Sermon, Seventh Sunday of Easter, May 16. 2010

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

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle 

That they all may be one.

“Love, love is all you need” is the title of an old Beatles song. It is true that all we need is love but that is so simplistic and so difficult to make it a reality in life. John and James asked that they sit and Jesus’ right and left hand when he came into his kingdom. Jesus caught the disciples arguing about who was more powerful. Judas, it seems, could not be completely trusted (and yet Jesus broke bread with him before he left to betray Jesus.)

                   When Jesus prayed, I am not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will be believe in me, through their word, that they all may be one, he knew what he was praying for. He had a strong sense of the depth of disagreement that would take place once he was no longer a physical presence to keep them together. 

                  Jesus, it seemed, often felt frustrated with his apostles and disciples because they didn’t understand his message. Despite his talking to them in private as well as public they did not seem to fully comprehend his message. Part of this may be due to their unwillingness or inability to let go of their cultural biases so they missed much of what he taught. Teachers in schools and colleges often speak of the frustration of teaching when the student or students appear to be stuck in a mindset that does not let them grasp a new concept. “My grandpa said….” “ My dad told me….” is the student response and it is clear he or she is convinced that the teacher cannot be right no matter how many degrees he or she may have.

              The Hebrew Bible is filled with stories of the prophets ranting and raving at the people for not listening to them, or ranting and raving at them after the fact because they would not listen to the prophets. The people did not want to hear what the prophets had to say even if they were speaking for God. Jesus was well aware of this and knew that his own life hung in the balance as he returned to Jerusalem for the last time prayed. Jesus prayed: O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. 
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Power and control, ignorance, pride and self absorption; cultural biases, jealousies, all contribute to our inability to listen to what we are told. While Peter was in Joppa, it took three visions of four-footed animals being dropped on a sheet to him from heaven before he got the point that nothing made by God is unclean.  

                     How can people be at one when they have so many rules and regulations about how to treat one another?  Children are to be seen and not heard; women are to have their head covered, stay and home and obey their husband. Men can have more than one wife but not vise versa. Women should not be educated. People need to know their place in society and not cross racial or economic boundaries. God is only happy when animals are sacrificed to him by the priest and at the Temple. It’s better to let someone die on the Sabbath than to be compassionate and merciful. 

              As the Jesus Movement progressed and grew numerically there was tension among the leadership as to who could do what. Paul had to come to Jerusalem to meet with the apostles about his conversion of the Gentiles. After all, the apostles did not consider Paul to be a genuine apostles nor one of the disciples so how could he be preaching the Good News? 

           Despite these differences, the author of the Acts of the Apostles would like for his readers to believe that all was sunshine and flowers in the early Jesus Movement. He records that All who believed  were together and had all things in common, they would sell their  possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. This was relatively easy to do when one believed that Jesus was about to return in a matter of days. However, as time went on and the reality set in that they had no real idea as to when Jesus was going to return, Paul had to write to one church and essentially them that if they did not work they would not be allowed to eat.

             In 1 Corinthians we read about the divisions and sects and problems that erupted in the church; people were suing one another. There were ethical problems, and moral issues about eating meat that had been offered to gods; even problems with the Eucharist as some were getting drunk and others overeating and not taking care of those who could 
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not attend and then there were problems wit those who denied the reality of the future resurrection.

             Reading the Acts of the Apostles and the letters of Paul we can glimpse the differences in approaches to mission; differences in understanding leadership between those in leadership positions. As we move out further from the death/ resurrection/ Pentecost experiences we begin to discover the differences in theological beliefs and the territorial boundaries established by different groups.

      Some Christians were labeled heretics by other Christians. There were Marconionites, Ebionites, and others all claiming to be Christian; claiming Paul as their source of scripture, and all holding opposing views of who was Jesus and if there were more than one God. 

         In the West, we tend to study the growth of the church as if it only spread westward across the Mediterranean to Rome and Spain. However, the church also spread Eastward through Iran, Iraq, Turkey, India and the silk route to China. They developed different understandings and patterns of church that we have ignored for the past two thousand years.    

              John uses language of unity that is much more theological than the literal meaning we give to it today. John’s belief was that Jesus came from God to earth and returned to God as God. This was not the belief of everyone at that time and, while we tend to think of it as Orthodox teaching, we have to keep in mind that there are others who do not accept this point of view. We pray that all may be one as in a unity of belief, a unity of polity, a unity of mind and heart.

             Today we look across the world and see a serious lack of unity everywhere. Greed, corruption, power and control continue to reign in the secular and religious worlds. Churches do not want to join one another because of some man (i.e. male) made rule about historical succession; about women being ministers; women licensed to preach; the use of musical instruments in the church; about vestments. The less educated a minister is, in terms of liturgics and Christian history the more he and his congregation 
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want to keep themselves set apart for God as if they were the special chosen. The more educated a minister and his/her congregation is, the more they want to reach out to the world and hold themselves up as a standard for social justice and leadership. These are the extremes we find among our Christian churches.

                  What we need today are more mystics. Mystics, while they were not always able to bring people together, pointed the way that Jesus seemed to want to go. Mystics knew that the division of the churches lay in the man made rules; they rose above those rules without condemning them and found a common ground in belief in God, in the message of Jesus, in living compassionately.

                 Today, with all the differences being highlighted like bad news, there are many in the World Council of Churches who are quietly and sometimes publicly working for unity within Christianity.

                  What we all have to live with is the reality of the plurality of Christianity and embrace this plurality where we all find common ground in a compassionate life that cares completely for the poor and the disenfranchised. The rest is man made rules that will one day be abandoned, refined or reformed. 

          The unity Jesus for which Jesus prayed is not an impossible task but it is one that will not be seen in our lifetime. It is The Dream of God, to use the title of a book by Verna Dozier. And dreams can and will come true. In the midst of wars and genocide we discover people who disagree with those in authority and risk their lives to protect those whom others consider “the enemy.”                    

                “Love, Love is all you need.”  “Love makes the world go round.”  Love is patient, love is kind. Love is a commitment to working together for the greater good. God is love.  The world is not perfect but, in the words of the poem Desiderata by Max Ehrman in 1927 ;  

              “Go placidly amid the noise and the haste, and remember what peace there may be in silence. As far as possible without surrender be on good terms with all persons. Speak your truth quietly and clearly; and listen to others, even to the dull and the 
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ignorant, they too have their story. Avoid loud and aggressive persons, they are vexations to the spirit. 











         If you compare yourself with others, you may become vain or bitter; for always there will be greater and lesser persons than yourself. Enjoy your achievements as well as your plans. Keep interested in your own career, however humble; it is a real possession in the changing fortunes of time. 







Exercise caution in your business affairs, for the world is full of trickery. But let not this blind you to what virtue there is; many persons strive for high ideals, and everywhere life is full of heroism. Be yourself. Especially do not feign affection. Neither be cynical about love; for in the face of all aridity and disenchantment it is as perennial as the grass. Take kindly the counsel of the years, gracefully surrendering the things of youth.










Nurture strength of spirit to shield you in sudden misfortune. But do not distress yourself with dark imaginings. Many fears are born of fatigue and loneliness. Beyond a wholesome discipline, be gentle with yourself. You are a child of the universe, no less than the trees and the stars; you have a right to be here. And whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.





Therefore, be at peace with God, whatever you conceive Him to be. And whatever your labors and aspirations in the noisy confusion of life, keep peace in your soul. With all its sham, drudgery and broken dreams; it is still a beautiful world. Be cheerful. Strive to be happy.

