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Acts 16:16-34; Psalm 97; Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20; John 17:20-26

This Sunday is what I call “Between Sunday;” it’s between Jesus’ Ascension and Pentecost.  Last week we read Jesus’ farewell discourse, in which he charges his disciples with loving one another in such a way that their love will be a testimony to God’s love, and that all people would know who they were, and whose they were, by the love they had for one another.  
In our gospel reading today, we back up to the eve before Jesus’ death.  He is in serious discussion with God the Father.  He is entrusting his followers, those faithful whom the Father has given to him, back to the Father’s care.  Jesus is praying that the oneness he shares with the Father will extend to the faithful.  John’s gospel ends Jesus’ ministry the way it begin—in complete oneness with the Father:  

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God.  He (Jesus) was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  How well we know the passage.  Jesus’ eternal oneness with God, as co-creator with God, is also reflected in the Revelation passage this morning, when Jesus says “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and last, the beginning and the end.”  Jesus the Living Word has completed his earthly ministry.  He is reviewing with the Father how he has accomplished that which they agreed upon from the beginning of time.

Two critical points stand out in this passage that I want to share with you.

First, so often we, as Jesus’ faith community, feel as if we have to bear the weight of his commission to us to live and love in oneness, to share the gospel with the world, following his example.  I wonder how the Christian community’s self-definition would be changed if we took as our beginning point, the fact that “we are a community for whom Jesus, out Risen and Ascended Lord, continues to pray.”

He was and forever is our Great Intercessor.  If we were to live into our oneness with God and with each other, with the knowledge that Jesus is continually and forever interceding on our behalf, in prayer and in agreement with the Father, and in the power of the Holy Spirit that Jesus subsequently sent to us, we might more fully and with greater confidence embrace our oneness.  We might better be able to live into the “we” that is the community of faith, and abandon our unholy need to stand apart as the “I.”
This brings me to the second point I want to share with you this morning.  It is easier to speak about our oneness, than to live it, because too often we confuse oneness with likeness or sameness.  Jesus calls us, the individual members of the Church, to be one, but he doesn’t call us to be the same as one another.  And for finite human beings like us, here is the rub.

We think that being one and living in peace means that we must agree on everything, and all share the same mind on all issues, and all work out our God-given paths and ministries in the same way.

We think that we must all interpret scripture in exactly the same way, and all have the same taste in worship music, and all believe that there really is only one way to do anything—and that way is mine, according to the revelation that I have been given.
God made us diverse and gave us personal will.  God gave all of us various gifts and abilities, different strengths and weaknesses, opposing viewpoints, and individually little bits of God’s ultimate vision and purpose.  
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If all of us thought the same on all matters of importance, where would our need be of being one?  Life would be bland and boring without the delicate, and sometimes not so delicate, tension that comes from diversity.  We would have no need of one another—brother and sister sandpaper.
The differences are part of God’s plan, because in our working together, we become one—complete, fully functioning.  
The Trinity is the prime example.  While the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are inextricably one in love and purpose, each person of the Godhead has a distinct role in the huge job of being God.  
God works differently at different times, depending upon what is necessary.  
In the worldwide Anglican Communion, there are many “hot button” issues that divide the churches into different camps.  We seem to be constantly arguing over issues of order, which I think we mistake for issues of unity.  We can agree to disagree and get on with the work of the Gospel, or we can stay in armed camps with weapons drawn.

The later option is not in obedience to the witness of Scripture and makes the Church seem petty and not worth taking seriously.  We have to ask ourselves, “Who is really willing to risk faithfulness and obedience (and witness) to the world for matters of ‘order’”?
  
It’s like a church vestry meeting, where the entire meeting and ultimately the mission for the immediate future of that church, gets derailed because someone didn’t properly follow Robert’s Rules of Order!  Don’t laugh—it happens.
Whether it’s in a tiny church in Upstate New York, or it’s at 815 in New York City (our National Church Office), or it’s at Lambeth Council—Christ’s charge to the Church and his prayer to the Father are the same—that we be one even as he and the Father are one, and that we love one another, to show the world God’s love in Jesus!

We don’t have the option of walking out when things don’t go our own way.  We don’t please God when we give in to hostility, ostracizing certain people, breaking communion with the Body of Christ, and using other tactics to “eliminate” or minimize the opposition.  
We are called to stay together, ALLOWING the differences, because guess what, folks?  Difficult as it seems, at times in our lives, we just might be wrong, or let’s put it this way—we might not yet have arrived at a point of growth and enlightenment that will eventually lead us into all truth and peace.

I’m going to read an excerpt from a sermon preached several years ago by The Rev. James Forbes, Pastor of Riverside Church in New York City, one of the most famous preachers of the 21st century.
  In it he begins with the familiar and particular and moves toward the universal and unfamiliar.  Yet, his wisdom is simple, uncomplicated.
“Years ago, when I was still living in North Carolina, someone said to me, ‘Brother Forbes, do you think the gospel can be preached by someone who is not Pentecostal?’  Well, I wasn’t sure, for it was the only preaching I had known, but I imagined that it could happen even if I hadn’t seen or heard it.  Indeed, I found out some time later that it was so.

“After I had moved away from my hometown, someone said to me, ‘Rev. Forbes, have you ever heard the true gospel from a white preacher?’  Well, in theory I knew it had to be true for God doesn’t 
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withhold the Spirit from anyone.  Though I had my doubts that a white preacher could speak with power, I came to a point in my life where I had to say, ‘Yes, I’ve heard it!’
“Some time went by, and people began to press upon me the question of the ordination of women.  ‘Could the gospel be preached by a woman, even though the Holy Scriptures led a woman to keep silence in the church?’  “I had to ponder this, for it went against what I had known in my own church, and there was much resistance from my brother clergy.  But I listened to my sisters, and before too long, I knew the Spirit of God was calling them to preach.  Who was I to get in God’s way?

“Now I thought I had been asked the last question about who might be called to bring me the word of the Lord.  But I found out I was wrong.  A new question has been posted to me, and many of you know what it is. ‘Can gay men and Lesbian women be called to preach the word of God?’  “Oh, I know what the Bible says and I can see that same uneasiness in some of your faces.  But I’ve been wrong before, and the Spirit has been nudging me to get over my uneasiness.

“Sometimes we forget Jesus’ promise—that the Spirit will lead us into all truth.  Well that must mean that the disciples didn’t know it all then, and maybe we don’t know it all now.”
We human beings don’t individually have all that it takes to do God’s work in the world (or we would be God).  And when you get down to it—that which unifies us is not simply a common plan or thought process among us, but rather the God who is one—within us.
The God within us works God’s plan in and through us as we yield to God’s oneness and purpose for our individual lives and for the world, when we practice our gifts, honoring, and even embracing, the diversity among us, loving each other as Christ loves us and gave himself for us.  We, too, following his example, must learn to die a little.
In our spiritual journeys, God’s plan unfolds before us.  God’s gifts to us develop and mature in us over our lifetimes.  We don’t get the whole plan at birth.  We aren’t born knowing everything there is to learn.  I think we would live into our strength and unity if we could discipline ourselves to shut up and listen to each other.  Because, railing against each other’s differences, our weaknesses become evident to not only each other, but also to the world, and the church suffers, and God’s plan is often derailed and detained.  No wonder we hear people blame the Church for so much that goes wrong in the world.  Sadly, it’s true.
My friends, I have good news this morning.  Jesus’ prayer for each and every one of us and for the Church at large still is and forever will be that we be one and live in unity.  I wonder this morning how we might be transformed in our minds and hearts if we remembered at all times and in all places that Jesus is eternally praying and interceding for us.  
I can’t help but wonder how much more fully we would experience the Kingdom of God in our midst if we loved one another with all of our failings, shortcomings, and differences, and looked for the ways to celebrate each other’s gifts, diversity, and abilities, honoring and caring about the desires of each other’s hearts in matters of worship, churchmanship, and meaningful discourse.
And, I wonder how our common mission for the gospel might be transformed if we prayed daily for the mind and heart of Jesus in all matters, in all that we do, and in all that we are.  I wonder… 
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