One of the most powerful experiences I have had in church came during a World Assembly of the World Council of Churches held in Brazil in 2006.  I went to the meeting with 30 people from my seminary.  Every day we worshipped, learned, and went to meetings and workshops with Christians from all over the world.  The World Council of Churches has 349 distinct churches from over 110 countries, representing about 560 million Christians.  The Roman Catholic Church is not a member, but it works with WCC committees and attends many meetings.

Citing today’s Gospel, the WCC describes itself in these terms:

The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
It is a community of churches on the way to visible unity in one faith and one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and in common life in Christ. It seeks to advance towards this unity, as Jesus prayed for his followers, "so that the world may believe." (John 17:21).  

All week I went to worship services conducted in many languages and traditions.  We even had Anglican Evensong, in the hot Brazilian afternoon, with Archbishop Rowan Williams in full Anglican regalia.  We could see what fit the local landscape, and what didn’t translate so well.


On the Sunday of our visit, there was not one service.  Instead, many churches had their own Sunday service, and everyone was encouraged to attend wherever they chose.  I decided to attend the Syrian Orthodox Eucharist.  My reasons were simple: I didn’t know anything really about the Syrian Orthodox Church, but I knew it was one of the earliest strands of the Church, one that had held fast to ancient traditions.  Syrian Orthodox bishops and monks and nuns were walking through the Assembly in long robes, dressed as they might have for centuries.  At that point I was wearing my habit, so I stood out in the crowd too.  I felt a certain kinship with these people.


I knew that we would not receive communion.  The position in the Orthodox churches is that they are the true, original church, and the rest of us are fellow travelers.  As members of the WCC they are committed to healing divisions among us, but they aren’t all the way there yet.


I went to the service with about 10 Methodist friends.  We came into a room where about 20 people had gathered.  They were chanting in a language I did not understand.  The chanting went on and on.  Sometimes one person would chant, then another, but I didn’t see a pattern.  I recognized several men sitting together.  They were bishops from around the world.  They seemed surprised to see us, but not unfriendly.  Over time, though, I could see that the bishops were talking to one another while the chanting went on.  I realized they were talking about us.  What should they do with us?  Could they receive communion and deny it to us?  I wanted to say, “don’t mind me, I’ll just listen,” but there was no chance.  The chanting went on.

Finally, it seemed some resolution was achieved.  One of the bishops approached us.  He welcomed us, and explained that they would receive their communion together, and then give us communion also.   And that’s what they did.  They received communion, they said a prayer that seemed to close the service like we do, and then they called us up.  Later they welcomed us, gave us each a communion bread wrapped in plastic, and shared drinks and snacks with us.  It turned out one of the bishops had attended General Theological Seminary in New York.
The bishop who spoke to us explained that what we had just seen and heard was the Liturgy of St. James, chanted in Aramaic.  This is the earliest surviving liturgy of the church, from about the second century.  It was said in the language Jesus spoke.  I broke down in tears when I realized what I had just witnessed.


I’d love to tell you that all the barriers came down that day, and that after that we were all friends.  But it’s not true.  The next day they were Syrian Orthodox, and we were not.  The bishops sometimes nodded, sometimes not.  The nuns never went near me, and I didn’t approach them.  So if we thought one Eucharist would break down the walls, we would have been disappointed.

But that wasn’t how it felt.  It felt instead as though people tried very hard to reach across some very deep and old divides, to extend hospitality to people they didn’t know, didn’t understand, and likely didn’t agree with.  They reached far enough across to give us communion, even in a sort of segregated way.  We had to reach across our disdain for women’s subordination and be willing to have our heads covered.  We had to sit and listen to a service we didn’t understand, and try to hear God in it.  We were a bunch of good people, good Christians, trying to reach across borders that feel as sharp and clear as Jesus’ commandment that we love one another.

Is this what Jesus had in mind when he prayed for us all to be one?


I doubt it.  
I don’t think he thought of whole globes, of millions of people, with differing traditions.  I don’t think John, who wrote this passage, had the WCC in mind.  But by the time John was writing, Jesus’ followers were already divided into Jews and Gentiles, John’s followers versus Paul’s and Peter’s.  Soon the splits would multiply, until in the 4th century they would unify at the point of Constantine’s sword – also not what Jesus had in mind.  Neither would he have been thrilled by the Reformation, by myriads of churches each condemning the others as heretics.

The old model of one imperial church has died.  The model of state churches has died.  What is emerging is a thousand flowers, a thousand local churches, linked by traditions and relationships and shared mission.   It’s more confusing than one church, one hierarchy, but it leaves more room for ideas to blossom and grow.

I think in the back of every request to become one is the desire that the others will become like us.  Some churches say that out loud.  Others don’t know that they’re saying it.  Some would deny it.  But usually, it’s there.  That’s human.  And yet, to give up on becoming one is worse.  To say, “I can’t do it perfectly so I won’t pretend,” is worse.  We are called by God to try.


And isn’t that just where we are?  We are two flowers blooming together.  We share some roots, we grow in the same soil, but our DNA is subtly different.  Our oneness reaches across that difference when we join in thanking God for our lives.  When we worship together, whatever liturgy we use, whatever words we say, we stretch toward each other.  I don’t mean the words don’t matter.  They matter.  The ideas matter.  The differences matter.  But they are not the whole story.  The trying matters.

Jesus prays that others will believe in him through the word of his disciples.  It is not the words alone that make people believe, though.  It is the words as they are lived in our actions and our ways of life.  
If we want people to believe that Jesus brings the love God to us, if we want to help others feel the Holy Spirit moving in their lives, we have to act in such a way that the words have meaning.  And that is hard.

That’s why we have to start the same way Jesus did.  He started by praying.  He didn’t come up with a plan or a doctrine that would compel agreement.  He prayed to God that all his followers would be one.  If it’s good enough for Jesus, it’s good enough for me.

So much of what we learn in the world is division.  We cannot just will it to be over.  But we can call on the Holy Spirit. 
We can ask for strength and guidance to cross boundaries without abandoning our core.  
We can ask for generosity of spirit.  
Most especially, we can ask for the joy that exceeds all boundaries, that spills over differences and fears to tell people what God has done for us.  And having prayed, we can move out in confidence.

Let me encourage you to start here.  At coffee hour, find people you don’t really know well and sit with them.  Find people you’re uncomfortable with, who seem like “them” rather than “us,” and see if you can stretch toward one another.  And pray for one another.  Pray for the Lutherans who have left their home and trusted the Episcopalians to welcome them.  Pray for the Episcopalians who are opening “their space” to new ideas and artifacts and ways of doing things.  Pray for those who are seeking God and don’t know where to turn.  Pray that we might be one, as Jesus and God are one.  Amen.
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