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In our New Testament lesson this morning, we once again pull back the curtain on this very private scene and listen in on our Lord as he communes with his Heavenly Father in the hours just prior to his arrest and execution.  In my previous two sermons on this prayer, we saw how he had prayed for himself and then for his own disciples.  Now he prays for those who would eventually believe on their word- for us, his Church, and those who will subsequently believe on OUR word.  Earlier, he had asked that his Father glorify him even as he had glorified (or revealed) the Father by performing the earthly work he had been given to do.  We saw how, for John, there is only ONE way that Jesus glorifies or reveals his Heavenly Father and that is through sacrificial love and humble obedience and lowly service- no other.  He revealed the loving heart of his Father in the incarnation--the Creator becoming one with the creature--through his birth in a cattle stall.  He revealed him through his constant care and concern for the poor and powerless, for the sick and dispossessed whom nobody else dared to care about.  He revealed him through the act of getting on his knees and washing his disciples’ feet following their last supper together.  And now he is about to reveal the infinite love and glory of the Father in the most dramatic act possible- by becoming the “lamb of God” and obediently laying down his life for the sins of the world, by identifying with all our suffering and rejection and dying through his OWN death on a cross.  It is the ultimate demonstration of his humility and love and forgiveness.  In short, that cross is the clearest revelation of the glory of God for all the world to see.  
In this morning’s text, vv. 20-26, Jesus petitions his Father for the unity of the church.  Three times he prays for this: “that they may all be one” (v.21), “that they may be one even as we are one” (v.22) and “that they may become perfectly one.” (V.23)  Jesus looks far into the future and sees generation after generation of followers to come--those who will believe on him through his Apostles’ words--and his PRIMARY concern is that they would be of one heart, one mind, one soul, and one spirit.  This is much more important than ORGANIZATIONAL unity.  He was not praying that there would be one large church with all believers united under the same banner.  Someone has said that if one could GET religion like a Baptist, EXPERIENCE it like a Methodist, PAY for it like a Presbyterian, be PROUD of it like an Episcopalian, PROPAGATE it like an Adventist, and ENJOY it like a Pentecostal, we would then have the perfect church.  But we know there is no perfect church, just as there is no one perfect ecclesiastical polity or perfect way of worshiping God or perfect confession that explains God.  
Howard Rice, a former Moderator of the Presbyterian Church and my professor in seminary who went to be with the Lord this past year, used to tell us that what concerned him most about our denomination was that when there was dissention or conflict in the church, the first thing people reached for was the Book of Order to settle the dispute rather than the Bible and resorting to prayer.  He understood that what made us one was NOT our adherence to certain rules and regulations and principles but because our lives were hid in Christ and his Spirit now resided within our OWN.  For Howard, that superceded or took precedence over every OTHER reason for assembling or remaining in union with each other.  No, more important than a unity of structure and style and creed is a deep SPIRITUAL unity, a unity like that between his Father and himself, for his prayer is “that they may all be one, even as you, Father, are in me and I am in you...”  THIS kind of unity cannot be legislated by any book or secured by any organization no matter how large and how powerful.  
The key to understanding just how such a unity might be achieved lies in the word “glory.”  In v.22, Jesus says, “The GLORY which you have given me I have given to them; that they may be one, just as we are one;” and then in v.24 he says, “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, in order that they may behold my GLORY, which you have given me; for you did love me before the foundation of the world.”  Once again, we see Jesus returning to the familiar theme of “glory” which he had spoken of EARLIER in his prayer.  He says that the same glory which he, Jesus, had received from the Father he, in turn, had given to THEM, the Church.  Then he asks that those whom the Father had given to him, the Church, would be with him in order that they might behold for themselves the glory which he had received from the Father.  And WHAT is that glory but the very revelation of the Father’s love and grace and forgiveness which he, Jesus, manifested on earth through his years of humble obedience and lowly service and is now about to reveal even MORE dramatically on that cross.  
Jesus is saying here that the Son abides in the Father and the Father in the Son and that through their mutual indwelling, the Godhead demonstrates a REAL unity, a profound oneness of mind and heart and purpose unlike any other.  But then he takes it one step further to say that because he, Jesus, now abides in the CHURCH and they in him, the Church is uniquely equipped to demonstrate that SAME kind of unity, that SAME mutuality of mind and heart and spirit and purpose that Jesus has with his Father.  BECAUSE of that unity, Jesus was able to subordinate his own will, his own desires, in order to be obedient to what it is his Father in heaven wanted- whether it meant leaving the splendor of heaven to be born to a poor couple in an animal trough, or allowing the very same ones he had come to save to put him to death in the most brutal form imaginable.  Had there been no indwelling between the Father and the Son, had there been no mutual love and respect among the members of the godhead, there would never have been any humble obedience on Jesus’ part.  Hence, there would have been no cross, no resurrection, and you and I would STILL be dead in our sins.  Such sacrificial obedience, such revelation of his glory becomes the GREATEST witness, the most CONVINCING proof of the reality of God and of his love for the world.
Similarly, to the extent we embody such sacrificial love in our OWN relations, to the degree we exhibit such humble obedience to Christ’s will in our OWN lives, we TOO demonstrate his glory and become the greatest witness there is to the reality of God.  To be in Christ is to have the Son and the Father also in US and thus to enjoy the very same unity that existed between THEM.  That means that we ALREADY have all the prerequisites and all the resources needed to demonstrate that SAME kind of mutuality of heart and mind and purpose among ourselves that they shared amongst themselves. 
	Now I think I speak for MOST people when I say I’ve grown sick and tired of the constant infighting and the name-calling which passes for discourse these days, whether it’s the coarsening language and displays of disrespect between the Republicans and the Democrats in Washington or those “nattering nabobs” who dominate the cable news stations night after night.  They seem to be much more interested in generating heat than offering us any real light, of grabbing headlines for themselves and increasing their ratings than helping us--the average citizen--to better understand the issues of the day and making responsible decisions.  
	I’ve grown EQUALLY tired of the constant conflict and quarreling that takes place in the CHURCH, something that was never intended to be but yet has continued to redound to the shame of the Body of Christ.  Issues over which doctrine is correct or not, or who has authority and control over what have divided the Church for the past two thousand years.  This is no less true of our own beloved denomination, the Presbyterian Church (USA) which I love with all my heart and serve in all humility.  We pride ourselves on being among the most broadminded and tolerant of the various Christian denominations and yet it consistently remains among the most fractured and divided of them all.  A number of Presbyterian churches have split off from us over the years to form NEW denominations including the more conservative Evangelical Presbyterian Church and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  During the last week in August, a group of discontented Presbyterians involving the pastors of some of the largest churches in our denomination will be gathering in Minneapolis to discuss forming an evangelical fellowship outside the PC (USA).  If they do decide to leave, we will ALL be diminished because of it.  
	I am now beginning my fourth year of service on the Committee of Ministry, a body within our presbytery that deals with pastoral problems and conflicts among our churches.  We have just authored a letter which will soon be going out to all our churches involving the imminent passage of Amendment 10A, an amendment voted on and passed by the General Assembly last June and about to be approved and made law by a majority of our presbyteries.  This amendment would remove from the PC (USA)’s ordination standards the requirement that those being ordained practice fidelity if they are married or chastity if they are single.  Conservatives contend that it waters down our standards and opens the door to the eventual ordination of gays and lesbians while liberals argue that those in same-gender relationships have been discriminated against too long, and that as society has become more tolerant and accepting of them, even allowing for gay marriage in a number of states, the church has been well behind the curve.  The fact is that this issue has divided our denomination for more than thirty years and there have been strong and compelling arguments waged by BOTH sides.  And even with the passage of this amendment, I suspect the issue STILL won’t be resolved or go away.  
	Our purpose in writing this letter is an attempt to be proactive and to head off what may possibly be a firestorm among some of our churches over it.  Counseling thoughtfulness and patience, it asks for all our churches to understand, in spite of whatever differences they may have, that we can STILL be one, that for ALL ordained persons, whether gay OR straight, the same holds true for everyone- Jesus Christ is to be Lord in ALL aspects of one’s life.  Furthermore, we must not forget that as each church is an important part of our presbytery, it is our relationship in Christ which has and will CONTINUE to hold us together.  It stresses how our unity and our relationships as a presbytery are more important than any single amendment to our church’s Constitution, and it concludes with the appeal that the urgency of the mission of the church calls us to focus on our united witness to the world for Jesus Christ.  
	Well I believe we can receive no better counsel for dealing with the current state of affairs in our churches than with Jesus’ words here in John 17.  To begin with, you won’t find ANYWHERE a more convincing argument for the oneness of Christ with the Father than here. Jesus is the express revelation of the Father in everything he says and does and this is because he lives in perfect union with him.  He says at one point that if you have seen him, then you have ALSO seen the Father.  This is important because all TRUE unity begins with Christ and the godhead.  Anything that is NOT rooted in them will never experience TRUE unity- it will be artificial and contrived at best and NEVER last.
	Secondly, our Lord makes it clear that regardless of the many differences and distinctions between Christians and our respective church affiliations, the Church is STILL, in essence, ONE and it can never be anything BUT one.  Since Christ is one, there is but one body of Christ, and because the Church is the body of Christ, there is and there can be but one Church.  St. Paul made this point clear to the church at Ephesus when he told them: “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all and in all.”  Here he is testifying to this most powerful truth, that the Church is ONE.  This unity of the Church is paralleled with the unity of the Godhead.  As there is but one God, Creator of heaven and earth, who is over all and through all and in all, so too is there only one CHURCH.  
	But the IMPORTANT point is that we cannot create this unity nor can we PERFECT this unity- it ALREADY EXISTS.  You see, this unity has nothing to do with US, with the churches all believing the same thing or performing the very same rituals or stressing how much alike we are.  Jesus speaks of the unity between his Father and himself and prays “that they also may be in us.”  The unity he seeks comes about not by human effort and initiative but by being “in” the Father and the Son.  The basis of this unity is not our willingness to get together with others.  It is by being IN Christ that believers find themselves united, one with the other, and nowhere else.
	A century ago, 1200 men and women of every imaginable Christian denomination and organization gathered in Edinburgh, Scotland for the World Missionary Conference, to affirm their unity and advance the common cause of Christian missions throughout the world.  It was the first ever of its kind and it has been hailed as launching the modern Christian ecumenical movement.  By coming together in a broad spirit of cooperation, they wanted to make a statement to the world that they could be one.  The chairman of the conference was young John R. Mott, an American Methodist layman and leader of the Young Men’s Christian Association and the World Student Christian Federation.   I mention Mott because he was from Postville, Iowa and was eventually awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his work with Christian organizations to advance the cause of peace in the world.  During that conference, one visitor from the Orient had the courage to stand up and say to all those believers gathered from their different countries with their various confessions: “You have brought us your ‘isms’ and your peculiar concepts, whereas you should have brought us Jesus Christ.”  These words opened the eyes of the many there to a reality that had remained hidden to them- the reality that what ultimately united them was not the conference itself or their willingness to lay aside their many differences, at least for a two-week period, but their unity in and through JESUS CHRIST.  In other words, that which TRULY unites believers in Christ is their participation in that life which is from above, in that life which is TRUE life.  There is a reality from above which Christ received from the Father and which, in turn, is imparted to US.  It is this reality, this heavenly life, this glory, this foretaste of the Kingdom ALONE that creates unity among those who have received it.
The implication of all this is that you don’t create unity by loving one another.  That’s probably the greatest misconception there is, that if we only cared for each other enough, if we only loved each other as Christ loved us, then we would finally be “one” in the way God intends us to be.  Well not according to John 17!  Rather, when we show love towards one another, we are then demonstrating how we are already IN Christ and subsequently reflecting the SAME love and unity that ALREADY exists between Christ and the Father.  Our unity is really nothing more than the reflection of the unity that ALREADY exists between Christ and the Godhead so that when we are plugged into Christ, then our unity does nothing more than reflect their own; when we are plugged into Christ, then we can’t help BUT love one another and demonstrate the same love that characterizes THEIR relationship.  As the great pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it: “Christian unity is not an ideal to be realized but a reality created by God in Christ in which we may participate.”
But though we can’t create or manufacture unity through love, only reflect the love and unity that already exists between Christ and the Father, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t strive for love in all our relationships.  Love must remain the core of all our ministry and witness.  In 1960, Dr. Eugene Carson Blake, Stated Clerk of the Presbyterian Church and former president of the National Council of Churches was invited to speak at Grace Cathedral, the great Episcopal church in San Francisco.  It was there that he gave his now famous sermon challenging Christians to lay aside their many differences and to begin seeking ways in which they might demonstrate a greater solidarity in Christ.  In it, he challenged them to break through the barriers of nearly 500 years of history and tradition and find a way to manifest the unity given them by their Lord Jesus Christ.  After advancing his own proposal, he concluded by appealing to the example and inspiration of him who alone could make them all TRULY one- Jesus Christ.  He said:
Now I have not forgotten that this is a sermon and that it is an unconscionably long time since I announced my text.  To you who have patiently listened to my longer than usual exposition, I ask one thing more: that you pray for the reunion of Christ’s Church and that as you think about it and examine your own heart and mind, you do it in the spirit of the Apostle Paul when he addressed the saints and bishops and deacons of the church at Philippi.
Paul wrote, “Complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”  The Apostle continued: “Do nothing from selfishness or conceit, but in humility count others better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not only to his or her own interests but also to the interests of others.  Have this mind among yourselves which you have in Christ Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow...and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.”
If you, dear friends, and all others who consider and discuss this proposal do so in this spirit and from this motive, I have no fear but that the eternally recreative God will find His way to renew and unite His Church.
Friends, Jesus’ deepest prayer and greatest concern for us was that we might be one, for through our unity, through our mutual love and respect for each other, we would then offer incontrovertible proof to the reality of Christ himself and of his life in us.  But such unity can only come when we display his glory, when we follow his example of sacrificial love and humble obedience and lowly service in our OWN lives.  Only THEN will we ever fulfill Christ’s will for us.  Only THEN will people regard our witness and come to believe that this God we talk about and worship on Sunday mornings is real enough for them to make a SIMILAR commitment of their own.  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, help us to recognize that we don’t have to strive to be one, we don’t have to do anything to become one, but that we already ARE one.  Help us to remember that in spite of whatever differences may exist between us, we are STILL one—one in and through Jesus Christ—and that that unity is more special, more precious than any issue that can possibly divide us.  Help us to live and walk humbly before you and to always follow the example of your Son.  Only THEN will the world begin to take us seriously and know that you are INDEED a real presence in our lives.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.
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