Sermon – 08:30 5th June 2011 John 17:1-11
This morning I want to look at unity in the Christian church, and I’ll be using the gospel reading from John 17. Well did you know that according to Wikipedia, that mine of information on the Web, there are around 42,000 Church denominations across the world -42,000! I was staggered. It seems there are some very strange ones out there too.

There is the Church of Universal Wisdom who apparently believe they have perfected a way of communicating with aliens, and are conduits for a Universal Wisdom. This apparently gained in popularity when some American parents discovered that they could prevent their children being vaccinated as this faith prohibits such injections.

Then there is The Embassy of Heaven who consider all earthly governments illegitimate, and issues its own passports and driving licenses. The Authorities suspect this organisation is an attempt to avoid paying taxes.

Next is the Nudist Christian Church of the Blessed Virgin Jesus. I’m not quite sure what this group teaches, but I’m sure they could be easily recognised – they are the ones with no clothes on!

Finally there is The Church of God Anonymous – they are hard to find because they’re well - anonymous.

So there are some way out examples in the list, but of course there are many groups that we would more easily recognise – Baptist, Methodist, Catholic, Anglican, but all of these contain many different branches or variations.
So as we digest the divisions that have arisen over the years, we then read Jesus words as he prays for all who follow him, ‘that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me, and I am in you.’ Jesus longs for his people to be united, that the church should be one. I wonder if we believe that is even possible.  In a gracious speech to General Synod last year, the president of the Methodist conference suggested that Methodists were prepared to be reunified with the church of England even if that meant the loss of their identity, if that would serve the needs of mission and the Kingdom of God. He challenged other churches to be prepared to follow suit. 
And though the Anglican and Methodist communions have made slow progress towards reunification over the years, and at grass roots we work very effectively together, something I experienced first hand in Nottingham,  there remains a good deal of resistance in both camps to making that final step.
Well we know that even the early church had problems with unity. The disciples were often arguing with each other, for instance James and John caused outrage among the others when they expressed a desire to sit at the right and left hand side of Jesus. Later in the early years of the church there was a heated debate between the followers of Peter, and of Paul, over whether Gentile converts should be required to adopt Jewish practices such as circumcision. Although the church leaders decided that Gentiles did not need to be circumsized a group of Jewish converts within the church still went around proclaiming that you could not be saved unless you were circumsized. This became a divisive issue, and we often read in his letters how much trouble this group caused Paul.

And we still struggle with those divisive issues today – you only have to look at the current debates on women Bishops and homosexual clergy to see how the different traditions within Anglicanism have been set against each other. So many churches of all denominations end up splitting over some issue, large or small. As we look at the history of the church it almost seems that our default setting is division, not unity.

But as we look at this prayer of Jesus just before his arrest, we cannot avoid recognising how important this issue is to him. He could have spent more time praying that the disciples would become better teachers or servants, or leaders. Instead it seems that his prayer revolves around their unity. Which means that there is something profoundly important here, something that that the health and effectiveness of the church depends on. Something that Jesus knew would be a continual struggle for his followers.
It’s an area where Christians are vulnerable to Satan’s influence. Seemingly small issues of disagreement can be blown up enormously to destroy fellowship and distract us from what God really wants us to do. We probably have all seen faithful committed Christian people set against each other – each convinced the other is at fault, unwilling or unable to restore that relationship, that conflict becoming an unhealed wound that harms the whole of that congregation. 
Disunity is undoubtedly one of Satan’s primary aims throughout history. Sadly it has been an effective strategy.
Jesus prays that his followers would be one just as he is with the Father. Again there is something profoundly important here. God’s nature is love, and that love is expressed in the relationship between the three persons of the Trinity. God is also in a mysterious way three in one, a perfect unity, and because we are created in his image we are also meant to live in relationship and harmony with others. The relationship between God the Father and God the Son is our template, and something we should be striving to emulate as part of our journey of discipleship.
That call to unity is something which those outside the church can never achieve, because Christian unity is only made possible through the work of Jesus. He calls us to love one another as he has loved us, and commentators suggest that our unity can only be brought about by reciprocal love. The two are integral, like two halves of the same coin.
Jesus goes on to explain why unity is so important. In verses 21 to 23 he says that it is so that the world would believe that the Father had sent Jesus as Saviour, and that his love extends to all of humanity. In other words the mission of the church is not just to speak of him, but to demonstrate to the world how God transforms the lives of men and women into his likeness, and brings about the kind of community that the world so badly needs. A Christian community that is obviously not living in unity is denying by its behaviour, the message it proclaims. But despite all the negative publicity about the church that we see around us today, there are examples of Godly types of communities throughout the world. Christians who care for those in need, who seek to transform the injustices of our materialistic culture, who give sacrificially of their money and time for the benefit of others, who demonstrate powerfully that there is a better way to live in community.
All churches have shining examples of how powerful a united community can be. But Jesus asks for more than that. He doesn’t just ask us to be united in our congregation, our parish or our church. His prayer is for complete unity. That all of us may be one. True believers in Jesus should share a common unity whatever name is on the sign outside the church. We share a common salvation, a common mission, a common destiny. So we must do our best to avoid being too parochial, to restricted in our view of our fellow Christians.
Even in our church there are barriers between people, maybe between different congregations, or so sadly between St Johns and the parish church. Let’s pray that God will help us to be reconciled, to regain the unity we have lost. I came to faith in the Evangelical wing of the Church of England, taught to be extremely suspicious of those labelled Liberals, and slightly wary of those on the Catholic wing as well. But as I sent time with Christians of other traditions I found so much to celebrate and learn from in the experience and insights of others. We have to understand that none of us hold a monopoly in our understanding of God.

Some of you may have seen the recent controversy over a book written by the American pastor and youth evangelist Rob Bell, called ‘Love Wins’. In the past Rob has been the darling of the evangelic wing of the church, and produced some fantastic material for young people, including his Nooma series of DVD’s which we have used with our young people here. In his book Rob questions the view of Heaven and Hell which labels some as ‘in’ and condemns others as ‘out’. He suggests that because of his love for us God’s intention is to reconcile all things to himself, and that at the end of the day, Gods purposes cannot be thwarted. 
He does not deny that some may choose to be separated from God, but a number of Christian leaders have condemned him as being a Universalist, that is stating that everyone will be saved, some dismissing his book without even reading it. Which by the way, I have, and I found it to be inspiring and a book I would heartily recommend.

Jesus calls us to unity with our brothers and sisters in the faith, but we do need to recognise that there are those who call themselves Christian who are doing so under false pretences. There were many heresies in the early church, and the creeds that we still say today were developed to define the core beliefs that united followers of Jesus.  Many of those heresies revolved around the Trinitarian nature of God, emphasising person one over another, or rejecting the full divinity of Jesus or the Holy Spirit. Quite a few of them are still around today; for example Christadelphianism, Jehovahs Witnesses, Mormons and Unitarians. Such groups are better defined as separate religions, because clearly we do not serve the same God.

But there are many ways which we can work to be more unified. Personally we can be open to the insights and experience of others, be aware of our background and how that has coloured our thinking. We can always be prepared to forgive. 
So much disunity is caused by people holding on to past bitterness or hurt. We must let it go and allow God to heal us. In Ephesians 4:3 we read ‘Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace’. Sometimes we have to make a conscious decision to work for unity, to keep it in the forefront of our minds. I’m sorry to say that there are some groups in the recent debates on women bishops and sexuality who seem to have lost sight of the importance of unity.
Our diocesan vision recognises the importance and value of ecumenical working, and although we do have a thriving Christians Together group here in Ulverston, there are some churches who won’t join, and undoubtedly much more we could do together. Recently I went with Tom to Bardsea and Pennington churches, and I was struck by how much potential there was at both places. Bardsea with its stunning location, and small, but committed congregation. Pennington with a good age range in its congregation and some young families. I’m sure there is all kinds of potential and mission opportunities across the Furness Deanery, particularly with Graham as the Deanery Youth Minister, but we just don’t work together very well. I have to say that in some cases it is the clergy who are a barrier to greater unity, focused on their patch, not seeing the bigger picture. And that saddens me. 
I was interested to discover recently that Ubuntu, which I know from my IT background as a UNIX based computer operating system, is a word that originated in South Africa among the Bantu people. It is a traditional African description of community. It is defined as ‘I am who I am, because of who we are’. ArchBishop Desmond Tutu described it like this:
‘A person with Ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are diminished, or when others are devalued or oppressed’.

Ubuntu describes a people who are one, who have one purpose.  Let’s pray that as Gods people we can all share that vision and work towards the goal of unity, to be one as Jesus and the Father are one.
Amen.
