

SERMON 22 January 2017:  WEEK OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY
Readings: Galatians 3.26-4.7, page 1170; Matthew 4.12-23, page 978

Theme: We are all one in Christ Jesus who calls us to united action and witness

Today, we are in the middle of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity – the 110th one, for the first such week was in 1908.  At that time most Christians worshipped in the mainstream denominations – Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Congregational, Presbyterian, Lutheran, Society of Friends and a few others which I’ve probably missed out, but all recognisable names.

But now, with the rise of Pentecostal-type worship during the 20th century and the rise in different types of church held in less formal buildings than traditional churches, home churches and independent churches, there are so many different types of church that it is impossible to count them, at least thousands and probably tens of thousands.  

So does this mean that the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity has been a complete failure?  I think not.  What has changed is a growth of the ecumenical movement and the recognition amongst Christians of all denominations and none that we all believe in the same Jesus, and we are far more open about coming together to worship and work for Christ’s Kingdom.  

I was very grateful for my ecumenical upbringing.  My father was a Methodist and my mother an Anglican but they could never quite agree on which church to belong to, so for the first few years of my life we alternatively attended the Methodist and Anglican Sunday Schools.  I secretly preferred the Anglican one – the hall was cosier and each week we were given little stickers with a picture and a Bible verse on it.  

Then, when I was 7, we moved and my parents decided to compromise and we went to the Congregational church across the road.  I did not understand the differences between the three churches which all seemed  to do the same things, but what was clear was that the stories I heard in each one were the same and they all gave out the same simple message that Jesus loves me.

In the early years of my working career, I was invited to join the Civil Service Christian Union at which I found valuable Christian fellowship throughout my Civil Service career.  So much so that when I moved from the Department of Employment to the Health and Safety Executive to find that HSE did not have a branch, I set about forming it.  Over nearly 40 years I met with all shades of Anglicans and Roman Catholics from very traditional to charismatic, Orthodox Christians, Quakers, Baptists, Methodists, Pentecostals, Seventh Day Adventists and members of other free churches outside the main stream denominations. 

Occasionally someone would tell us a bit about their particular denomination – how it operated, the particular services they had at different times of the year, or expand on a doctrinal detail about which they might hold a particular view; but for the main part we simply studied the Bible together, prayed together and supported each other, our different backgrounds not mattering a jot.

Over the years I have really come to believe that our little differences in theological detail and differing way of worship are really very unimportant.  What is important is what St Paul says as he addresses the Galatian church ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (3.28). 

This statement is set against the background that the Galatian church consisted of a mixture of both Christians who had converted from Judaism and Christians who had converted from other religions or none – Gentiles who in this case would be Greeks.  Some would be working as slaves but others would be free citizens.  In Judaism there had been a great difference between men and women – men were allowed into parts of the temple and synagogues which women could not enter and their women were expected to obey them – no such thing as equality in those days. 

Paul goes on to say that ‘If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.’  He devotes chapters to expounding this argument, but simply put God had made a covenant with Abraham way back in Genesis that God would be the God of all his descendants for ever.  The Jews all regarded themselves as descendants of Abraham and now Paul was explaining that all Christians – whether they had originally been Jews or not - are included in this promise and that we are all descendants of Abraham and heirs of his.  So God is our God just as he was of the Jews – the same and one and only God. 

Not only are we descendants of Abraham but we are ‘all one in Christ Jesus’.  So how is this relevant this morning?  It really means that it does not matter which Christian church we worship in, whether it be Anglican, Baptist, Society of Friends, Roman Catholic, Methodists, Pentecostal etc - we are all one in Christ Jesus.  It is what unites us that is important, not our little differences of doctrinal nuances or ways of worship.

One of the commentaries I was reading (Cole, p156) pointed out that in the New English Bible this phrase is translated as ‘we are all one person in Christ’  What a different complexion that puts on Christian unity!  If we are all one person, we have to act together or we are schizophrenic.  

So how, in reality, as the Christian church are we to act as one person in January 2017?  

Well, when it comes to it Christ has called each one of us to be his disciple wherever we are and to join with other Christians in sharing his gospel – the good news story – with others as the opportunity arises, and to speak out with one united voice about the injustices in our society.

If we look to our reading from Matthew’s gospel, we find Jesus calling Simon Peter and Andrew to follow Him so that he could make them fishers of men, and James and John also left their boat immediately to follow Jesus.  

Here we see the very strong link between following Jesus and acting for him.  When he called these four disciples to be ‘fishers of men’ they would not think of someone sitting on a river bank all day dangling a line and hoping that some passing fish would take their bait.  No, to them, fishing meant taking out a big boat and putting out a large net and catching hundreds of fish at a time.  Jesus expected them to leave much and he expected much in return.

This does not mean that Jesus does not value our individual faith and efforts for him.  There are times when he will ask us to do an act of kindness or speak one to one with somebody.  But there are times when he wants his church to be seen to join up all its little component parts and act as one person.  I believe this is very much one of these years and we are to start right here in Seer Green and Jordans.

We may have three different churches and Christians of assorted other denominations living in our villages but he wants us to be seen as one united Christian voice, both through our actions and words.

First, Jesus spent time teaching his disciples and we have the opportunity to join with other Christians in our joint Lent groups to learn together how we can serve Christ as his united church. 

We have our joint Village services coming up in February and March. This is a great opportunity to go fishing for Christ.  We may have one person who we feel Jesus wants us to invite and that is great.  But it may be that we feel we should cast the net wider and invite a whole family or a group of friends or neighbours.   

Also coming up in March is the Women’s World Day of Prayer.  This is a great opportunity for the churches to worship together but should we be more pro-active in thinking of this as an opportunity to go fishing and invite other women (and men) to join us and hear about how Christians in another country are working and worshipping?

Then we have Alpha in May.  A real opportunity to go fishing and invite people to the informal setting of a meal – is fish on the menu? – over which to share friendship and help others to understand more about Jesus and his united church.

Then on into the summer, we have Just One at Arsenal’s Emirates Stadium.  What a fantastic fishing opportunity – 40,000 people will hear the good news story of the gospel in one place.  Who are we to invite?  Does Jesus want us to fish for Just One, or will it be Just Two, Three or more, even a dozen?  

We may find the idea of being Christ’s fishermen and women rather scary.  But we do not need to be scared.  Just as Jesus equipped the disciples to be fishers of men so he equips us.  When the disciples thought of their nets full of a few hundred fish they would never have dreamt that as a result of the comparatively small amount of people they helped bring into Christ’s Kingdom in their lifetime, that there would now be millions, and millions, and millions of Christians in the world and millions more who have lived down the ages and those who will live in the future.  If we are Christ’s fisherperson for just one person, who knows what the witness of that person will lead to in the future.

We may not have J John’s ability to talk to 40,000 people at one time – I don’t envy him; Cassa, Janna and I know that it’s scary enough to talk to perhaps 50 or 60 friendly people in church on a Sunday morning, but we do it because we know that following Jesus means fishing, and part of that fishing is helping other people to get to know a bit more about Jesus so that they can go out and be fishermen and women too.  It’s something we can only do in Jesus’ strength and we rely on him to give us the words and to have the courage to stand up at the front.

Maybe, we can start by simply picking up a leaflet for Alpha and giving it to someone saying ‘We have a couple of services in the run up to this, I’m going - would you like to come?’  Or say to someone, there’s this big event at the Emirates’ stadium in July and we’re having a coach from the village – can I get you a place?’

Or, fishing is a very practical activity, maybe we can help with the background work for our joint events such as helping with catering or organisation.

These individual bits of fishing are all a vital part of the one church of Christ acting together in unity.  Perhaps it would be clearer if this week was called something like ‘The Week of Prayer for United Christian Action and Witness’.  That, I believe, is what Christian Unity is all about in 2017. 

(12 mins)
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