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This Gospel is set on the night before Jesus’ death. He knows that he has stepped on too many toes and is headed 
for disaster. He knows the disciples will be left on their own. He’s worried about them. One can sense the pleading 
tone of his prayer, the pain as he contemplates what his friends will face.   
 
They are an odd lot on the face of it. They are ordinary men, laborers, rescued traitors. One would think Jesus could 
have done better. But, in this prayer, he never asks for better disciples. He doesn’t pray for replacements. Instead, 
what does he pray for? Unity among them. That they will be one - one spirit, one faith, one communion. Unity. 
That’s Jesus’ final plea as he must leave these unseemly followers by themselves. 
 
As I contemplate Jesus’ prayer this Sunday, ecumenism among Christian communities doesn’t leap to my mind. Ten 
years or more ago, a group of American Catholics issued a plea for unity. But it was for unity among Catholics! They 
were clearly concerned for the future of the Catholic Church here in our own country. Will the Catholic Church 
enter a second millennium, they wondered, torn by dissension, weakened in its core structures? The answer, they 
wrote, depends on whether the Catholic Church can find common ground to address the differences threatening to 
tear it asunder. Listen to their words: 

“There is nothing wrong in itself with the prospect that different visions should contend within American 
Catholicism. That has long been part of the church’s experience in this nation… But the way that struggle is 
currently proceeding, the entire church may lose.”   

The group worried about the closed, defensive stance of some in the American church, even its highest leadership. 
“Rather than forging a consensus,” they wrote, “that can harness and direct the church’s energies, contending 
viewpoints are in danger of cancelling each other out.” The writers named a whole set of polarizing and dividing 
issues: the changing role of women, the nature of decision-making in the church, the capacity to embrace new 
populations and cultural heritages, the place of teaching authority – to name a few.  
 
Jesus’ prayer for unity today goes far beyond that Last Supper table. What will it take for the Church in our time to 
escape the partisanship and bickering that seems so rampant? 
 
We are not going to eliminate our differences. The Catholic Church has always lived with a variety of theologies, 
pastoral practices, and organizations. At the same time, the Church has insisted that all its theologies, all its 
movement, all its spiritualities be accountable to the Gospel and to the authentic Catholic tradition. The Catholic 
faith is not a smorgasbord of unbounded variety. Neither is the unity for which Christ prayed necessarily a 
uniformity of organization, governance, or form.   
 
If we are to go anywhere toward Christ’s prayed-for unity, Catholics must learn to pursue their disagreements in a 
renewed spirit of dialogue and civility.   
 
Let me suggest a few behaviors set forth by this group – now known as the Catholic Common Ground Initiative. (In 
the interest of self-disclosure, I am a member of its national committee.)  

1. When you find yourself in disagreement with a fellow Catholic, realize that no single view has a 
complete monopoly on truth. Even the Pope and bishops teach as a corporate body, consulting and 
listening one to the other. 

2. Why not presume good faith in the ones with whom we disagree? Avoid labels, blanketing terms, “those 
leftists”, “radical right-wing”, and the like.   

3. Be cautious when ascribing motives. Begin by supposing that we all love the Church and are working 
for its welfare. 

 
Suppose every Catholic listening to Jesus’ plea for unity were to make a covenant to this kind of mutual respect, 
careful listening, and civil conversations! The Church faces great challenges in modern America. But without the 
unity among ourselves for which Jesus prays today, we will not find common strength to carry our mission into this 
new century. Unity. It begins with me – and you.   

 
That we all may be one. Amen. 


