world”. 
 
Being sanctified 
 
Being ‘sanctified’ means to be made holy, to be “set apart”: being set 
apart for a purpose.  What are we set apart for? – Are we set apart to 
be a beleaguered, self-righteous, cloistered, fragile, ‘precious’ 
community?  Or are we set apart to be comfortable, clean-living, law-
abiding, middle-class consumers, indistinguishable in our secular 
world? 
 
To quote C.S. Lewis from The Screwtape Letters (where a senior 
demon is instructing a junior):- “It does not matter how small the sins 
are provided that their cumulative effect is to edge the man away 
from the Light and out into the Nothing.  Murder is no better than 
[comfortable secularism] if [comfortable secularism] can do the trick.  
Indeed the safest road to Hell is the gradual one–the gentle slope, 
soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without 
signposts.”  
 
So what are we sanctified for, what are we set apart for?  We are set 
apart to continue Jesus’ work in the world, both individually and 
corporately as the Church, the Body of Christ.  This is no comfortable 
calling – it is radical, it is counter-intuitive, it is a pain in the neck for 
the establishment (as Jesus certainly was), and, through it all, we are 
called to be holy and blameless.  As in Micah 6:8 – we mortals know 



what is good, we know what God requires of us – “to love kindness, 
do justice and walk humbly with our God.” 
 
Hated by the World 
 
Now the world will not like this.  As Jesus says, the world will hate us 
as it did him.  Jesus prays “I am not asking you to take them out of 
the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one”.  Does this 
mean that we will be safe from the storm, from the earthquake, from 
the cancer tumour, from persecution?  No – his disciples suffered 
these things then and have continued to suffer them all through the 
ages since.  What then is the protection which Jesus is asking the 
Father to give?  What does “protect them from the evil one” mean?  
What the evil one ultimately wants is to change our citizenship from 
the Kingdom of Heaven to the kingdom of the world.  The Father 
undertakes to ensure our ultimate security.  Whatever happens, be it 
the storm, an airline crash, pneumonia, an Isis extremist (and 
something will catch each of us in our turn) our ultimate security is 
assured. 
 
Conclusion 
And so we are not citizens of this world – we have been ransomed, 
secured, set apart.  We are in the in-between time.  We are 
sojourners, we are passing through.  We find ourselves in the World 
but we are not of it – we are citizens of elsewhere.  WE NEED TO 
KNOW OUR IDENTITY NOW.  However comfortable or 
uncomfortable we may feel – this is not our home.  
I am looking forward to the time when I will meet my saviour and be 
embraced by him and hear him say ”Welcome home son, welcome 
home”. 
  
John 17:6-19   New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
6 “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. 7 Now they know that everything you have given me 
is from you; 8 for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, 
and they have received them and know in truth that I came from you; 
and they have believed that you sent me. 9 I am asking on their 
behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those 
whom you gave me, because they are yours. 10 All mine are yours, 



and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them. 11 And now I 
am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming 
to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given 
me, so that they may be one, as we are one. 12 While I was with 
them, I protected them in your name that you have given me. I 
guarded them, and not one of them was lost except the one destined 
to be lost, so that the scripture might be fulfilled. 13 But now I am 
coming to you, and I speak these things in the world so that they may 
have my joy made complete in themselves. 14 I have given them your 
word, and the world has hated them because they do not belong to 
the world, just as I do not belong to the world. 15 I am not asking you 
to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the 
evil one. 16 They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to 
the world. 17 Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. 18 As you 
have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. 
19 And for their sakes I sanctify myself, so that they also may be 
sanctified in truth.” 
 


