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One, holy, catholic, and [divided] church 

”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.”  (John 17:20-21a). 

There’s not much talk of ecumenism these days—not 
in books, not on blogs, not even in and among 
churches.  Maybe that’s because forty years 
of dogged efforts at dialogue and mutual 
understanding have borne some real fruit: Calvinists 
are far less suspicious of Catholics than they used to 
be and vice versa; Methodists and Lutherans are now 
in full communion with one another.  

Of course, the ecclesial traditions most vested in the 
ecumenical movement are now among those 
experiencing significant decline, and the growing 
churches—Pentecostal, non-denominational, 
“emergent” of this or that variety—don’t seem to 
place the same high premium on bridge-building and 
cross-over conversations. So maybe it’s too soon to 
say “mission accomplished” when it comes to Church 
unity. 

Of course it is. Jesus’ prayer in this week’s Gospel 
reading is a stinging reminder of his Body’s 
continued disunity. But what can and should be said 
about this obstinate, obvious reality? How does one 
preach this familiar text in ways that signal urgency 
but not despair, that convey the gravity of our 
predicament while also offering a word of hope? 

I have no idea. But here are a few thoughts . . . 

1. The oneness for which Jesus prayed is rooted not 
in human achievement but in the life of the triune 
God. The unity between the Father and Son, which is 
their mutual self-giving (perichoresis) in the Spirit, is 
the same love by which the ekklesia exists (“As you, 
Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in 
us”).  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it: “Christian unity 
is not an ideal which we must realize [actualize]; it is 
rather a reality created by God in Christ in which we 
may participate.” 

2. The unity of the Church does not subsist invisibly 
through “faith” or by assent to propositions, but is to 

be visible and material. The reason for oneness 
is “that the world may believe that you have sent 
me.” Unity is shared witness not intellectual 
agreement. 

3. It is the Eucharist that constitutes this unifying 
witness in the world. Through the sacramental gifts 
of Christ’s body and blood, the community receives 
itself—it becomes the body of Christ, blessed, 
broken, and shared. As the Great Thanksgiving says, 
we are made “one with Christ, one with each other, 
and one in ministry to all the world.” In this act the 
Church is united across time and distinctions 
between the global and the local are collapsed, for in 
every local assembly is the whole body—“the world 
in a wafer,” as Bill Cavanaugh has said. The Church 
is–there and then, here and now–the visible body of 
its Lord. And this visible body does not express or 
evince the Church’s unity; it is the Church’s unity. 

But the Church is divided. Still. John probably 
included Jesus’ prayer in his Gospel because of 
doctrinal strife in his own community. Discord then 
and now. Yet while the scandal of disunity persists, 
Jesus prays for us still. This is the good news. But it 
does not relieve us of our responsibility to practice 
the unity that is the triune God’s and that is God’s 
gift to us. 

How will Christ’s body, divided by differences both 
petty and consequential, receive this gift and bear 
visible, material witness to God’s own life and love? 

~ Debra Dean Murphy,  Intersections: Thoughts on Religion, 
Culture and Politics 
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Thoughts, readings and reflections  
based on this week’s lectionary readings 

 
December 20, 2015  
Fourth Sunday of Advent 
 

The readings this week: 
◦ Micah 5:2-5a ◦ Luke 1:47-55  
◦ Hebrews 10:5-10 ◦ Luke 1:39-45, (46-55)  
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Stretching Toward Sunday 

 
May 8, 2016  
Seventh Week of Easter, Year C 
 

The readings this week: 
◦ Acts 16:16-34 ◦ Psalm 97 
◦ Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21 ◦ John 17:20-26  
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Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Acts 16:16-34 
 

Consider the context of the passage. Why were Paul and 
Silas in prison?  Verse 25 says that it was not until “about 
midnight” that Paul and Silas began praying and praising. 
This is not in the text and just speculation, but what could 
have been their response to their circumstances leading up 
to that midnight hour?  What truths about God would lead 
Paul and Silas to pray and praise?  Why would the jailer 
consider suicide as his only option? When he asked Paul 
and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”, do you 
believe he was asking in response to the gospel message 
or his physical salvation? How would Paul and Silas 
respond? (Verse 31 seems to suggest that it wasn’t until 
they arrived at his house that Paul and Silas spoke the 
Word of the Lord “to him and to all who were in his 
household.”)  Do you believe every Christian should live 
their lives with the same passion, zeal and resolve as Paul 
and Silas? Is their “radical Christianity” normal?  
Providence Road Church 
 

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 97 
 

What is the main theme of this psalm? What terms does 
the psalmist use to convey the idea of God’s dominion?  
What images does the psalmist provide to depict God as 
sovereign over other “gods?”  This psalm ends with a 
description of the righteous and a call to rejoice. How do 
the righteous (v. 11) contrast with the enemy (v. 3)?  Are 
there parallels with the other parts of the Holy Scriptures?  
Preach It, Teach It 

____3rd Reading: Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21  
 

How would you characterize the verses left out of this 
lesson: 15, and 18-19? What is the contrast between verses 
14 and 15? How do you understand the meaning of “wash 
their robes”? What difference would the words “do his 
commandments” make?   How would you state the key 
theme in the verses of our lesson? How is Jesus described 
in verses 13 and 16b? In verse 13, who speaks? In verse 
1:18, who speaks? What does this indicate to you? What is 
the “morning star”? (Clue: it’s the brightest object in the 
sky after the sun and moon, but star?)  If you were to find 
out, with certainty, that Jesus is going to return sometime 
next week, what changes would you make? How would 
you live differently? Light on the Lessons, Faith Element 

 
____4th Reading: John 17:20-26  

 
Who does Jesus pray for now? How are they/we 
described?  What is Jesus main request? What is the 
illustration Jesus uses of the kind of “oneness” he is talking 
about? How will we be one? Is this an “oneness” we are to 
create, through (for example) meetings and conferences? 
As we are “in us (God)” what do we receive?  What kind 
of glory has Jesus had while he was on earth? What does 
that tell us about what kind of glory we have?  What does 
Jesus pray will be the result of our unity? What does it say 
to the world?  What is Jesus’ great desire for his people? 
Why is that a great comfort? International Presbyterian 
Church, Ealing, North Shore Community Baptist Church 

 
Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Father of all who live in the Spirit, 
you have brought unity through your Son Jesus 
Christ: 
help all who profess his name to show in their 
lives, 
   in their worship, 
      and their evangelism 
that oneness which springs from the truth  
as it is found in Jesus, 
and fill your church with the desire  
both to seek and find that unity 
throughout the world; in his name. Amen  
 
~ written by Michael Saward, The Jubilate Group 

 
Unity Complex 
 
One can be the singular one 
or it can be arithmetically generous 
a trillion divided by itself held as fraction 
 
this unity you pray for is it 
a lock-step compliance, an orthodoxy 
the twentieth century hegemonic earthquake 
 
is it school uniforms and khakis 
blue polos and neckerchiefs tied just so 
sneakers with white socks pulled up 
 
or is it a complex of color differentiated 
a polyrhythmic dance, a tango 
of entanglement and then release 
 
collect us all in your manifold arms 
and let us be just what we are and 
find unity only in your love which is you 
 

~ Michael Coffey, Ocotillo Pub 
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