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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
This evening as we gather together we have followed the suggested theme from the National Council of Churches in Australia, found in Mark’s gospel, “He even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak”.  It is a somewhat poignant theme for us as we gather as churches from different backgrounds on this the day of Pentecost.  
“He even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak”.

The saying is a proclamation made by people after Jesus healed the deaf mute man, but it is a proclamation which Jesus has told the people not to proclaim.

We might want to ask the question why Jesus does not want people to hear this good news.  I would suggest to you that answer is twofold.  Firstly, that those who proclaim the message may in fact be proclaiming the message for their own ends.  And secondly, that the timing was not yet right.  As I considered this I was drawn into reflecting on the words of Ecclesiastes 3, “There is a time for all things”.  Maybe it is not so much that Jesus did not want the story told but that the time was not yet right for it to be heard. 

This raises the question for us whether the timing is right for the proclaiming of the unity of the church.  Are we still deaf to God’s word on this matter?  Is it now the time to speak the message?  Will it be heard?  This is the celebration of the day of Pentecost on which we remember God’s pouring out of the Holy Spirit to make us one with Jesus, one with the Father and one with each other.  Yet as we look at the church in 2007 it looks very little like one body of Christ.
Within most of our congregations there are cliques and factions, across our denominations there are further idiosyncratic groupings based around worship preferences, nationalities or theologies.  And beyond this we face the question of where the boundaries of the one holy catholic and apostolic church lie.  

There are the Orthodox Churches of the East Greek, Russian, Antiochean and the list goes on.  Are these parts of the body of Christ?  There is the Coptic Churches.  There is the Roman Catholic Church.  There are Churches that grew out of the Reformation: the Anglican, Presbyterian, Reformed, Methodist, Quaker, Baptist and so on; as well as churches which have responded to the division like the Uniting Church.  And, of course, in more recent years there are the so called non denominational churches: Assemblies of God, Christian Life Centres and a multitude of others.  
How do we respond to this issue of our division?  One response is to believe that the church to which you or I belong is the only Church and thereby deny the faith of all others who confess Jesus Christ as Lord.  This is done in subtle and not so subtle ways.  For instance: refusal to offer the Eucharist to those of other denominations; failure to recognise each other ministry; competing with one another for members; and even rebaptism of people who have come from another tradition.  To say that the church that you are part of is the one true Church and the other churches are not is one way of solving the problem.  
Another approach is found in those who say that regardless of our separation we are made one by the Holy Spirit.  In other words there is a belief that despite our divisions the power of the Holy Spirit transcends the human institutions that hold us apart.  I probably find myself in this camp but am very wary of the apathy that such a belief can breed.  If we do not then live towards the full unity of believers in Christ’s name then our belief is indeed an insipid and unfaithful thing.  We cannot simply say that we have different churches because people like different styles of worship or that our division is OK because we work on some things together.  The call to be one is greater than these.

It is as Paul wrote so long ago to the fragmented community in Corinth, “The eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need of you nor again the feet to the head I have no need of you.”  If we recognise in each other signs of the truth of Jesus Christ to continue to exist as isolated bodies only continues our unfaithfulness – it witnesses not to resurrection and renewal but to crucifixion and death.  

Often these questions of unity are thrust aside as somehow irrelevant to the life of local congregations and the mission of the church.  Often when we speak of mission we speak of serving the poor, or bringing peace, or helping others to know of God’s love.  Yet our unity is also part of our faithful response to God and therefore is part of the mission of the church as well.
If the church cannot exhibit unity, if the church is at war with itself, then what witness does it give to the world about reconciliation and healing and peace?  At best our proclamation on such issues for humanity is flawed at worst it sounds and looks completely hypocritical.  The unity of the church is not some nice optional extra but is very part of our calling and mission in Christ.

If this is the case our current situation is cause for us to fall to our knees as people who have been deaf and as people who have not yet been able to articulate the fullness of God’s grace and ask Jesus for mercy and for healing.  If we do see signs of the church in each other then a primary pose for all of us is on our knees seeking the mercy of God for our unfaithfulness.

And thanks be to God for Jesus Christ - for we proclaim Christ crucified the power and wisdom of God who shows to us that God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.  In the midst of our unfaithfulness Jesus carries us to the cross to bring hope and healing and renewal.  The Spirit draws us as one into this life of God.

So Paul writes to the Corinthians encouraging them to understand that the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body which we think less honourable we clothe, with greater honour and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect.  How we work out who is stronger and who is weaker may remain a bit of a mystery but if we all assume such an approach to each other as congregations and denominations would we not seek to treat each other with greater respect and honour as we are reminded that we are drawn into Christ’s body not because of our own strength but precisely in our weakness.  How might this look in our local congregations?
A few years ago the National Council of Churches in Australia adopted what is called the Lima principle. To seek to do together all those things other than those which our present divisions require us to do separately. This principle is also the goal of our local Inter Church Council.  What is it that we can’t do together?  In reality the answer is not much.  Primarily, we are unable to ordain priests and ministers; we are unable to share the Eucharist; and there are other difficulties around the sacramental life of the church.  
What we can do together far outweighs what we are unable to do.  We can work together in the community for the poor.  We can worship together.  We can pray together and study the scriptures.  We can share our property and money with each other.  We can train leaders.  We can witness to God’s love in the local community.  We can teach religious education in the schools together.  Despite all this the reality is that we are not doing very much and the question for us all is what more we can do and what more we are prepared to do.

Jesus healed the deaf mute but the time was not yet right to share this miracle of God’s healing and grace.  Are we deaf to the message of our unity in Christ or have we been healed of this malady?  Is the time now right to speak again the truth of the gift of the Spirit that makes us one body in Christ?  
The unity of the Church is not something that we can sweep under the carpet for our division exposes our unfaithfulness to God and each other and thereby impairs our witness in the world to God’s love.  It undermines the mission of the church and therefore our division is a luxury we cannot afford.  Confronted by the truth of God’s healing and grace I invite you to contemplate God’s call and ask how we might, as God’s divided people in this area, become more faithful to the message of reconciliation declared to the whole world in Jesus Christ crucified and risen.
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