The Seventh Sunday of Easter – 2009
I. Introduction
I know Fathers Day is still a few weeks away, but what a good Gospel lesson to talk about fathers.  Why?  Because Jesus is talking to his Father—to our Father.  He taught his disciples that is how they could always talk to God—approach God as a loving Father.  And what did he ask His Father to do?  To protect His friends.  That is what fathers do… they protect their loved ones.  
II. Protect them that they may be one
Opening
Twice in this prayer Jesus asked his Father—our Father—to protect us.  Once to protect us from the evil one who will stir up the world to hate us.  The other time is to protect us from our​selves—to protect us so that we wouldn’t deteriorate into factions that stopped loving one another—to protect us so that we would be one.

Oneness in marriage
When I hear that “oneness” language in Jesus’ prayer, I can’t help but think of marriage.  Marriage is the other topic in the Bible that talks about becoming one.  I think lessons we learn from being married could teach us about being one in the Church.  
Becoming one is part of the joy of marriage, but it is difficult to do.  There are many things that can block a couple’s oneness, such as infidelity or abuse.  If you can’t trust your partner, if you don’t feel safe with your partner, you can’t be one with your partner.  

Likewise, though less dramatic, not being willing to do the work of talking out your differences in a way that works for both partners robs a marriage of its oneness.  I have visited with couples where one or the other refused to deal with an issue… either because the status quo was working for them and they didn’t want anything to change, or because it just seemed too difficult to talk about without fighting.  That unresolved issue becomes a wedge in the oneness.  And if it grows, or is joined by others, the oneness becomes lost.
Working it out
Couples who can navigate those difficult waters have done so by learning a few secrets.  First of all, they know that “like” is not the same as “love”; that is to say, there will be days you don’t like your partner all that much, but you still must choose to love them.

Second, they believe in their oneness.  They recognize that their destinies are so intertwined that if something about the relationship is not working for their partner, it is in their own self-interest to put in the time and energy to work toward a compromise.
Closing
Applying what we know from marriages to churches could be useful, but very hard.  Historically the church hasn’t been all that great about resolving differences.  Instead we just split and go our separate ways.  And though that is contrary to Jesus’ prayer for us it is certainly better than taking those who disagree with us and burning them at the stake—the way we used to. 
III. Unity in the ELCA
Opening
Coincidentally the ELCA is once again threatened with fracture over the issue of homosexuality.  In August in Minneapolis churchwide delegates will vote on recommendations forwarded from a task force studying the issue of sexuality that would allow congre​ga​tions that wish to call a pastor who is in a same-gender, monoga​mous long-term relationship to do so and remain in the ELCA.  
The delegates will have some difficult work to do because this is one issue where there is no longer any consensus among ELCA members.  To heighten the tension there are congregations threatening to leave the ELCA if the recommendations are adopted.  What can the lessons we learn from the oneness in marriage teach us about our approach to this issue?
Tony and Peggy Campolo
Many of you have heard sociology professor and speaker, Tony Campolo.  Knowing his Baptist roots you will not be surprised that he believes Scriptures speak against condoning homo​sexual behavior.  You may not know, however, that his wife, Peggy, firmly believes that the Jesus revealed in Scriptures welcomes homo​sexuals into the family of God and that the Church should allow gay and lesbian couples to marry.
The Campolos have discovered they are not going to change one another’s convictions on this topic.  The Sexuality Task Force, likewise, after six years realized that they were not going to change each other’s convictions on this topic.  What do you do when you and the person with whom you are in relationship disagree so intensely?  

Here is what the Campolos said thirteen years ago when they spoke to a group of college students at North Park College about the issue of homosexuality.  

It is possible for two people to differ intensely over a crucial issue and not get a divorce.  It is possible to have lively dis​cussion over… a major issue, and still stay together in a loving relationship… It is necessary for us to respect each other… love each other and recognize that we belong together even if we don’t agree… Let not an issue destroy the fellowship… Let us be one in Christ Jesus because we’re going to have to work this thing through. (http://www.bridges-across.org/ba/campolo.htm)
Closing
Regardless of what happens at the assembly in August, we will have already “won” as a church if our delegates can enter into the discussion following the Campolo’s advice: that we “love each other and recognize that we belong together even if we don’t agree.”  That’s step one.  If we can do that, then the rest will fall into place.
IV. Conclusion
There is good news in Jesus’ prayer for us.  Oneness means belonging and being included.  People will always come up with reasons to keep us out; over and over Jesus is welcoming us in.  Jesus prayer for us hasn’t changed; Father, protect them so that we may be one.  Begin​ning June 29th members of the ELCA are being asked to begin fifty days of prayer leading up to the Assembly.  May our prayer be that we commit to love each other and recognize that we belong together even if we don’t agree.  May our prayer be as simple as Jesus’ prayer: that we may be one.  Amen. 
