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“The Many and the One”
Psalm 68:1-10; John 17:1-11 May 28, 2017

Many of us will remember the moment we saw the first 
image of the earth taken from space. In 1972, we saw the 
earth from a perspective we had never before seen. The earth 
was like a shining blue marble with wisps of white clouds, 
blue oceans and brown continents. The picture was taken 
by the crew of the Apollo 17 as they left the orbit of the 
earth for the moon. I was jolted out of complacency by the 
astonishing celestial evidence that the earth is one in spite of 
all the differences of culture, language, resources, geography 
and climate. For a moment, this vision of our unity dwarfed 
all the conflict, pettiness and lack of imagination that have 
plagued the human community for thousands of years.   

At that time, I did not fully appreciate the unity that 
God gives to the human family in Jesus Christ. Over time I 
have come to understand that what unites us as Christians 
is greater than what divides us. When I contemplate that 
image of our blue planet, I see an image of a united church 
as God intends it to be. Like blue oceans, white clouds and 
brown continents, the church also manifests rich diversity 
of traditions, culture and thought. Yet, like our blue planet, 
the church is one. 

John tells us that before Jesus left his disciples, he prayed 
for the church. Jesus prayed that the disciples “be one 
even as you and I are one.” Jesus prayed for the unity of 
the church. When we look at the church, all too often we 
see a fragmented body, at odds with itself and, at times, 
uncertain of its direction. We see a church that appears to 
be far from Christ’s vision of unity.  In our own Presbyterian 
denomination, we see groups dividing the church because 
others in the church do not agree with them on social and 
moral issues or on questions about ordination.  Is Christian 
unity possible only with those who agree with us on every 
issue in the church and society? Are our opinions on a 
variety of issues more important than the unity the Holy 
Spirit gives us in Jesus Christ? 

We confuse unity with uniformity. We think that unity 
means everybody thinks alike and acts alike. Lois Lowry’s 
novel, The Giver, paints a frightening picture of a society of 
sameness, devoid of all memory, color, emotion, desire or 
spark of individuality. A community built on uniformity is 

like living death! Christians do not all like the same flavor.  
Chocolate isn’t going to suit everybody. There is always 
somebody who wants pistachio. The separation of the 
church into different denominations, styles of worship, and 
congregations does not in itself destroy Christian unity.  
Yet, when Christians of different races, political views, 
positions on moral issues, backgrounds, denominations or 
congregations cannot work together, support each other 
and pray for one another, then our unity falls far short of 
the goal of Christ’s prayer.

The disunity of the church should not surprise us. Our 
contemporary culture does not especially value unity. 
Perhaps it is more precise to say that our society prizes 
individuality over community. In their 1985 study of 
American culture, Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and 
Richard Madsen noted the trend toward the fragmentation 
of community and the celebration of individuality in 
modern American life. This trend threatens to destroy the 
social fabric of life and the institutions upon which our 
society depends. Taken to its extreme, this trend endangers 
marriage, government, ecological systems, neighborhood 
groups and religious organizations. We even tend to think 
of religion as a private affair between the believer and God.  
People today don’t even like to use the word “religion.” It 
sounds too institutional for a de-institutionalized society. 
We prefer to talk about “spirituality.” We hear people 
say, “I’m spiritual, but not religious.” I am still trying to 
understand exactly what that means!  

We envision spirituality as a private matter between the 
individual and God. In Habits of the Heart, the authors 
help us understand this phenomenon. One of their 
interview subjects, a woman named Sheila, created her own 
patchwork faith.  Shelia reported: 

“I believe in God. I’m not a religious fanatic. I can’t 
remember the last time I went to church. My faith has 
carried me a long way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little 
voice...It’s just try to love yourself and be gentle with 
yourself. You know, I guess, take care of each other. 
I think He would want us to take care of each other 
(Chapter 9).”
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Sheilaism. In our fierce individuality, we forget that Jesus 
called individuals into a new community of faith with a 
particular understanding of God, which we call the body 
of Christ.

The unity for which Christ prays neither forces 
uniformity nor threatens individuality. We are to be one, 
even as Jesus and God are one. Before it is anything else, 
true Christian unity is unity of being. The church speaks 
of the mystery of the incarnation to talk about how God 
is present in Jesus. God becomes flesh in Jesus Christ.  
The church also speaks of the trinity to express how Jesus, 
God and the Holy Spirit are related. They are one in being 
and, at the same time, three distinct persons. When we 
encounter Jesus, we meet God. It is not simply that Jesus 
is the most godly, wisest, most courageous person who 
ever lived. It is not that Jesus knows more about God than 
anyone else. Jesus is the embodiment of God’s glory. Jesus 
is God. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God in Jesus Christ 
present with us. 

Therefore, our unity with God, Jesus Christ and one 
another is a unity of being. We are united not by anything 
we have done, not by strength of will and not by any innate 
human capacity to be joined with another. We are united 
by the Holy Spirit who dwells within each one of us and 
in all of us together. The bond of unity in the church is 
the presence of God in the church. In fact, what makes the 
church holy is the same thing that makes the church one–
the presence of the Holy Spirit. Christian unity is God’s 
creation and not our own. 

The Holy Spirit creates a new family of faith. Strangers 
become a part of one family. Jews and Greeks, slaves and 
free, and men and women of different cultures, histories, 
and language become one in Christ. The church is not 
an organization you join, but a body of which you are an 
essential part. Sheila is mistaken to think that the church 
is somewhere we go; the church is first of all something we 
are. In our call to worship, we heard Paul declare: “There is 
one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one 
hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one 
God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and 
in all” (Ephesians 4:4,5).  We are not all the same. We do 
not have the same gifts or even the same understanding, but 
we use our gifts to build one another up through love into 
the one body of Christ. We use our different viewpoints 
and ideas to enrich our life together and help us see ever 
more clearly the truth of God.  

I have a friend who frequently visits Africa. I asked 
him which country was his favorite.  “Rwanda,” he said.  
Thinking of the terrible genocide in Rwanda, I asked him 

why on earth he loves going there.  “It is because of the 
joy of the people. They are the most joyful people I know. 
The genocide taught them that when they let their tribal 
differences become more important than their common 
humanity, their differences lead to terrifying evil. They have 
learned the joy of living together as one people.”

Christ prays that we might manifest in our life together 
the kind of spiritual unity that God has given us. It is a 
unity that reflects God’s glory. Jesus has given us the glory 
that belongs to God. The power of the church is found in 
its capacity to reflect the glory of God. The church does 
many things that other groups do. The church feeds the 
hungry, offers counseling, visits the lonely, builds houses for 
the homeless, provides care for children, tutors struggling 
students, organizes special interest groups, holds exercise 
classes, and a thousand other things. We do these things 
not as an end in themselves. We do these things to manifest 
the glory of God and point to the extraordinary presence of 
God in the church.  

It is also a unity that serves the purposes of God in the 
world. God makes us one in order that we may bear witness 
to the one God who loves this blue planet. If we cannot 
live together in peace in the church, then how can we offer 
Christ’s peace to the world? If we cannot share what we have 
with one another in the body of Christ, then how can we 
help the world become good stewards of God’s creation? If 
we cannot show mercy to one another, then how can we help 
the world understand true justice? If we cannot demonstrate 
by the quality of our life together that our unity in Christ 
transcends our differences, and even more than that, leads 
us to appreciate and value our differences, then what do we 
have to offer our deeply conflicted and shattered world?

If we could step back from the church and see the whole 
church as we might see this blue planet from space, what 
would we see? A fragmented body, at odds with itself, focused 
upon petty quarrels, missing the supreme importance of 
love and losing sight of its mission. Or, something beautiful, 
united by the Holy Spirit as one body in Jesus Christ 
glorifying and serving God. The church moving together in 
mutual love through time and space toward our final destiny 
in Christ. 


