
That All May Be One

Acts 16:16-34; Psalm 97; Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21; John 17:20-26

“I pray they will be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. I pray that they also will

be in us, so that the world will believe that you sent me.”

Jesus leads his followers with one final prayer before he goes to his cross. In this last prayer,

Jesus clearly takes his disciples to the heart of the gospel. This is one last word that Jesus speaks

directly to God. And what does Jesus pray for? He doesn’t pray that his followers will not be led into

temptation, or that we will always have smooth sailing in our discipleship, or that we will be successful

in spreading the gospel. He prays that we will be united. For those of us who are in The United

Church those words, “That All May Be One,” was the verse that drove the Presbyterians, Methodists

and Congregationalists to form one united church. And those words have been part of our crest since

its inception.

I pray they will be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. I pray that they also will

be in us, so that the world will believe that you sent me.

Jesus’s earnest prayer for unity among his disciples is a particular challenge in our present

age. Gil Rendle, author of Quietly Courageous, one of the decade’s most helpful books on church

leadership, says that most of us who lead the church today grew up in a convergent culture, whereas

we now find ourselves leading in a divergent culture. A convergent culture is characterized by

commonality, a sense of unity, common purpose, and shared values, those of us who were part of

the post WW2 era strove to be alike, hold the same values, be guided by the same principles; a

divergent culture craves variety and diversity and stresses generational, racial, and gender

differences, a culture where each individual can carve out their own niche. Whereas a convergent

culture urges individuals to hide their differences or to try to fold their differences into the larger
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group, a divergent culture encourages people to lead with their differences and to cultivate and

express the ways they deviate from cultural norms.

Mainline churches like ours thrived in a convergent culture. As Gil says, “It isn’t difficult to lead

people in the direction they are already going.” The questions and the answers are the same for

everybody. We dream the same dream. Everybody wants to look average, to blend in.

Congregational unity wasn’t much of a challenge when we could rely upon an already

well-formed common identity and purpose. Rather than creating and inculcating a common,

distinctive sense of mission, church leaders could rely on people’s desire to fit into the larger group.

The Prime Minister listened to the Moderator of The United Church of Canada.

At some point people stopped saying, “We’re here because my family has always been

United, Anglican, Baptist . . . ” (convergent), and started asking, “What can your church do for us?”

(divergent).

Divergent leadership is complex because our organizations and institutions have become

multifaceted in ways that are often experienced as fragmented and dissonant. Gil says that a

question like “Where is the nearest Presbyterian church?” (convergent) has become “Why do you

want to go to a Presbyterian church?” (divergent).

All of this means that it’s a challenging time to hear Jesus pray for us: I pray they will be one, 

just as you are in me, and I am in you. I pray that they also will be in us, so that the world will believe

that you sent me.

Note that Jesus prays that his followers (that is, us) will be unified so that “the world will

believe that you sent me.” Let’s be honest, our disunity is really an impediment to our evangelistic

efforts to witness to Christ. The world looks at us and say, “If Jesus is about love for one another,

how come there are dozens of different Christian denominations, and thousands of bitterly divided
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Christian congregations?”

Gil Rendle thinks the major change from a convergent to a divergent culture is our society’s

move from “communal” to “individual.” Divergent institutions tend to be a conglomeration of

individuals. In a divergent age, advertising and technology encourage us to fulfill our individual needs

by exercising individual preference. You can see evidence of that on any street in the city, individuals

sitting or walking with ear phones in their ears, staring at their glass encased connection to the world

in one hand, walking by without even seeing the others in the world through which they stumble in

their individualist cocoons.

“I’m trying to lead a church where half of ’em get their news from Fox and the other half from

CBC,” groused one pastor. “While I’m trying to preach the good news that can bring us together,

they’re trying to pigeonhole my message into one of these two containers.”

The media identifies a plethora of segments and plays to our segmentation. We find ourselves

living in the functional equivalent of gated communities in which personal preferences tend to

outweigh a sense of common purpose. The subjective feelings of individuals, along with the

fulfillment of individual desires, preoccupy a divergent culture.

Throughout my ministry I’ve preached the Christian necessity of racially, ethnically inclusive

and diverse congregations. Yet I never succeeded in forming a congregation that matched that

homiletical exhortation. It’s difficult to urge a church to violate its divergent expectations for individual

fulfillment with talk of merging and converging those differences in one body.

Among our many divisions—political, theological, economic, racial—there are also divisions

between the generations. When divergent Millennials say that they don’t want to be part of

“organized religion,” what they mean is that they don’t want to be part of a congregation;

congregations are the way that Christians organize. Even more troubling theologically, they may be
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saying they prefer a disincarnate God, Christ without a body. How do we entice people toward an

incarnational faith, an embodied spirituality, when they believe their highest calling is to discover and

to express their individuality apart from a group?

Political divisions between left and right, racial animosity, economic disparities, theological

differences, the hope that a group of people like us could come together in worship and in service of

Jesus without splitting up and eventually breaking fellowship with one another seems an impossible

ideal. It seems crazy to think that this church or any other could be any other way than divided.

Except for this one truth: Jesus prays for us. Jesus, God’s Son, savior of the world, prays for

us to his heavenly Father. And when he prays, what does he pray for?

I pray they will be one, Father, just as you are in me, and I am in you. I pray that they also will

be in us, so that the world will believe that you sent me.

God has sent this church all the people we need to obey God’s call. The world puts before us

a wide range of needs. People are hurting in all kinds of ways. So, the one Spirit gives us many gifts

and then sets us loose in the world.

Remember those words from scripture? Even though it was written by Paul two thousand

years ago to a church on the shores of the Mediterranean, I think it was also written to us, the people

of Grace-Westminster United Church in Saskatoon:

“There are different spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; and there are different ministries and the

same Lord; and there are different activities but the same God who produces all of them in everyone.

A demonstration of the Spirit is given to each person for the common good. A word of wisdom is

given by the Spirit to one person, a word of knowledge to another according to the same Spirit, faith

to still another by the same Spirit, gifts of healing to another in the one Spirit, performance of

miracles to another, prophecy to another, the ability to tell spirits apart to another, different kinds of
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tongues to another, and the interpretation of  the tongues to another. All these things are produced by

the one and same Spirit who gives what she wants to each person.

Christ is just like the human body—a body is a unit and has many parts; and all the parts of

the body are one body, even though there are many.” (1 Cor 12:4-12).

As we welcome another member to our fellowship today, let’s encourage one another to use

the specific gifts God has given us to help others. Let’s honour the diversity of gifts in our midst and

not put down anybody’s gift just because it’s not the gift that God has given to you.

Every time we have an argument in our congregation, whenever there’s a disagreement

among us, anytime we seriously consider all the assorted reasons why it’s hard for us to be united, to

love and to work as one, let’s all remember what we overheard this day when we listened in on

Jesus’s prayer and take heart:

I pray they will be one, Father, just as you are in me, and I am in you. I pray that they also will

be in us, so that the world will believe that you sent me. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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