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The Unity of the Church

Ephesians 4:1-6

John 17:20-26

Last week I began a three-part sermon on the peace, unity, and purity of the Church.  As many of you know, our denomination created a Theological Task Force on the Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church about four years ago, and in August they published their final report which we will deal with at next summer’s General Assembly.  Our own presbytery will have a meeting at Massanetta Springs next Sunday afternoon to reflect together upon the report, for it is extremely vital to our work today.
In fact, it would be a disservice not to give the report our full consideration, for we have asked a great deal of these Task Force members.  In the midst of a denomination that was being consumed by paralyzing disagreements over important issues, we gave the Task Force a daunting charge—help us to discover ways that we can live more faithfully together in the face of these deep disagreements.  In other words, we created the Task Force with the full awareness that many of our thoughts and convictions are unlikely to change.  In the face of that awareness, the question shifts to this:  how are we who hold these strong convictions to live together in any way that speaks to the peace, unity, and purity of the Church that are God’s gifts to us?

As I mentioned last Sunday, instead of doing a three sermon series, I decided to do a single sermon with three parts.  In part one we talked together about the Peace of the Church, and about the ways that we can get in the way of the peace that we have been given.  I am convinced that as we consistently seek to outdo one another in showing honor—as we lead lives that are worthy of the calling to which we have been called—lives that are marked by humility and gentleness—that we will more fully embrace the peace that we are invited to inhabit as the church.
Today, I want us to talk about the Unity of the Church.

Perhaps you’re asking, What unity?  Talking about the unity of the church isn’t easy in our world today.  All anyone ever wants to talk about—to focus upon—is the disunity of the church.  In fact, some would argue that the church’s witness to the broader world denies that the Church is one.

Several years ago I was leaving the parking garage at a hospital where I had been to visit a parishioner.  I wrote my code number and church name on the back of the parking slip—as the hospital had instructed us pastors to do—and then handed it to the guy in the little booth at the garage exit.  He looked at it, punched it into the system, and almost let me out.  I don’t know if he simply thought a pastor shouldn’t get out of his garage without paying some price, but for whatever reason he decided to ask me a theological question:  “I have always heard that the church is one.  Is that true?”
I looked in the rear-view mirror—no line was forming.  I would have to respond.  “Of course the church is one.  Our unity is a gift from God.”
“If the church is one, then why are there so many different kinds of churches?  And why don’t they get along?  And why don’t they work together any more than they do?”

Good questions.  I think I would have rather forked over the four bucks to park that morning.  Of course, those outside aren’t the only ones who wonder about the church’s unity.

When I lived in Nashville, I was appointed to serve on the board of the Tennessee Association of Churches, an ecumenical group that attempted to build bridges between the various denominations represented in the state of Tennessee.  One of my assignments was to write the liturgy for the closing worship service of the annual gathering, and I was excited by the prospects.  What better way to display the unity of the church than to worship together?

But before I left the table that day, my excitement was gone.  No sooner had I been given the assignment than a series of instructions about what could not be done in our worship service celebrating our unity began to pour forth.  At the top of the list was this:  “We simply can’t celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  Our disagreements about what happens at the Table are far too deep.”
One Lord, one faith, one baptism.  One God and Father of us all.  But what has happened to the church—the church that Jesus prayed to God would be one?  Even a quick glance at the churches that make up our culture reveal in one way or another that the unity of the church is in short supply.  We are more likely to define ourselves against each other than to celebrate the common ministry to which we have been called.
So what are we to say about the unity of the church?  I confess that I thought about saying something like this:  “We are one.  Even in our separation, we are one.  And you either get it or you don’t.”  But that seemed a bit harsh, so let me share a picture of what that unity looks like.
When I was in college I served as supply pastor for a little church in Puryear, a Tennessee town just a few miles from the Kentucky state line.  I knew that it would be an interesting congregation, for they had an unforgettable leadership team for the music.  The mother—Archie—played the piano while her daughter—Cahuenga—led the singing and banged the tambourine on her hip.  It was no secret that they also played at the Kat-man-du Club just outside of town on many Saturday nights, and we were never sure if they had time to change clothes before coming to church on Sunday morning.

But there were other clues to the congregation’s unique witness.  I remember the day they voted during Sunday School one morning to give another church in the community a significant amount of money following a fire.  I was surprised that they—with significant challenges of their own—would give to another church at all, especially one from another denomination.  When I asked someone about it, he said something like this:  “They do good work for the kingdom of God in this community, and if we can help them do something that we aren’t doing, why shouldn’t we do it?”
I also remember how many times they worked into the conversation about the day when another preacher from the college—as I was simply the latest in a long line from Bethel to have served that church—had spoken against another denomination from the pulpit.  Ella Stewart—a stalwart saint—went to him immediately after the service and said this, “We don’t believe in tearing down other folks.  We may not see things exactly as they see them, but we share a common desire for the ways of God.”
I left that congregation just short of twenty years ago but their witness to the unity of the church is still going on.  I imagine if we went there today, someone would be banging a tambourine on her hip, and there’s a good chance that someone would tell you the story of the day when Ella reminded that preacher from the college that God was far bigger than we could ever grasp.

Do you know what I think they knew, and what I wish more congregations knew?  I think they knew that there would always be people who came at faith in different ways, who understood God differently, but they were wise enough to see beyond the surface differences to the deeper thing which united them—namely the ministry and mission of Christ’s Church.
I think that’s what the Theological Task Force on the Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church also discovered.  They recognized that not one of the twenty changed their thoughts on a deeply held conviction, and it was unlikely that the rest of us in the church would either.  But, in their work together, they discovered that what they held in common—what united them—was a common hope that was born in the one baptism of the church.

Someone once said that the only way unity will come about is when we are deeply involved in a purpose other than trying to achieve unity.  It’s what Habitat for Humanity calls the “theology of the hammer,” where folks of different congregations work together in building shelter.

It’s the stuff of churches that are responding to the devastating storms that have caused so much damage.  It’s the work of the various congregations in this community who support our food bank so that people have something to eat.

The unity of the church is discovered rather than created—it is lived into rather than talked into being—it is embraced as the gift from God that it is whenever and however God’s people use the gifts they have been given for service in the kingdom of God—a kingdom which is always smashing the boundaries of any community that seeks to contain the untamable God who calls us.

As we recover the missional focus of the church—to extend the love of God and the love of neighbor in the world—God will lead us deeper discoveries of the unity which we have been given.
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