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John 17: 20-26
He meets with his friends in the upstairs room of a borrowed house.
He knows that this will be their only opportunity before his execution to have a last time of fellowship


a last conversation…



a last prayer…




and a last supper together with these men, 




who have travelled with him for three years.
He knows that, later that night, one of these friends will betray him, another will deny that they had ever even been friends






and the rest will scatter.
Tomorrow,

the mob will scream for his blood...
Pilate will wash his hands...

and let the soldiers do the dirty work





        with whips...






a purple robe...





a crown of thorns..




wood...



nails...


and a spear.
All this is before him, as he sits at table with his friends.


And he prays.
His prayer - in the face of death - is not for himself: as mine would be,
and, I suspect, yours too.
He prays for these friends he is soon to leave behind:
"I do not ask you
to take them out of the world ...
As you have sent me into the world,
so I send them into the world ...
... I ask that you keep them safe
from the evil one ..."
"Father!
"may these disciples be in us
as you are in me and I am in you:
May they be one,
so that the world may believe
that you sent me."
That prayer of Jesus caught a lot of attention last century –it was central to the Ecumenical Movement that encouraged Christians to reach out to each other across their denominational brand-names to build bridges of fellowship in 
worship witness and service together.
31 years ago today, what had been the Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian Churches committed themselves to each other in a new body.
From that prayer of Jesus, they drew their inspiration to become The Uniting Church in Australia.

Along with other church union achievements in places like South India, Canada and Papua New Guinea, ours was – and is - a union that sprang from the Ecumenical Movement’s commitment to the Gospel.

That movement for Christian Unity gave birth in 1948 to The World Council of Churches, in which we are a member-church.
With other member-churches, we seek to work for co-operation, and understanding, shared prayer, social justice and worship among Christians from many traditions, but who together confess faith in Jesus Christ as God and Saviour.

In our State, Queensland Churches Together has bought into one body twelve
churches who have different histories,





but one Lord.
It works for unity and co-operation among the churches that are named Anglican, 
Roman Catholic, Salvation Army, Uniting Church, Lutheran, Congregational,
five Orthodox Churches, and the Quakers 
31 years ago, it would have been impossible to gather  such a group of Christians seeking for unity of spirit and purpose…together.
And at a local level, 31 years ago it would be unthinkable to have an Ecumenical Pastoral Council for the Anglican, Catholic, Lutheran and Uniting Churches like the one at Stanley River and others elsewhere..
31 years ago, there was no Brisbane College of Theology.

Going back much further than 31 years I can still remember the abusive songs
we kids in the local State School would sing to the Convent kids:





"Catholic Dogs





sitting on logs,






eating toads






instead of chocolate frogs"...




and I can still hear their lively




songs of reply:





"Catholic, Catholic,





ring the bell.






Protestant, Protestant






go to hell"! 






And our parents happily approved. 






Some them taught the lyrics.
We've come a long way since then.
Every couple of months, the Anglican Archbishop, Lutheran President, 
Catholic Archbishop, General Secretary of Queensland Churches Together,
Presbyterian Moderator, Churches of Christ Leader, Secretary of the Baptist Union, Salvation Army Commissioner and the Uniting Church Moderator
meet together:


not to sing rugged sectarian songs at each other,


but to pray together



and to share discussion of matters of concern 



to all the churches. 
In a small rural town a group of Uniting Church people was discussing the life of the Church in their town.
One lady said it all quite profoundly: "through the week, the people in this town
do many things together as a community.
But come Sunday, we are split up to worship the same God in separate churches.

Odd, isn't it?"

Dr James Gibson was one of the great ministers in the Presbyterian Church. 

He was ordained and inducted into the Parish of Southport Tallebudgera

in 1888. Last year, I accidentally discovered a biography of him

in my library. It contains some of his sermons, which are good to reflect on today.

Here’s a sample from one preached during war-time:

“At present we are Catholic and Protestant, Anglican and Presbyterian, Methodist and Salvation Army, but the needs of the country are compelling us to walk together in a common interest. 
Is it to much to hope when the war is over, that the crucified Christ will have gathered into one the children of God and that the names which now mark our divisions shall have only historic interest? 
It would be worth living for to see the day when 




Archbishop, Moderator, President  and Commissioner unite in a great burial service: 


the burial of the old animosities and rivalries, 

which have for so long torn the robe of the Church of Christ and should call their people to unite in singing to  the one God who is Father of us all.” 

pp65-66

^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^

In 1977,
the unity-prayer of Jesus was the reason for bringing together people of the Congregational, Methodist
and Presbyterian traditions to become The Uniting Church in Australia.
So, this year, we are celebrating the 31st anniversary of the inauguration of The Uniting Church.
That celebration acknowledges the past in our thanksgiving to God for grace 
that gives us reason to be grateful for the presence and leading of God’s Spirit. 
It is also reason for confession - as the first and last paragraphs of The Basis acknowledge - that we have not always given God full and faithful obedience to the Gospel of Christ.
Celebrations, however, are true to their meaning when they focus our attention on the future. 
For Christians, that focus is always with confidence that it is by God's grace 
and not by the strength of our own past efforts, plans and imaginations

that we are the Church. 
So our prayer is that, by our openness to the Spirit, we may not lose the way, 

but be constantly renewed and united 

in our worship, witness and service 

as the pilgrim people of God


on the way into the future into which Christ beckons us.
The Uniting Church came into being as God's gift and will to be a movement for unity among Australian Christians.


Hence the name: UnitING ...
Always active, always on the go, always seeking that unity of spirit and purpose
that is God's will for his Church…



always uniting ...
We still have a long way to go on our quest for unity. Much has been achieved.
Much remains yet to be done.

There can be quite a bit of hype in the Uniting Church about celebrating the 31st  anniversary of inauguration.

That’s fine – and a good thing to do. But let’s not go overboard about it.

These 31 years have had quite some pain and have not always been plain sailing. And while we have much for which to thank God, there are some things for which we need forgiveness.

Let’s also remember today that we are older than 31.





The roots from which this Church came are in the rich soil of Christian faith that nurtured Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian people for centuries.

We are also part of the wider family of God’s people and the Basis of Union,
reflecting the prayer of Jesus, calls us to recover the unity which is, it says,  ‘God’s gift and will for his people.’  
The future of the Church and all that it does must be a shared ecumenical future:
not to become better, bigger and richer than the others, but because that is what Jesus prayed for – and still prays for us as he prayed for his friends that night:.
"…I pray not only on behalf of these here, but also on behalf of all who will believe in me through their word…"

It's important to have that in mind: the ecumenical vision is not one that we have dreamed up. It's Christ's vision and prayer and in all our efforts we are encouraged by One who prays for us: that our life together may be absorbed .into the unity which 'the Father shares with the Son.'
The Uniting Church was, is, and will be, God's idea, and for that reason the Basis of Union calls us to 
"…bear witness to that unity which is both Christ's gift and will for the church…" 
[para 1]

It can be pretty worrying, that for all the things we can point to as ecumenical achievements, there's still an enormous way to go before the unity that Jesus prayed for becomes the obvious reality among God's people.

For this much is certain: Jesus' prayer continues to be that his disciples be one,



just as he and the Father are one.
Where there are divisions in the Church; where there are groups and churches
who claim to be better Christians than anyone else;


the cause of Christian unity is damaged,



the Church loses its credibility,

and the prayer of Jesus frustrated.
Christ's Gospel of reconciliation cannot be heard by the world when Congregations and denominations are divided by the kinds of conflict
that divide the world.
The world cannot be convinced about Christ by competing churches,

or by Congregations

where people are too well known 

for the ways we love to fight with one another.
Again, we are confronted by the fact that

Jesus prayed for us. 

May that prayer see among us the kind of love that breaks down barriers,

and makes us friends with each other

because Christ has made us friends with God.
One of the big challenges to us - in our worship, witness and service -
is to pray and work for that greater unity that bonds us with all who name the love of Christ.
For some years now, our national Assembly has been challenging us with ‘The Ecumenical Question’: that asks that


"…every Uniting Church meeting, large or small,


national or local, carefully consider the Ecumenical Question

when working through every agenda.


[for example, local building programs, mission goals, evangelism, 


social justice, Community service activities, pastoral care porgrams, and 
the rest…]

The question for these agenda items is:


*Who are our partners?


*Can this be done ecumenically?"

And that's not a bad place to try for a new start in the ecumenical journey.

So our prayer is that, by our openness to the Spirit, we may not lose the way, 
but be constantly renewed and united in our worship, witness and service 
as the people of God


on the way into the future into which 

the risen crucified Christ beckons us.
The final paragraph of The Basis of Union sums it up, and points us ahead into the future that God has for us:
"The Uniting Church affirms that it belongs to the people of God on the way to the promised end.
The Uniting Church prays that, through the gift of the Spirit, God will constantly correct that which is erroneous in its life,
will bring it into deeper unity with other Churches,
and will use its worship, witness and service to God's eternal glory
through Jesus Christ the Lord. Amen."
So ...

Christ's prayer for us is:
" I do not ask you, Father, to take them out of the world,
but to send them into the world
as you sent me into he world ...
"... I pray that you will keep them safe from the Evil One. ...
"... Father, may they be one,
just as you and I are one:
"I in them,
and you in me,
so that they may be completely one ...
"... that the world may believe that you sent me ..."
My sisters and brothers,
this is the word of the Lord!
