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“Unity not Uniformity”

Christ, whose glory fills the skies,

Christ the true, the only Light,

Sun of Righteousness arise!

Triumph o’er the shade of night:

Dayspring from on high , be near;

Daystar, in my heart appear.  Amen.
“I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.”

Thus begins Paul’s lengthy, pointed, and occasionally pleading reprimand to the fledgling church in Corinth, a church he had founded only a few years earlier.  This was probably not the first such letter he wrote to that particular community, and it was certainly not the last.  However we may individually feel about some of the finer points of Paul’s teachings, you kind of have to feel for the guy sometimes.  As though shipwrecks and imprisonment and angry mobs weren’t enough, here he is, having to wade in and deal with those bickering Corinthians yet again.

Paul’s words about unity and division in the church surely strike a chord with us across the centuries.  “Has Christ been divided?”  he asks.  We know it’s a rhetorical question.  The expected answer is, “no, of course not.”  And yet we continue to experience division in Christ’s Body the Church at all levels: globally, nationally, and locally; in our own diocese; in our own congregations.

It has been this way from the very beginning.  Paul’s letters are proof of that.  And yet that does not make his call to unity any less relevant, any less urgent.  The fact that we have only ever known a divided church does not mean we can be complacent about those divisions.  Even now, we ought to be bothered, shocked, distressed by them: by the bitter and often acrimonious nature of church debates, the power struggles that frequently have more to do with money and influence than what’s best for God’s people, the failure to see and treat our fellow Christians as sisters and brothers in the family of God. 

Has Christ been divided?  In the eternal realm of God, no.  But in the flawed, faulty, finite Body of the Church, the answer is sadly, yes.  And so we need to hear Paul’s appeal for unity again and again and again.

Let there be no mistake.  Unity is not the same thing as uniformity.  When Paul calls on the Church, as he often does, to be of “one mind,” he does not mean that we somehow have to erase all of our differences of opinion.  God does not intend for us to be like the Borg in Star Trek: the race of alien beings who literally share a single mind and are unable to think or feel independently of the collective.  That is not what having agreement and unity in the church is about.  In fact, such an approach to religious community can be dangerous at best, spiritually damaging at worst.  The church community that Paul formed in Corinth was about as diverse as it could get: Jews and Greeks, poor and rich, slaves and free, educated and uneducated.  Uniformity was neither possible nor desirable, but unity in the midst of their diversity was essential.
Today we find ourselves drawing near to the end of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, an annual event that was first started in 1963 as an outgrowth of the international ecumenical movement.  It always takes place between two significant feast days:  the Confession of Peter on January 18 and the Conversion of Paul on January 25.
The purpose of these eight days of prayer is simple: to bring Christians around the world together by focusing not on what divides us, but on what unites us.  And what unites us is Christ.  What unites us is the experience of God’s light shining into the darkness of our lives.  The light that was proclaimed by Isaiah and the psalmist.  The light that was experienced by Andrew and Peter, James and John, when they left everything to follow it.  The light that is embodied in Jesus Christ.  It was this same light that Paul experienced, quite literally and physically, as he was knocked down and blinded by the radiance of the risen Christ.  And is this light that he went on to proclaim as Good News to anyone who would listen.

We, too, are called to proclaim God’s light to others, to share with them the Good News of God’s abundant love for us.  We are intended, in the words of that great spiritual which we’ll hear in a little while, to “let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.”  As a community, we are called to “fish for people,” not so that we can increase our weekly attendance, or so that we can bring in more money in annual giving, or so that we can justify keeping open the doors of our beautiful buildings, but so that those who sit in darkness may see and know the great light that is Christ.  We cannot do this if we ourselves are divided.
A good friend of mine once told me a story about a time when she experienced terrible depression as a teenager.  Her pain had become so great that she began to contemplate putting an end to it by taking her own life.  She even went so far as to go downstairs to the kitchen one night and sharpen a knife, intending to use it slit her wrists.  When she told me this, I asked her what had stopped her from going through with it.  “The moon,” she answered simply.  “The moon was shining brightly into my room, and I knew that God was with me.”

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.

Amen.
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