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Reading
· John 17:20-23
 20"My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 21that all of them may be one, Father, just as you 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. 22I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” John 17:20-23
Gathered here tonight, we are an expression of an answered prayer that Jesus prayed. This simple service, is an answer to the prayer that Jesus prayed. Hope 2008 is an answer to the prayer that Jesus prayed.
It is a warm summer’s day in 1989. A game of football is being played in the park; some children are on the swings, seeing who can go highest. Adults are in their hedged off gardens, enjoying the sun, relaxing, doing gardening, enjoying the English Summer’s day. You know the kind of scene. Then, disrupting the peace of the balmy day with an unwelcome racket, two brothers who normally get along start fighting out in the park. It gets heated and fists are flying, there are screams, there is swearing and then there is the call of a Mum, upset to see her son’s fighting and embarrassed that everyone in the neighbourhood has heard it. ‘Come in now’ she says, forcefully, and then she asks the question that an 11 year old can’t feel the weight of, but its true: ‘What do you think people are going to conclude about you and this family when all they’ve just heard is you fighting and arguing with one another?’ 
Sadly – too many people in our world have this impression of church, whether it is accurate or not. Maybe they’ve heard an argument or two, and their whole conclusion about church and about Jesus has been swayed.
It is April 1999. I am teaching in a church in Calcutta, India. The worship celebration has us on our feet! With Indian music weaved with Western songs; instruments familiar and strange; brass and cymbals; hand clapping and drumming all lift a joyful noise to our God. There is something for just about everybody there. Drug addicts and prostitutes worship with doctors and teachers, children and teenagers relax side by side with the adults and Elderly. Jesus is at the centre. All are invited. All are included.
Sadly, too few in our world have seen the church like this where God is unmistakably working. Too few have seen the many churches which have young and old, rich and poor, male and female, black and white, working in love, in unity, with shared passions, vision and relationships; with Jesus at the centre. 
Too many have seen a church divided. Too few have seen or experienced the miracle of unity and being included. The question is - what does Jesus want for Pembury? What did he pray for? What must we pursue as the churches in Pembury?
It is sometime in the first century, fifty days after Passover and a huge crowd had gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate a festival called Shavuot. Medes and Parthinians and Pamphyglians have all come to celebrate the giving of the Law to Israel on Mount Sinai. Children run ahead of their parents; teenagers are huddled in groups, some teasing, some struggling to fit in. Older people are being helped along; some rest on pallets along the way. The crowd is devout and diverse; they speak Greek, and Hebrew and Arabic, among other languages. Some are very wealthy; others have saved a lifetime to make this journey. 

And then suddenly, as we are told in Acts 2, there is a sound like the rush of a mighty wind. You can almost hear the wind in the Hebrew word ruach, the word for wind, for breath and for Spirit. And it was the coming of the Spirit that made the day miraculous. Just like the Law was given on Shavuot, the Spirit was given on Pentecost. The Spirit came much like a rush of wind, blowing through that diverse crowd, whispering to some, shouting to others. It seemed like tongues of fire had landed on everyone. Miraculous! But the truer miracle that is often forgotten was one of communication and understanding and unity. All of the people gathered heard the good news of God in their own cultural language. Common social and religious barriers were dropped. Everyone was invited. All could be included. 
The Egyptians, Cyrenes, and the Israelites; the elders heard the good news in a language they recognized and the young people heard it in their slang! Every body heard the Gospel in a way that they could understand it. This was the birthday of the church, and the very first church was a culturally, racially, economically, and generationally diverse gathering of men and women, boys and girls who although incredibly different heard the same message of God's deeds of power. 

The Spirit helped the disciples communicate in the languages of all those people. The Pentecost paradigm church was a cooperative, communal, celebrative church. Diversity meant joy and opportunity and surprise and creativity. Onlookers could see a miracle unfold.
In that Pentecost paradigm, the people of God were able to be on earth as they expected to be in heaven. They were, in other words, rehearsing the Reign of God!  When we pray, ‘Your Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven’ we are praying for unity. That's what happens when the church welcomes and celebrates diversity. There is a sense of having the ‘not-yet’ here, right now, today. All are invited. All are included. 
And every church, every community has diversity to embrace, even in Pembury. Whatever the diversity God gives to us to embrace and celebrate, when we do it, we not only rehearse the reign of God, but we model for the world what it means to be humanity how God intended. We show in our celebration that each person, created in the image of God, helps the community to see more fully just who God is. 

Now, taking deliberate and committed steps towards greater unity is a really good thing, but it is hard work. Really hard work! But, if the church does not rehearse the Reign of God in our congregations, who will? If those of us who say we love God with all of our heart, soul, mind and strength do not celebrate God's creation in all of its diversity, who will? If not us, who? If not now, when? Every time we embrace the other, every time we join together in our differences, we witness to God's goodness. We create pockets of resistance in a world of fear and suspicion and division. The Reign of God breaks in as we rehearse it, one relationship at a time, here in Pembury. 
You may be thinking, OK, we can come together, but then what? Well, here are just three of many things that we need to do together: 

Firstly: We rehearse our common vision and mission. You may have noticed that over the pond is a little election process to find the Republican and Democratic nomination for President. One of the hopefuls, Barack Obama, recently said this: 'In the struggle for peace and justice, we cannot walk alone. In the struggle to heal this nation and repair this world, we cannot walk alone.' As Christians we have a common vision to see God’s Kingdom come, a Kingdom of God’s presence and peace, of justice, of healing, of reconciliation. We cannot expect to see these things unless we are united. How can we exercise inclusion and love out there in the streets and people of Pembury, our workplaces and families unless we can exercise inclusion and love amongst ourselves?
Secondly, we pray and seek God for his will and vision for Pembury and our world. With God’s agenda beating in our hearts, we come together and we pray. We ask God to graciously empower us by His Spirit to be united and to be a blessing to our world. We worship him, we seek him, and we thank him that our prayers are heard. And in gathering together we are even the answer to Jesus’ prayer.
Thirdly, somebody once said, ‘Mission exists because worship doesn’t.’ Do we not long for everybody across Pembury to enjoy a sense of intimacy and closeness with God like we’ve just enjoyed? How does that fuel us when we look at the pain in our streets and our village? What does it do with us? God speaks to us and we are changed. God speaks through us so that we become agents of change. This as wonderful as it is, is not just worship. We will worship God when we go into these streets, when we go into these homes and we serve in Jesus name. We will worship God as powerfully when we kneel at the feet of the broken and wash their feet, when we look in the eyes of the unloved and tell them a different story about themselves. When we say things and do things and hold them together in tension.
Conclusion

The call of Hope 2008 is to unite the whole church, for the whole nation, for a whole year. To do more, to do it together and to do it in word and deed. I for one hope and pray that in our small part of the world here in Pembury we will keep this in our hearts, and it won’t stop as 2008 moves into 2009. Why? Because I don’t think God with have it any other way and God will empower us today with the same Holy Spirit who brings unity, creativity and relationship.
Jesus prayed we’d be one; and he’ll bless us if we seek to be a blessing to the people of Pembury. And we’ll be a bigger blessing by working together.

Let me the end by praying, using the words of Paul from Romans 15: 

5May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, 6so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.

PAGE  
1

