
Reading about the life of the early church can sometimes be disheartening as we
compare their experience with our own.  However, not only do I expect that things
were not always as idyllic as written, but I also think our church life is filled with
grace!  This sermon, entitled “The Messy Grace of Unity” is based on 1 John 1:1-4,
Psalm 133, and Acts 4:32-33.  Kate

What a great image Luke gives us today
of the early Christian church.  “Now the whole
group of those who believed were of one heart
and soul, and no one claimed ownership of any
possession, but everything they owned was held
in common.  With great power the apostles
gave their testimony to the resurrection of the
Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them
all.”  Every young pastor starting out wants a
church just like this – happy people, full of
grace, taking care of one another.  If the church
they arrive at doesn’t initially look like this, he
or she is going to dig right in and work to make
it happen, to build a shining example of
Christian community.  Because it is the faith
community together that is the true witness to
resurrected life.  

From the very first day of Easter, we
have the story of the apostles experiencing the
risen Jesus and then witnessing together to
Thomas, who recognizes the truth when he is
back within their fold.  It is the gathered
community that testifies to risen divine life. 
The letter of First John begins “We declare to
you what was from the beginning, what we
have heard, what we have seen with our eyes,
what we have looked at and touched with our
own hands…we declare to you what we have
seen and heard so that you may also have
fellowship with us…so that our joy may be
complete.”  

From the beginning, the Christian
witness is about unity, bringing together
disparate groups and different people into one
life-affirming testimony about the ubiquitous
presence of God who loves us all.  The way we
live is the witness to something powerful
taking place among the people.  Hear the
Psalmist:  “How good and pleasant it is when
kindred live together in unity.”  Yes, the unity
of the Christian community is the witness
resurrected life.  Our unity is our testimony.  

To which we might respond “Uh
oh….we don’t look a whole lot like the young
church Luke describes, sharing our wealth,
sharing our food, gracefully working together
as one.”  While they had remarkable unity, we
seem to have “issues”.  Let’s be brave and
name some.   First, we have money issues.   
How to raise and then how to spend our
money?  Should we build up our endowment so
the First Church might have a secure future? 
Dear Bill Abbott was a great proponent of this,
and I know there are others who feel the same. 
Or should we be more concerned about the
present ministry of our church, using our
resources to expand our outreach and meet the
needs of people today, trusting God to take care
of our future?  Money is always a contentious
issue.     

We also have a Boy Scout issue.  A
long-time ministry through our 8 O’Clock
Service Club is being questioned.  Should the
Boy Scouts be supported here at our Open and
Affirming Congregation even though they have
a discriminatory policy against gay and lesbian
leaders?  Some want to discontinue this support 
because of the damage this policy does to gay
children who certainly get the message that
they are not good, whole, and worthy, as adults
like them are unwanted.  Others see the good
our involvement with the Scouts has done and
continues to do particularly with the poor
families in our area.  This split is truly painful.

We also have another issue that we
share with other Christian churches, and that is
our changing relationship with culture.  While
once the surrounding culture supported church
life insuring full sanctuaries on Sunday,
overflowing Sunday School rooms, and enough
volunteers to take on just about every project,
now church is simply one choice among many,
and often a questionable choice in an era of
religion as suspect.  There are benefits to this,



but no doubt the declining support puts stress
on congregations that have old and historic
buildings to maintain while they struggles to
redefine their purpose in our time.  We are
easily divided as some cling to and embrace old
ways, while others want to make real changes
in structure and mission, basically in how we
are church for today.  Split again. 

So, knowing all of this, what kind of
witness is this church making to the living God
among us?  Where is our unity?  Well, my
friends, I am not a young pastor anymore, and
the signs of unity I would have looked for 30
years ago have changed.  Godly unity is not a
group of happy people all working together
with the same mind moving in the same
direction, whistling all the way.  That kind of
unity usually means that someone, or a number
of someones, is keeping their mouth shut. 
Human beings are a diverse bunch of creatures,
God made us that way.  Because we are
different, in our experience, our upbringing,
our sensibilities, the task of creating unity in
which each person is valued and honored, is
always a messy business!  

One of the commentators I read this
week, Michael Kirby, helps here.  I never really
liked this Psalm 133 as its images bothered me. 
It talks about people living in unity being like
the precious oil poured on the head.  Now the
anointing with oil was a sign of hospitality in
ancient times, but running down the beard of
Aaron and onto the collar of his clothes?  What
a greasy mess!  It reminds me of our Maundy
Thursday service when the edge of my scarf
fell into the oil we were using to anoint hands
for service.  ‘Twas not pretty.  The Psalmist
also speaks of the dew of Hermon falling upon
the mountains of Zion.  Now, that’s a better
image, but Kirby tells us that while not
atmospherically impossible, it almost never
happens.  In his words, in this psalm, unity is
“wonderful, messy, unpredictable, and
rare.”  He also reminds us that “the only truly
predictable relationships are those that are one-
sided, marked by suppression or domination –
the polar opposite of unity.”  (Feasting on the
Word)

Let’s go back to the Acts passage. 

“Now the whole group of those who believed
were of one heart and soul…”  Luke did not
say they were of one mind, did he?  In fact,
any gathering of two or more are never of one
mind.  How we think is shaped by the sum total
of our experiences and not one of us has the
same.  But, when gathered in the name of
Jesus, we can be of one heart.  And that heart,
filled with the love of God, is what weaves the
unity – the unity that allows difference of
opinion, intense discussion, passionate
disagreement, all the while making authentic
decisions about the way we live this risen life
among us.  The unity of one heart and many
minds is wonderful, messy, unpredictable, rare,
and I would add courageous, daring and holy.

Imagine it this way – a big family
gathered around an Easter dinner table may
look like a perfect example of unity as they
speak politely and pass the potatoes and get
through the meal without any fallout, even
though underneath relationship are raw and
broken.  But the big family that gathers around
the same Easter table speaking their minds,
engaging in real and often contentious
conversation, throwing loving barbs back and
forth while dishing up the pie, may look out of
control, but is held together by a love strong
enough to let each member be who they are and
remain fully embraced at the family
table…even when supper is over.

If we as a church truly celebrate and
welcome diversity, we will be a rambunctious,
sometimes maddening, but surely authentic
example of unity in Christ.  As a young pastor,
that would scare me off in a second.  As a
much older one, it still may raise my blood
pressure, but I’ve learned that this is the messy
grace of unity.  As we continue to love one
another, even in our untidy complexity, we are
a powerful witness of God’s love – a love that
is true enough to celebrate difference, brave
enough to speak its mind, open enough to have
a place for all, and sure enough to welcome
change and transformation together. 

First Church, today I celebrate us in our
lively, messy, and holy witness of unity! 
Amen.   


