    John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, May 16, 2010 – Easter VII
                                       Text: John 17:20-26

“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.”

What struck me most, as I read our Gospel lesson today, in preparation for this morning’s sermon – is that Jesus prayed this prayer for us – for you, and for me!  Jesus loved his first disciples, and he certainly prayed for them, as well.  But he knew there would be those of us, throughout the ages to come, who would come to faith in him, through the words of those who had come before us – those who in previous generations had chosen to follow him.

I would venture to guess that many of us here this morning have, in some way, been influenced by the words, witness, and testimonies of others – many times, those of a generation before us … grandparents, aunts, uncles, neighbors, teachers, co-workers … and maybe even a few preachers!!!

And we’ve all been influenced, and drawn by the Spirit, through the words of folks like Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John … Paul and Peter.  And even going further back – through the words of the Psalms of David, and the Proverbs of King Solomon.  In Rom. 10:17, Paul tells us that “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”  And this “Word,” whether it’s been passed on to us by those in our own day and time, or by the sacred, inspired writings of Holy Scripture – this “Word” has made a major impact on our coming to faith!
So, you see, God has honored – over the years, over the generations – Jesus’ prayer that he prayed for us – 2,000 years ago.  This prayer that has drawn us into an eternal relationship with him, by way of the “Word.”  That prayer, which has drawn us into that “oneness” – that “oneness” of being in relationship with Him, through His Son, Jesus Christ … and that “oneness” of being in relationship with each other, as members of the Body of Christ.

I was at the store the other day, and the clerk waiting on me looked at my collar and my cross, and he asked, “Are you a minister?”  And, of course, I said yes.  And then he asked me what “religion” I was.  I didn’t correct him – I knew what he meant.  He really wanted to know what denomination I was.  But I was still tempted to just say, “I’m a Christian.”  Sometimes I think this may be a little easier for folks to grasp than “I’m an Anglican!”

I like the explanation my mentor at my field parish when I was in seminary gave to the New Members class I assisted with.  Fr. Phil said, “We’re Episcopalians (which we were at the time), because that’s the way we like to do Church.  But more importantly, we’re Christians, because we’re members of the Body of Christ!

Archbishop Bob Duncan is a wonderful, godly, Christian leader – and we’re blessed to have him as the head of our province of the Anglican Communion.  But one of the things that impressed me most about Archbishop Duncan was his reminder, during our inaugural assembly in Bedford, Texas, last December – that as wonderful as it was that we had just launched a new and orthodox province of Anglicanism in America – what was most important was that we were members of the Body of Christ – that we were one in the Lord Jesus Christ with all other believers, all over this world – regardless of the label over their Church doors, or our own!  
Jesus’ prayer for our “oneness” was so the world would know that God the Father had sent him, & that God loved them, even as He loved His Son. 
The “world” certainly often looks for reasons to discredit the Church.  They watch us a lot more closely than we might think!  And one of the negatives they often point towards is our many “divisions,” and our inability to agree with one another and get along.  And the truth of the matter is, we will probably remain in separate denominations until Jesus comes back!
We’ve been raised in different traditions of the Christian faith, and we’re comfortable with different worship styles and doctrines.  But it’s important – it’s critical – that we remain together in “oneness” regarding the key issues of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, and the authority of Holy Scripture.  Now, don’t misunderstand me here – I’m not suggesting that we “water down” our theology, just so we can fit in with those who have moved away from orthodoxy.  However, I am suggesting that we do all that we can to offer a common witness, alongside our orthodox brothers & sisters, regardless of our denominational stripes!

I think a great example of this is the ministry of Paul & Dottie Lacey, AFM missionaries among the Miao people in China.  These Anglican missionaries work right alongside Southern Baptists, in living out their calling to share the Gospel with these folks – most of whom have never even heard the name of Jesus!  You see, being Baptist or Anglican doesn’t really matter to someone who’s never heard the message of the Gospel.  They’re just hungry to know about this “Jesus,” who died for their sins & their salvation, & who God raised from the dead, so they might have new, & abundant, & eternal life!  
We, as Jesus’ disciples today, represent the Kingdom of God to the world.  We – you and I – are the Church.  And the Church is the manifestation of the love and the glory of God in the world.  When Jesus lived in this world, he was the bearer of God’s glory.  And now, the Church bears that glory.

The key here is that in order for the Church to truly be the bearer of God’s glory in this world – this can’t be the result of “human effort” … It must be the result of living in the Spirit – if it – if we, as the Church – are to truly reflect God’s glory to the world in such a way that people are drawn into the Kingdom.  Any effort which is of purely human origin, no matter how sincere – outside of the guidance, direction, and power of the Holy Spirit – is a waste of time!  And believe me, the Enemy is “big” on us wasting time, as opposed to focusing Spirit-directed efforts on being about the business of producing fruit for God’s Kingdom!  Amen?!
You know, we could spend hours going through the various applications today’s lesson has for the Church.  But we don’t have hours … so we’ll just settle on two of the most critical themes here: 1) The Church must be unified, 2) And the Church must have a mission.  (Repeat)

I remember in 2000, when the Billy Graham Crusade came to Jacksonville, churches in our city worked together, across denominational lines, to bring the message of the Gospel to the people of Jacksonville.  I don’t remember the exact number, but I believe there were hundreds of people in the inter-denominational choir that sang during the crusade.
I remember my Roman Catholic mother-in-law calling me, & asking if I knew where her women’s circle could get paperback Bibles to put into packets they were making up for those who responded to the message, & who came forward to receive Christ during the Crusade.
When different Churches respond and work together to meet needs after devastating events like the floods in Nashville, or the tornadoes in Oklahoma, or building Habijax homes, & feeding the hungry through agencies like Arlington Community Services – the world sees the Church at work - on a mission –  and in unity!
Regarding the “mission” of the Church, I believe a lot of mainline denominations have lost their sense of mission, because of a “watered-down” message!  After all, if you’re afraid of offending people with the pure, unadulterated message of the Gospel – that Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life … then what’s left that will make an eternal difference – for Christ’s sake?!!!
I remember Terry’s brother & sister-in-law’s pastor telling me about his experience in seminary, when one of his professors (who just happened to be an ordained minister) told the class that the Church didn’t need to send missionaries to places in the world where people already had a religious belief – such as Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims.  After she said this to the class, this guy got up from his desk, gathered his books, and started to leave.  When the professor asked him where he thought he was going, he responded, “If you really believe what you just said, then you don’t need me!”

Have you & I received & believed the message that has been passed down to us, through the ages, from the time of the apostles?  Do we, as a Church, as St. Barnabas – see ourselves as just one station of – not just the Worldwide Anglican Communion – but the Body of Christ?  Do we see ourselves at unity with other believers, and do we seek to serve our Lord in such a way that the world sees the love we have for each other, and our unity in Christ, as a witness to our Lord & Savior?  

And do we still have that sense of mission, that everyone – regardless of their race, their culture, their nationality, or their religious background – should receive, & have an opportunity to respond to the message of the Gospel?   
Father, may each of us here this morning know you, through your Son, Jesus Christ.  And may we be one in Christ, as you, the Son, and the Spirit are One.  May our witness to the world reflect that unity, by your Spirit, to the end that those who don’t yet know you through your Son – as the Way, the Truth, and the Life – be drawn into your Kingdom.  And may we never lose sight of the mission you have given us to spread the message of the Gospel – the message of your eternal love for the world, through Jesus Christ – to the ends of the earth.  In his name we pray.  Amen!! 

