The Seventh Sunday after Easter - John 17:20-26

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

Is it just me, or is the world getting meaner? People seem to be angrier and less trustful of others. Our country seems more divided now than ever, the rhetoric more heated. I can hardly stand to watch the news anymore. People demonize their opponents with labels like socialist or Nazi. If I don't agree with you then I can be justified in dismissing you and not having to listen to you. I think we forgot the lessons we were supposed to learn in Kindergarten- to treat others always with respect. Didn't your parents teach you that if you couldn't say something nice about someone then don't say anything at all? I know mine did. I suppose we shouldn't be too surprised when the world behaves that way. We all know people who are always negative and contrary. What should surprise and sadden us though, is when the church misbehaves and fights with each other. When Christians can't get along with each other it sends a bad message to the world, and God is not glorified. 
Have you ever been a part of a church where people were fighting with each other? I remember one time being asked to supply preach in an old church in Southern Wisconsin. It was a good sized country church, formed by Norwegian immigrants in 1844. Just down the road, less than a mile, stands another church, no longer used. Back in the late 1800’s the church had split over the issue of double predestination. Norwegians who couldn’t agree on how we get to heaven decided they therefore couldn't worship with each other in this life. So the splinter group built another church within shouting distance from the first. Many years later the issues that had split the church no longer seemed important, and the two congregations reconciled. The theological arguments and the fierce passions behind them were gone. But the old church was still there, a sad monument to stubbornness and unwillingness to get along. Those Norwegians were so sure that those arguments were worth fighting, only to have a later generation scratch their heads and wonder what it was all about. Why couldn't they just get along with each other? Why split the church?
It reminds me of a favorite joke. Ole was the only survivor of a shipwreck; he managed to swim to a deserted island and survived there ten years until someone found him. When the rescuer set foot on the island he was amazed to discover what Ole had built from the natural resources there. Ole was eager to show off some of his work. "Dis here's da house I built for myself to live in," Ole proudly said, "and dat over dere...dat's da place I built vhere I go to vork everyday, except Sunday, of course, dat’s da Lord’s day. Over dere, dat's da shurch I built to vorship in." The rescuer was very impressed by the church Ole had built, and then pointed to another similar structure close by. “What's that building there," the man asked. Ole replied, "Dat? Oh...dat's da shurch I used to go to."

Someone once said that people will often forget the words you say, but they'll remember how those words made them feel. Did your words make them feel loved and accepted, or did they make them feel rejected or angry? That’s what they will tend to remember. I don't mean to say that words are unimportant. They're extremely important. And our theology is important- what we believe and say about God. But I wonder if there isn’t something even more important- to love each other. Jesus didn’t command us to agree with each other; he commanded us to love each other. Someone also said, “Often people don’t care how much you know. They want to know how much you care.” The greatest commandment is not to be correct; the greatest commandment is to love God and love our neighbor.

In our gospel lesson we hear the passionate prayer of Jesus praying for his disciples just before he knew he was going to die. His words are important. If we knew we only had a little time left to live we’d choose our words carefully. We’d say those things that were of utmost importance. So listen closely to these words. "I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” Jesus prayed for us that we would be one in his love and one with each other. And notice what he says- when Christians work together, when they love each other, the world is going to believe. God will be glorified. Sadly, the opposite is also true. It amazes me how easily churches can take good news and turn it into bad news. When the church fights and splinters and behaves just like the world, the world will ignore our witness as being unbelievable or irrelevant 
So here is the question- is the church big enough to hold together people who disagree with each other? Can we differ on certain issues while holding on to the center- to Christ? Can we agree to disagree without being disagreeable and still love and respect each other as fellow members of the body of Christ? At the time of the Reformation the Reformers struggled with this very question- what do we need to maintain unity in the church. They decided that it wasn’t worship style that kept the church together. It wasn’t agreement about values or ethics. It wasn’t a host of other things. What was needed for the unity of the church was that the Gospel be preached in its purity and the Sacraments be rightly administered. It is enough when we hold on to the center of our faith- that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself and that through God’s grace and faith in Jesus Christ we are made right with God. That’s the center that holds us together no matter what style of worship we prefer or how we differ on the social issues of our day.

Do you like it when people pray for you? It feels good because you know that others care about you. I want you to know that today Jesus is praying for you. His prayer wasn't just for his disciples but for those who would believe in him through their words. That's you and me. Jesus is praying for you and me right now. He's praying that we be one, united in mission around the cross and empty tomb, united in reaching out to the world with the good news of God's love. So let’s be an answer to prayer. Let's love one another, even when we may disagree. Let’s hold on to our center, to Jesus Christ. Let's bring glory to God. An unbelieving world is watching.

