


May 16, 2010 Sermon
John 17: 20-26

You may remember the joke about the shipwrecked man who built two chapels on his desert island? When finally rescued after many years, they asked him ‘Why two?’ to which he answered, ‘That’s the one I go to, and that’s the one I don’t’. It’s not really about Presbyterianism or Methodism. No, it’s about all of us. As fallen men and women, we have a deep need for something to disagree with, to define ourselves against. We create a semblance of unity by scapegoating an unfortunate victim. Even children in a playground may form a gang by ganging up on someone else. They even say that in some ancient cultures a town would be built over the remains of a human sacrifice. It’s certainly a graphic symbol of how we turn to violence in search of security. As someone said, ‘Better that one man should die for the people and that the whole nation should not perish’. It would be great to think that as Christians we were exempt from all this. Sadly, our track record doesn’t look that good.  The mighty African theologian, St Augustine asked the Donatist bishop of Hippo, Proculeianus: “what injury has Christ done us that we tear His members apart?”

George Whitefield and Charles Wesley were constantly at odds over their theology. Whitefield believed that God alone was responsible for our salvation and there was nothing we could do to bring it to pass. Wesley contended that salvation of the individual rested on the choice we made. One day Whitefield was asked by one of his followers, “Do you think that when we get to heaven we will see John Wesley there?” “No,” answered Whitefield. “I don’t thing we shall. I believe that John Wesley will have a place so close near the throne of God that such poor creatures like you and me will be so far off as to hardly be able to see him.”

Whitefield understood the words of Jesus about being one. He knew that regardless of their disagreements about theology, they were brothers in Christ and he loved Charles Wesley. We are called to do likewise. We must not let denominational, theological, race or gender labels get in the way of our love for fellow members of God’s family. We are reminded of the words of Jesus when He prays, “I do not ask on behalf of these alone (reference to his disciples) but for those who believe in Me through the word, that they may be one, even, as you Father are in Me and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you sent me.”

Christ’s human obedience to His mission is the expression on earth of the Son’s eternal love for the Father. It belongs to that perfect exchange of love within the godhead which is the life of the Trinity. So, our unity also is about mutual love: ‘this is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you’. Jesus calls us friends, not servants. How can we be His friends if we are not friends ourselves? What does that look like on the ground for divided churches? Perhaps it’s there already in marriages between members of different denominations, and the friendships that spring up through common discipleship. Because to be one as Father and Son are one, is to be united as they are by the Holy Spirit. Christian unity isn’t just like the unity of Father and Son; it is our share in the love they share. That’s the joy of it. As Jesus prays: ‘The glory which thou hast given me I have given them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them, and thou in me’. Christ is the one centre and source of our unity. 
Jesus makes three requests in his pray: “that we be one”, “they be with me”, and “and I in them.”
“They may be one.” The purpose of our oneness is that we may be perfected in unity. The ancient Greek meaning of “perfection” does not mean that we have to achieve “flawless perfection.” Rather its meaning carries with it a sense of maturity and completeness. In Ephesians 4:3, the Apostle Paul says that we must be diligent “to preserve the unity of the Spirit and the bond of peace.” The key word is “preserve.” In other words, we must maintain what God has already instilled in the body of Christ. We don’t have to create unity-that is God’s work. We are responsible to preserve it. In keeping with Christ’s prayer then is that we should grow in unity that the world may believe that we are one.
We should focus on what unites us rather than what divides. We can all agree that the Bible is the inspired word of God, that Jesus Christ is God, and our salvation is based on our faith in Jesus Christ alone, and that Jesus will return! Stanley Jones, a missionary to India, who lived from 1884-1973 once said, “Talk about what you believe and you have disunity. Talk about Who you believe in and you have unity.”

But last of all, and best of all, we have grounds for hope. The Spirit of God is abroad in our hearts and minds, prompting us, drawing us, sustaining us, liberating us from sins of bigotry, hatred, and wilful ignorance. Christ’s prayer for unity has been and will continue to be answered in God’s unfolding providence. The victory of God is not in doubt. And for that let us unite in profound thanksgiving.  
“They be with me.” Jesus will continue to make His name known to us and also increasing the Father’s love in us. We are one because Jesus is in us! In Matthew 28:20 Jesus promises His followers that He will be with His disciples all of their days.”
Jesus in us helps us focus on are willingness to agree to disagree. While doctrine is important, we must recognize the distinction between membership and church structure and what is fellowship. In Africa, a two-year old wandered off into the forest. The entire tribe spent the day searching for the boy but could not find him. The next day, they decided to join hands and cover the entire area. They found the boy, but unfortunately he was dead after having spent the night outside, The distraught mother cried, “Why didn’t we hold hands sooner?”
As brothers and sisters in Christ, we need to come together, join hands and pursue a common Christ goal. Since we are going to enjoy the same place, the same Person, we need to enjoy one another. Think about it, when we cooperate in Christian unity, the world will see Jesus clearly revealed through us.
“And I in them,” Jesus says.  Jesus prays that we would receive another type of glory. In 17:25-26 He says, “Father, although the world has not known You, yet I have known You; and these have known that You have sent Me; and I have made your name known to them, and will make it known, so that the love with which You loved me may be in them, and I in them.  We are one because Jesus is in us.  
Have you ever thought about the legacy that you are going to leave? What will people remember about you when you are gone? A nine year old in third grade wrote a story in class titled, “Jesus.” It reads, “Jesus is God. Jesus should be everyone’s best friend. He was sent down from heaven to die on the cross to take away our sins. You can have Jesus in your life forever if you ask him into your heart and ask him to forgive your sins. I have Jesus in my heart, do you?”
Think about it: Oneness can change the world. We cannot expect the world to believe that the Father sent the Son, and that Jesus’ claims are true, unless the world sees some reality of the oneness of Christians. I want to leave you with three reflection points as you think about what you can do to promote oneness in your world. Who is my sphere of influence? What am I doing to impact the lives of others? Do I share my personal relationship with Christ with others? Knowing that God has given me many gifts and talents, am I using them for Christ’s purpose?
Take an inventory of your words and actions. Read and know God’s word so that it can take root inside you. Allow God to live and work through you, so you may bless others. Jesus said, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who remain in Me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For apart from Me, you can do nothing” (John 15:5). May our actions present a visible and tangible witness to the world. Amen.
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