Sermon 16th May   ‘Finding unity in Christ’
Revelation 22:12–17
John 17:20–26     

Prayer of Illumination:
Loving Father,
As Jesus prays to you, so do we, as we are enabled by his intercession.

Speak your Word to us today,

reveal to us your goodness

bring together the possibilities you have for us.

In the name of Jesus we pray.  Amen.
The Lone Ranger and Tonto were riding through a canyon together 

when all of a sudden they were surrounded by Native American warriors on horses, dressed for battle. 

The Lone Ranger turned to Tonto and asked, "What are we going to do?" 
Tonto replied, "What you mean 'we,' Whiteman?"

As a gathered people, called together in community, we know how challenging unity, the unity that Jesus prays for in the Gospel reading, how challenging that is.

Unity is far from easy, and yet, as God’s Word reminds us: unity is at the heart of the call to be the children of God. 

Or, to put it another way: unity is at the heart of what it means to be called the children of God.

Do we get the sense that what the Gospel says about unity, is that it is both goal and gift.

Before considering the words of Jesus’ prayer we have had read this morning, let’s tackle the harder exercise of reflecting on the passage from Revelation. 
Using language and images that are equally unusual for us, this passage of the letter of Revelation picks up from last week’s reading about the city – that perfect city – where there is comfort and hope and where all longings are fulfilled. It’s a glorious vision of completeness, where God’s loving plan is accomplished and is brought to fulfilment.

But in today’s passage there is mention of something unfulfilled. 
Our reading last week described how the gates would never shut, because foreigners would no longer be feared.

But in today’s passage, we hear how some people remain outside. 
Those who remain outside the city gates are described as: “the dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practises falsehood” (v15)
It seems that comfort for those who belong to the community is at the expense of any compassion for those who are excluded. 
The most troubling reference is the one at the beginning of this sorry list of outsiders. The term "dogs" dehumanises these people; and reduces everyone to ‘them and us’.
This is one of those disturbing parts of the Bible; 
one of those examples of the obvious struggle in the texts to express authentic humanness within the Story of God.

As humans we can find ourselves seeking to alleviate our fears by creating a ‘them and us’. 
This ‘dualism’ of the author of Revelation (as is common in apocalyptic writing) divides people of the world into the good and the bad – the ‘them and us’. 
It certainly makes people feel better in the moment; those of the community to whom the letter is written; those who are continuing to be persecuted by ‘outsiders’. This language functions to reinforce the community’s boundaries and encourage faithful behaviour. 
But how does this dualism fit with the broader vision of the letter, and the wider Story of God? 
In the fulfilment of God’s loving plan, does it make sense that anyone remains outside this glorious vision; this vision of the accomplishment of the love of God in Christ who declares: “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” ?
We cannot be sure why these ‘outsiders’ remain so for the author. 
Whilst we may not like the author’s views, they are included. 
This is an example of the care we must take, as a community, in how we read the Bible. We are reminded that uncritical reading of the Bible can deteriorate into justifying prejudices and dismissive attitudes to others, in every generation.

To more authentically understand this passage, we need to bring it into dialogue with the rest of the Bible, especially Gospel stories such as Jesus' encounter with the Syrophoenician woman. You may know how, in his encounter with this woman, Jesus himself initially uses the term ‘dogs’ to speak of those apparently outside the focus of his ministry. 
In the conversation, Jesus is shown moving from such a view, albeit reluctantly at first, to a willingness to reach out to "dogs" and feed them, too (Mark 7:24-30).
In reading this passage from Revelation, may God spare us from being reduced to the limitations of ‘them and us’. 
Rather, may we cling to that vision of the fulfilment of the totality of God’s love in Christ.

That’s our goal.

Yet, despite this goal of unity, how easy it is for our perspective to shift onto the differences of detail that define our diversity.
As the part of the worldwide Church we share the ecumenical creed that says we are one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. 
This ‘oneness’ can seem distant in the face of real-life threats to unity, between and within denominations and traditions.

Emo Philips tells this story...
I was out walking one day, and I found a guy who was standing on the handrail rail of a high bridge. I asked him what he was doing, and he replied “I’ve got nothing to live for.” 

I said ‘Do you believe in God? He said ‘Yeah.’ I said ‘Me too!’

I said 'Are you a Christian or a Jew?' He said 'Christian.' I said 'Me too! Protestant or Catholic?' He said 'Protestant.' I said 'Me too! 
What denomination?' He said 'Baptist.' I said 'Me too! 
Northern Baptist or Southern Baptist?' He said 'Northern Baptist.' I said 'Me too! 
Northern Conservative Baptist or Northern Reform Baptist?' He said 'Northern Conservative Baptist.' I said 'Me too! 
Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist or Northern Conservative Reform Baptist?' He said 'Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist.' 
I said 'Me too! 
Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region or Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Eastern Region?' He said 'Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region.' I said 'Me too! 
Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912 or Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1850?' He said 'Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912.' 
I said 'Die heretic!' And I pushed him off the bridge!
How fragile our unity can be when we are so good at finding ways to differentiate ourselves; 
to be reduced to ‘them and us’.
If we’re honest, no matter how ecstatic we are to be Presbyterians, very few of us put institutional structure at the centre of our faith. Many of us recognise that our dis-unity can seem most obviously reflected in the fragmented nature of our institutional structures. 

Recognising there is an element of inevitability about institution for the church, we hope and strive to reform our structures to best serve the mission and ministry we are called to.

Next month our Presbyterian Church will be part of a new global union of Reformed churches. 
Currently we are part of the THE WORLD ALLIANCE OF REFORMED CHURCHES. This will join with the REFORMED ECUMENICAL COUNCIL to become known as the ‘World Communion of Reformed Churches’ (WCRC). 
(Frankly, I’d be worried if you got too excited about these institutional titles.) But what this represents is joining with 80 million other Christians. 
We are to be formally united with Christians from 108 countries in all continents.
Is this just an institutional merger; a bureaucratic amalgamation – or can we glimpse an expression of unity that challenges barriers of ‘them and us’?
Probably most of us would recognise that unity in Christ is most profound at the local level – at the level of personal relationships; where we can genuinely commit to those around us (those perhaps who are unlike us) but who are in our neighbourhood. 
This is not abstract unity; this is where we are given opportunities every day 
to share the love of Christ. And we really need to ask that God may spare us from being reduced to categories of ‘them and us’. We have opportunities to LIVE the unity of Christ.

That’s what Jesus prays for us; that we will share the unity he gifts to us, accepting and enhancing it.  

What for?!  For what purpose?
Living in unity so that we’ll be... happier...?
Jesus prays for unity “...so that the world may know that you (the Father) have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” (v23)  
We are called then to be completely one, so that the love, that is in the very being of God and the love with which we are loved, may be shared.

As Jesus said elsewhere: “everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:35)

It is the unity of LOVE through which others will glimpse God.
This is a heavy task for us – one of the hardest I think. 
But we can’t shrink from it. 
If the world is going to be transformed, if the vision of the city, the New Jerusalem, is going to happen, then it is both gift and goal. 

Jesus’ prayer shows us it is God’s own desire. God promises it to us and promises to enable us to live into this reality. Our unity is not something we conjure up on our own, our unity is found in Christ. 
United with the Father, sent to bring all into God’s unity.
What enables us to be united across barriers of race, custom, gender, and class is the love of God? 
The love of the Father shared with Jesus; love which thereby also becomes our reality. 

Jesus prays to the Father: “the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them.” (v26)

This unity is both gift and goal.

There’s a Peanuts cartoon where Lucy demands that Linus change the TV channels, threatening him with her fist if he doesn’t. 
"What makes you think you can walk right in here and take over?" asks Linus. 

"These five fingers," says Lucy. [hold open hand]

"Individually they're nothing but when I curl them together like this into a single unit, they form a weapon that is terrible to behold."
 "Which channel do you want?" asks Linus. 
Turning away, he looks at his fingers and says, "Why can't you guys get organised like that?"
How do we show we work together in unity?

How do we show our unity in the way we live?

I want to conclude with three possibilities for us.

If genuine unity flows from the life of God, as Jesus prayer promises, so it follows that our commitment to abide in God will strengthen our unity. 
Part of abiding with God is developing our personal relationship with God through reading the Bible and praying.
Our own reading of the Bible and prayer has been something we have emphasised for each other recently with the E100 Bible-reading Challenge (please see the bulletin for more details).
Secondly, as well as personal unity with God, we are people who need to be united together with and by God. And so our shared unity is strengthened and lived out though our participation in public worship, and in particular, the sacrament of Communion.

Think about how one hundred pianos all tuned to the same tuning-fork would be automatically tuned to each other. They are in unity by being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard beyond all of them individually. 
So one hundred worshipers gathered together, each one looking to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they could possibly be, were they to become focused on unity, and turn their eyes away from God to strive for closer fellowship.  

We are a gathered people here in the unity of Christ, worshipping together, in God’s love. Next Sunday evening we have the opportunity to show our unity in the way we live, by worshipping together with our brothers and sisters in Christ from the neighbouring Anglican and Roman Catholic churches for a Combined Pentecost service at St Mary of the Angels. We can show that even without institutional unity, we, here in the city, can worship together, in God’s love.
Finally, unity in Christ means seeing Christ in one another; recognising that all are made in God’s image. If we really get that, then the categories of ‘them and us’ no longer have the power of limiting love, and we will see others as people to be served.
May Jesus’ prayer be both promise and challenge; gift and goal. 
May we continue to find our unity in him, so that the whole world will know God’s love.
Amen.
1. A second thing our church is doing to express unity is developing a statement of shared faith, called a Focal Identity Statement (or Kupu Whakapono). This has been a ten-year project, consulting with everyone in the church to get their input. The current draft was finalised just last month and is printed in your bulletin this morning.  Can I draw you attention to the section at the top of page 6. This expresses something of the unity in Christ we find in our own context:

We belong to this triune God,
a resurrection people;
women and men,
young and old
From many nations
In Christ He iwi kotahi tatou, [we are one people]
witnesses to God’s love in word and action,
servants of reconciliation,
and stewards of Creation.

