
JOHN 17.1-11  1 

“They Were Yours, and You Gave Them to Me” 
John 17.1-11 Dr. David B. Hartman, Jr. 
May 28, 2017 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 
After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, ‘Father, the hour has 
come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, since you have given him authority 
over all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. And this is eternal life, that 
they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. I glorified you on 
earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. So now, Father, glorify me in your own 
presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed. 
 ‘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. Now they know that everything you 
have given me is from you; 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. 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. All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I 
have been glorified in them. 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. 
 
 We all fear something. My particular fear, which waxes and wanes as I 

slog through the decades, is losing my memory. My wonderful mother suffered 

from dementia for around a decade, so I am forever looking for signs of it in 

myself. Whenever I misidentify someone or misplace my car in a parking lot, 

the old anxiety comes welling up. One of the reasons I wanted to study at 

Oxford during my sabbatical summer of 2012 was to see if, at the age of 60, I 

could still do high-level graduate work at a major university. You wonderful 

folks made that possible, and I will be forever grateful. I discovered at Oxford 

that I could actually do graduate work better than I had 35 years earlier, 

because years of practice had made me a better writer and researcher. 

 A couple of years ago, I got a little anxious about my memory again, so I 

consulted with Dr. Stephanie Hiraki, a wonderful young physician in Fort 
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Worth who had been raised in our church. Stephanie and her then-fiance were 

planning their wedding, and she mentioned in passing that she gave memory 

tests to her older patients. I told her I would like to take that test sometime, and 

she invited me to call and set up an appointment. I forgot to, but she reminded 

me the next time we met. So I made the appointment, drove to Fort Worth, and 

between there and here I went through a battery of tests: a memory test, blood 

work, a CAT Scan, ultrasounds on my carotid arteries. I got 30 out of 30 on the 

memory test, and my brain and arteries looked OK, but it turned out that I had 

a Vitamin D deficiency, that I was perpetually sleep deprived, and that the 

statin drug I was taking then made me somewhat disoriented when I took it in 

the morning. Learning all of that, and correcting what I needed to correct, 

made my memory much sharper, which was deeply reassuring. A couple of 

months ago, when I applied for long-term care insurance, I met with a nurse 

who gave me a memory test, and I only missed one question. She told me that 

I had done as well, if not better, than anyone she had ever given it too, which I 

found also extremely reassuring. 

 And then, there was an event that happened a few weeks ago. I was going 

to a benefit for the United Way—a roast for our beloved Dr. Jesse Rogers—

and as I was walking in, a very distinguished looking white-haired gentleman 

greeted me with a broad smile. I knew the face and was trying frantically to 

place him. We shook hands, walked in together and were approached by an 

acquaintance of mine named Gant. I had shared in his mother’s funeral a few 

months earlier. Nancy was a wonderful person, gracious, kind and brave—

many of you will know who I’m talking about—and I had been very impressed 
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by the graciousness of her entire family, especially her husband and Gant’s 

father, Gary. As Gant and I said hello, I asked him, “How is your Dad doing?” 

He said, “Why don’t you ask him yourself? You walked in together.” I was 

mortified. I turned and said, “Gary, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” He 

laughed it off and said, “Don’t worry about it. You see a lot of people.” I do, 

and it is sometimes confusing when I see them out of context—like an 

elementary school student who sees her teacher in the grocery store pushing 

cart. She isn’t supposed to be there. So, even though Gary was very kind and 

considerate, the incident bothered me, because it brought back the old memory 

anxiety again. That said, I do take some consolation in something President 

Ronald Reagan said years before he received an official diagnosis of 

Alzheimer’s. He had been in a receiving line and mistook his own Secretary of 

Housing and Urban Development for the mayor of Washington, D.C. When he 

was corrected, President Reagan apologized and then grinned and said, “You 

know, the great thing about having Alzheimer’s is that you meet somebody 

new every day.” I find that very reassuring. If worst comes to worst, I’ll meet 

somebody new every day. If I’m lucky, they’ll all be as nice as you, because 

they probably will be you. 

 “Blessed Assurance” is the theme of our Easter series. In today’s 

scripture, Jesus was reassuring his disciples. They were gathered in the Upper 

Room. He had shared the last meal he would eat before he died on the cross, a 

meal we now consecrate as the Lord’s Supper: “This is my body broken for 

you; this is my blood shed for you.” At that dinner, he called them his friends. 

To exalt the high calling of servanthood, he washed their feet. And then he 
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prayed for them. He said to the Father, “They were yours, and you gave them 

to me,” and since he would soon be ascending to heaven, he prayed to the 

Father to protect them. Everyone in our lives was known by God, and loved by 

God, before they were ever known or loved by us. Whenever I am with 

someone whose loved one has just passed away, or is on the verge of passing, 

this prayer is said: “Help us to remember, O loving God, that as you did not 

lose her when you gave her to us, we do not lose her when she returns to you, 

and the nearer we draw to you, the nearer we draw to her, for she now lives 

with you.” In the prayer in today’s scripture, Jesus said to the Father, 

All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in 
them. 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. 

 
 Today is Ascension Sunday, when we remember the resurrected Christ 

ascending into heaven. The Book of Acts says Jesus ascended forty days after 

his resurrection. For a while, the disciples from Galilee—Acts says there were 

about 120 of them—lingered in Jerusalem. Peter served as the de facto leader. 

The twelve apostles had been reduced to eleven after Judas had betrayed Jesus 

and died, and a successor was needed to keep the Biblically significant number 

of twelve (as in the Twelve Tribes of Israel). So the eleven remaining apostles 

nominated two candidates from among the disciples [remember, a disciple is 

one who follows; an apostle is one who is sent]. One candidate was a man 

named Barsabbas, nicknamed Justus, and the other was Matthias. They 

apostles prayed, lots were cast, and Matthias was chosen to fill the ranks of the 

twelve. After that, according to the Book of Acts, the 120 disciples basically 
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hung around Jerusalem waiting for what would come next. Many expected 

Jesus’ imminent return in glory. Others remembered his having said that the 

Comforter, the Advocate, would come. What happened, of course, was the 

coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. On that day, the church was 

born. We will talk about that next week, on Pentecost Sunday. But for now, I 

want to stay in this brief interregnum, this in-between time between the 

Ascension and Pentecost. Jesus wasn’t physically with the disciples anymore. 

They had beheld his resurrection from the dead, and after that he appeared 

among them for forty days. They would have been something other than 

human if they had not felt somewhat abandoned. Even the most faithful people 

will feel abandoned when a loved one is gone. 

 I was in the room when my four children were born. With each addition, I 

felt the presence of God, and an urgent sense of obligation. I was also in the 

room when my mother and my father died. I felt the presence of God then as 

well, but in a different way. Instead of arriving, like my children, my mother 

and father were departing. The God who loved them first and best and most of 

all had taken then back unto himself. It will eventually happen to us all. 

 If you love someone more than your own life and also are responsible for 

their well-being, it can be very sobering to contemplate the reality of your own 

mortality. That awareness doesn’t have to occur as a result of learning you 

have a grievous illness or hearing the roar of an onrushing tornado. It can be 

something as prosaic as writing your will, or being moved by a song at a 

funeral and thinking, “I want that sung at mine.” When you have loved ones 

for whom you are responsible, you begin to value your own life more, but 
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more for their sake than your own. You wonder, “Will they be OK? Will they 

be safe? Will they make the right decisions, do the right things?” It helps to 

remember that before anyone was entrusted to us, they were loved by God. As 

Jesus prayed to the Father, “They were yours and you gave them to me.” The 

single greatest consolation any Christian parent can have is knowing that their 

children have a relationship with Jesus Christ. 

*** 

 Earlier, I talked about memory. Tomorrow is Memorial Day, a day 

hallowed by memory. We are called to remember, with gratitude and 

reverence, those who made the supreme sacrifice on the altar of liberty. Last 

week, those of you who were here heard Kenn Hill’s moving remembrances 

about the faith of those who are under fire, as he was frequently as a helicopter 

pilot in Vietnam: “There are no atheists in foxholes, or in hot landing zones.” 

It is possible for those whose lives are on the line to pray for hours a day, 

fifteen desperate seconds at a time. In William Manchester’s moving memoir, 

“Good-Bye Darkness,” about his service as a Marine in the Pacific during 

World War II, he wrote about returning, as a middle-aged man, to the killing 

fields of Okinawa where he had been twice wounded and where lost a great 

many friends and brothers in arms. His first wound was one that soldiers then 

called “a million dollar wound,” one that was not so grievous as to never be 

healed, but one sufficient to remove the one wounded from the cauldron at the 

front to the peace and orderliness of a hospital behind the lines. The second 

time Manchester was wounded—this time, almost fatally—occurred because 

he had gone AWOL from the hospital to rejoin his brother Marines in battle. 
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That wound caused traumatic brain injury and led to his evacuation back to the 

States. 

 Over the years, Manchester’s physical injuries had somewhat healed; the 

mental and emotional ones had not. When he returned to Okinawa in 1979, he 

stood on Sugar Loaf Hill, where 7500 Marines had been killed or wounded in 

the span of ten days in May and June, 1945. By 1979, thick grass covered what 

was once a moonscape of shell holes and foxholes “deeply veined with human 

blood.” Manchester recalled the words of the poet Carl Sandburg: I am the 

grass. Let me work. While he stood upon the thick grass doing its work, 

Manchester remembered the ancient prayers he had been taught as a young 

man not yet schooled in the ways of war: “I the Lord am thy Savior and thy 

Redeemer…Sacred heart of the crucified Jesus, take away this murdering hate 

and give us thine own eternal love.” And then he realized why he had  

…jumped hospital that Sunday thirty-five years ago and, in violation of 
orders, returned to the front and almost certain death. It was an act of 
love. Those men on the line were my family, my home. They were 
closer to me than I can say, closer than any friends had been or ever 
would be…I had to be with them, rather than let them die and me live 
with the knowledge that I might have saved them. Men, I now knew, did 
not fight for flag or country, for the Marine Corps or glory or any other 
abstraction. They fight for one another. 
 

*** 
 

 If you went to any graduations this weekend, or were here last Sunday, 

you heard Edward Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance. There was another piece 

of music Elgar composed I heard for the first time this week. It was for a 

poem, the Nun of Nidaros, by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, which was 
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excerpted from a longer poem entitled Tales from a Wayside Inn. Those of you 

who are familiar with the Rocky Mountains know that in the early summer, the 

streams and rivers will rise even if there has been no rain, because the winter 

snow upon the mountains is melting. That is the image in Longfellow’s poem: 

As torrents in summer, 
Half dried in their channels, 
Suddenly rise, though the 
 
Sky is still cloudless, 
For rain has been falling 
Far off at their fountains; 
 
So hearts that are fainting 
Grow full to o’erflowing, 
And they that behold it 
 
Marvel, and know not 
That God at their fountains 
Far off has been raining! 
 
Stronger than steel 
Is the sword of the Spirit; 
Swifter than arrows 
 
The light of the truth is, 
Greater than anger 
Is love, and subdueth! 
 

Even when we don’t discern the source, the Spirit of God still fills the 

hearts of the faithful. Though the pain of our forgetting is great, God, in his 

love, never forgets us. 

Amen. 
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