August 15, 2010
We’re near the end of our summer series on the nature and work of the Holy Spirit. Among mainline Protestants the Spirit is probably the least talked-about and least-understood person of the Trinity. We talk about God, we talk about Jesus, but we don’t talk much about the Spirit. So we’ve been looking at what the Spirit does and how we know the Spirit’s presence ~ the fruit of the Spirit, forms of prayer, and the way the Spirit works within the church and in the world. This morning our focus is on how the Spirit creates unity, how it unites us as one. 

Ephesians 4:1-6, 25-32
The way the Bible describes it, the church began when the Spirit took a rag-tag group of followers of Jesus and gave them the ability to communicate with people from all around the Mediterranean world. It was the day of Pentecost, and they were in Jerusalem. Jesus had died and been raised and had gone up into heaven. His disciples were waiting for further instructions, as it were. Then the Spirit came and they suddenly could speak all these languages and people who heard them were astonished, and many came to believe in Jesus Christ and were baptized that day. Their little community started growing like wildfire and it wasn’t long till there were several thousand people in that Jerusalem church. The way the Book of Acts tells it, they shared everything they had in common and broke bread together with glad and generous hearts. 
The miracle of the early church is that it brought together people who would never otherwise be seen with one another: Jews and Greeks, slaves and free, male and female as equal children of God. It was a profoundly egalitarian community. People gave up their privileges and differences in order to be part of something so much greater: a community whose heart and soul and identity were found in Jesus Christ, who united them as one. 
But this little piece of heaven didn’t last long, and pretty soon divisions started creeping in. What was the right way to read scripture? How much freedom should people have? Were they still supposed to follow the Jewish laws, or not? What about Gentiles, people who weren’t Jewish, what was their role supposed to be? It was a mess, with back-biting, self-righteousness, accusations flying. This idyllic little church didn’t seem so perfect any more. 
Everywhere the church began, issues would appear. How could it be any other way? Take any group of human beings and sooner or later you’re going to get tensions and disagreements. The only alternative is a dictatorship, and even there are disagreements, they’re just suppressed. People are going to think differently about things. Then what? 
Over and over again the apostle Paul reminded these early Christians that what united them was so much greater than their divisions. “There is one body and one Spirit… one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.” It is the Spirit that brought you together and made you one. Whatever else happens, don’t lose sight of this. And remember, it is not your own doing; it is a gift from God. “Make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace,” Paul tells them. 
It is a word every generation needs to hear. In every generation, the church faces tensions that threaten to undo the work of the Spirit of God, which is our unity in Christ.
I grew up in the 1960s at a time when it felt like every institution was being pulled apart. Our country was in chaos. The Vietnam War and the protests and Kent State… Civil Rights marches and voting rights and integration and people getting murdered for it, with riots breaking out… the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy… there was tension everywhere, in the news and in the streets and in families, and the church was not immune. People worshiped side by side who on every issue disagreed with each other, sometimes vehemently. If ministers preached about these things they were ‘causing trouble.’ If they didn’t talk about them they were ‘irrelevant.’ 
Into this troubled water the church brought a word of unity. It was called “The Confession of 1967” and it was written by leaders of the Presbyterian Church in response to the needs of that time. The theme was reconciliation, our unity in Christ. 

In the preface the authors write,
God’s reconciling work in Jesus Christ and the mission of reconciliation to which he has called his church are the heart of the gospel in any age. Our generation stands in peculiar need of reconciliation in Christ. [C-9.06 a,b]
Like Paul in his letter to the Ephesians, the Confession reminded the church of what we were supposed to be. It spoke of the Holy Spirit’s work, creating the church as a community, enabling us to forgive and receive forgiveness, opening us to the peace of God and allowing us to make peace among ourselves. In those deeply troubling times, the Confession called the church not just to receive this reconciliation, and not just to practice it within the church, but to bring this gospel of reconciliation to the world. 
In other words, reconciliation is both the work of Jesus Christ for the church, and the work of Christ’s church for the sake of the world. Our unity in him is both a gift and a responsibility. 
It is a gift of grace. Reconciliation creates unity where there was separation, connection where there was brokenness, community where there was division. But staying in that state of grace takes work. It requires a maturity and self-control that do not come easily. 
Reconciliation is not the same as ‘being nice.’ It’s fairly easy to be nice. Our parents raised us to be polite people and we know enough not to offend on purpose. Especially church people know how to be nice. I can’t tell you how many churches advertise their greatest strength as ‘warmth.’ 
That’s a good thing, I don’t disparage it, it’s a lot better than being cold and uncaring! But ‘nice’ is not the same as ‘reconciled.’ Reconciled means being able to name your differences honestly and then deal with them. It means working through pain and guilt and injustice and finding a way to be in relationship again. It means not pretending that bad things don’t happen, or that they don’t matter, or that people aren’t responsible. 
Do you remember the beating of Rodney King by the Los Angeles Police Department? It was caught on videotape and went viral, and race riots erupted. Afterwards he said to the press, pleadingly, “Can’t we all get along?” If it were only that simple. Sure, we can all get along, as long as we leave each other alone in segregated little pockets of our own reality. Yes, we can all get along, as long as we avoid certain topics and just make polite conversation. Of course we can all get along, as long as we don’t name the elephants in the room that might make us feel uncomfortable or uncertain. The real test is whether we can disagree openly about things that really matter to us, name the problems, be real about how we feel about things, without tearing relationships apart. 

It’s increasingly easy to live in a polarized world. You watch your TV shows, I’ll watch mine. You follow your news sources, I’ll follow mine. You listen to your music, I’ll enjoy mine. You worship your god, I’ll worship mine. As long as we’re fragmented into our own sub-cultures then we can be perfectly comfortable without ever being confronted with things that challenge us. 
But that’s not unity, is it? 

God needs so much more from us than that. The world is a fragmented and fragile place, and God needs us to be his reconciling people. 

The Confession of 1967 reminded the church that “God’s redeeming work in Jesus Christ embraces the whole of human life.” Jesus cares about a lot more than just what happens in church – he loves this world he came to save and redeem, every part of it – “social and cultural, economic and political, scientific and technological, individual and corporate.” [C-9.53 a] We may want to fragment that off from our faith, but Christ doesn’t. 
To bring reconciliation to this broken world requires great spiritual maturity. It requires us to “speak the truth in love,” Paul says, discerning as clearly as we can what the truth is, and then articulating it as lovingly as we can. It presumes that there is a truth, and that not all claims are equally valid. It requires us not to shy away from difficult challenges. But it also requires us not to assume that we are self-righteously superior to all who disagree with us. 

The great prophetic preacher William Sloane Coffin tells this story: 

I remember several years ago a freshman asking if he could give me some advice. ‘Go ahead,’ I said. ‘Well, Sir, when you say something that is both true and painful, say it softly.’ Say it in other words to heal and not to hurt. Say it in love.

This is the way Paul gave these instructions in his letter to the Ephesians: 

So let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. Be angry but do not sin…Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. 

How different this is from the way the world works, from 3-second sound-bites and talking heads who feed off our anxiety. How different reconciliation is from the polarization that marks our country these days. How counter-cultural it is to speak lovingly, respectfully and compassionately about say, the economy or the environment or immigration. 

Let’s even go a step further… What would happen if we simply stopped listening to the voices that egged us on to be more and more outraged? What if we turned off those voices that stirred up bitterness and anger in us? What if we avoided pundits whose words do not give grace to those who hear? If Paul is right, if scripture is right, it couldn’t help but bring us closer to the life God intended for us, the life of unity and reconciliation and peace. 
We would still have very different opinions – unity is not the same as uniformity. But at least our beliefs would be based on information and not outrage, rooted in respect and not disparagement. 
Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe we’d rather settle for ‘niceness’ and avoid those subjects where we know we disagree. Maybe I expect too much from us as Christians. But somehow I’m not ready to give up on the church. 
I just keep going back to this promise: that “there is one body and one Spirit… one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.” 
I keep going back to this hope, that Jesus Christ sacrificed his life so that the world could have something more. 
And I can’t help but believe that we who have received that gift of grace now have a responsibility – and that is not to squander it for something less than a world at peace. 
Thanks be to God. 
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