
                  SERMON “SO THAT WE MAY BE ONE IN CHRIST” 

                       (John 17:1-11 Preached at MPC on May 28th, 2017) 

Isaac Asimov, prolific science author and professor of Biochemistry at Boston 

University, once told a hilarious story about a Rabbi Feldman.  Rav Feldman was having 

trouble with his congregation; they couldn’t agree on anything. The president of the 

congregation said, “Rabbi, this can’t continue. There has to be a conference, and we have 

to settle all areas of dispute once and for all.” The rabbi agreed. 

At the appointed time the rabbi, the president, and ten elders met around a magnificent 

mahogany table in the conference room of the synagogue. One by one the issues were 

dealt with and on each issue, it became more and more apparent that the rabbi was a 

lonely voice in the wilderness. The president of the synagogue said, “Come, Rabbi, 

enough of this. Let’s vote and allow the majority to rule.” Maybe 12 of the Presbyterian 

signers of the Declaration of Independence were observing this meeting in spirit?  The 

president passed out slips of paper and each man made his mark. The votes were 

collected and the president said, “You may examine them, Rabbi. It is eleven to one 

against you. We have the majority.” 

Offended, the rabbi rose to his feet and said, “So, now you think because of the vote that 

you’re right and I’m wrong. Well, that’s not so. I stand here,” and he raised his arms 

impressively while looking heavenward, “and call upon the Holy One of Israel to give us 

a sign that I’m right and you’re wrong.” 

No sooner were the words out of his mouth when there was a deafening clap of thunder 

and a brilliant flash of lightning that struck the mahogany table and cracked it in two. 

The room was filled with smoke and fumes, and the president and the elders were 

hurled to the floor. Surrounded by rubble the rabbi stood erect and untouched, his eyes 

and smile flashing with triumph. Slowly, the president lifted himself out of the rubble. 

His hair was singed, his glasses were hanging from one ear, his clothing was in disarray. 

Finally, he said, “All right, eleven to two. But we still have the majority.”  

Unfortunately, we all know that not everything that is done in the Church or in the name 

of the Church is always done for the glory of God. We know that at times in history, the 

Church has ignored the Will of God in order to have its own way. Consequently, there 

has been discord and disunity in God’s Church. This disunity is apparent in the numbers 

of denominations that we have.  



At first it was just a family squabble. One group put Scripture above Church structure 

and called for change but they were rejected, so they protested. So, then the one family 

became two: The Protestants and the Roman Catholics. But once the squabble started, it 

snowballed. It wasn’t long before the Protestants began disagreeing and became 

disagreeable toward their brothers and sisters in the faith. And there was disunity in the 

body of Christ. 

That doesn’t sound anything like this prayer which Jesus offers for the disciples, does it? 

This prayer recorded in John’s Gospel is a prayer for unity. It has been called the real 

Lord’s Prayer because it’s one that Jesus prayed for His disciples. It is the Lord’s prayer 

for His companions and His Church. It was the first prayer for Christian unity. Jesus 

prayed that His disciples may be “one.” 

This idea of Christian unity is one of the major emphases in the Promise Keepers 

movement. It’s one of the seven promises that men make, that they will work toward 

breaking down the barriers to racial and denominational unity. At a recent Promise 

Keepers Pastor’s Conference held in Atlanta a couple of years ago, Max Lucado was one 

of the speakers.  And speaking to this idea of Christian unity, Rev. Lucado said, “On the 

last night of his life our Master did not pray for the health of the disciples; for the 

success of the disciples; even for the happiness of the disciples. He prayed that they 

would get along with each other.”  In other words, our Lord’s prayer was for unity 

between His disciples and unity within His Church. So, how do we accomplish that? 

How do we bring about and work toward unity? 

Brother Max, trying to lighten up on this heavy subject, said that one day his wife 

brought home a monkey. His daughters were thrilled but he wasn’t; he had all kinds of 

questions. Where was the monkey going to eat? His wife said that it was going to sit at 

the table and eat with them, just like the rest of the family. Then he asked her where it 

was going to sleep? And she told him it was going to sleep in their bed. Then he asked, 

“But what about the smell?” And she said, “Oh, he’ll get used to you, I did.” 

Then Dr. Lucado went on to say, “Before you comment on the odor of someone else, 

check your own odor first.” That’s what Jesus meant when He said, “Let the one who is 

without sin cast the first stone.” Unity must begin with us. And it must begin with our 

personal relationship with Christ. We must be one with Christ, first—in Christ Alone!  



Our lives must be knit together with His life through faith. And it has to begin in our 

Church. As a congregation, our lives must be knit together in love, through Christ our  

Lord.  Second, in being one with Christ, we must pull together. At a Midwestern fair, 

many spectators gathered for an old-fashioned horse-pull (An event where various 

weights are put on a sled hitched to a horse and pulled along the ground). The grand-

champion horse pulled a sled with 4,500 pounds on it. The runner up was close, with a 

4,400-pound pull. Some of the folks wondered what they could pull if they were hitched 

together. Separately, they had totaled nearly 9,000 pounds, but when hitched and 

working together as a team, the winning horses were able to pull more than 12,000 

pounds. Almost three times what either one of them could pull, alone.  

Imagine the powerful force we could exert as a congregation, as a denomination and as 

the Church in the world, if we all “pulled together as a team.” You see, we can’t 

accomplish as much if we’re going in ten different directions. We must have a common 

goal and a common purpose. When we have that common purpose; that common vision, 

that common goal, then we can do almost anything. Especially when that goal or vision 

is God given and God driven. 

Today is the Sunday before Memorial Day!  Some of us may go up to Punchbowl 

cemetery tomorrow joining hands with our brothers and sisters—fellow Americans 

across our nation—Americans who won’t forget the sacrifice of their fallen brothers and 

sisters—Americans who will be placing flowers on the graves of their beloved ones—

fathers, brothers, and sisters, killed in the act of serving our country.   

We currently live in a time of so much disunity—the America I remember growing up as 

young boy in Hawaii is disintegrating— breaking apart along the fragile and fragmented 

networks of politics, race, ethnicity, culture and faith—There was a time not so long ago 

when our nation was united on a common faith, morality, history, heroes, holidays, holy 

days, language and literature. Now we fight over them all—today we witness the sad and 

disheartening public display of disrespect for our nation’s flag—we witness our children 

forbidden to pray the pledge of allegiance in school—one nation under God!  Our blessed 

flag—the symbol of unity and freedom for our country and our people. 

I believe there are reasons God gives us a memory that connects us to the history of our 

past. And there are at least two critical dimensions of memory that are essential to life 



itself.  First, our memories, so far as they remain vivid and lively, tell us who we are, who 

we are as members of families, of this nation, of our faith. It is an illusion of modern 

times to think that we have any real identity and meaning as individuals outside the 

context of our historic communities—Communities that have shaped us and which bind 

us to one another and our past. A community of national heritage and history, 

communities of blood and long-term friendship, faith commitments extending back 

through the years, communities built on memory, communities we belong to and share 

in them that tells who we are, why we are here, and who we belong to. 

And memory gives us not only a sense of meaning and belonging; it evokes a sense of 

obligation for who I am and what I have today.  An old man used to visit an old broken 

pier on the seacoast of Florida. Every Friday night until his death in 1973, he would go 

there slowly and slightly stooped with a bucket of shrimp. The sea gulls would come to 

this old man and he would feed them from his bucket. 

Many years before in 1942, Captain Eddie Rickenbacker was on a mission in a B-17 to 

deliver a message to General Douglas MacArthur. Somewhere over the South Pacific the 

Flying Fortress became lost. Fuel dangerously low, the men ditched their plane in the 

ocean. For over a month Captain Eddie and his companions would fight the water and 

the scorching sun, spending many sleepless nights as giant waves threatened their raft. 

But of all their most formidable enemy proved to be starvation. Their rations were long 

gone. It would take a miracle to sustain them. In Captain Eddie’s own words, the pilot 

William Cherry read the service from the Book of Common Prayer, a prayer for 

deliverance and a hymn of praise. In the oppressive heat with my hat pulled down over 

my eyes to keep off the glare, I dozed off. Something landed on my head and I knew that 

it was a sea gull. I don’t know how I knew. I just knew. Everyone’s eyes were on that 

seagull. Food, if only I could catch it. And the bird sat there calm and still as I slowly 

reached up and captured it in my hands. And the rest is history. They ate the flesh and 

used the intestines for bait to catch fish. Their bodies were sustained and their hopes 

renewed because a lone sea gull, uncharacteristically, hundreds of miles from land, had 

offered itself as a sacrifice. And Rickenbacker never forgot. Ever since, about sunset, on 

a lonely stretch along the eastern Florida seacoast, until he died you could see an old 

man walking, white-haired, bushy-eye browed, slightly bent, his bucket full of shrimp to 

remember the one who gave itself without a struggle. Like manna in the wilderness, a 

gift from God. 



There can be little sense of who we are outside of community that offers its members 

strong identity through the rehearsal of strong memories. What are birthdays and 

anniversaries, the observances of Memorial Day and the Fourth of July, what is the 

worship and sacraments of the Church if not a time for remembering where we came 

from and who we are and to whom we belong. 

Paul writes to his friends in Thessalonica, who are struggling with life in an alien 

environment, where the world around them seems on a slippery slope into debauchery 

and ruin. And they feel like outcasts, nobodies, and are tempted to give up in despair—

Paul said, “Brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were 

taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter.” Tradition? The collective 

communal memory of where we came from and therefore who we are and to whom we 

belong. 

My friends, our collective memories provide a priceless resource to the churches 

message and legacy of being united in the body and blood of Jesus Christ!  But unity 

isn’t easy. But Jesus not only prayed for it, He modeled it for us. Remember when the 

disciples came to Him complaining about the people who were preaching and doing 

signs and wonders in Jesus’ name but weren’t part of the crowd of disciples. They were 

ready to run them out of town or call down lightning upon their heads. Jesus told the 

disciples not to stop them and said, “A good tree cannot bear bad fruit.” 

This Sunday before Memorial Day, let us never forget the sacrifice of our fallen 

Americans for our country.  Let us never forget the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross for the 

promise of God’s saving grace for the world.  Let us never forget Christian unity is not 

determined by whether we agree with each other about every interpretation of scripture 

or doctrine or form of church government. Christian unity IS determined by whether we 

love one another, and whether we reflect the love of God in Christ for the world. There 

will always be that which separates Christians from Christians and denomination from 

denomination. But we can still affirm and celebrate God’s love for us all and our call to 

love one another right here at MPC—past, present, and future.   And in the ways of God’s 

love, in the ways of mutual respect, understanding and acceptance, so that we may be 

“one” in Christ—in Christ Alone!  Amen!   



 




