Unity within the Church
Call to worship - Responsive

Voice 1:  We are called to turn the other cheek

Voice 2:  so we will seek to be vulnerable in our lives of faith and service.

Voice 1:  We are called to go the extra mile

Voice 2:  so we will walk with those around us on journeys of hope as well as fear.

Voice 1:  We are called to love even those who make loving so hard

Voice 2:  so we will rely on the One who loves us to fill us with grace.

Prayer of Adoration and Confession

Voice 1
Let us pray:
Holy God, 
we come together from many places and backgrounds

to worship and pray.  
We are diverse,

yet we share a love for and in you.  
We share a desire to glorify you in all we do and say.  
We confess that even as we try, 
we often fail to follow Jesus’ example and lead the lives you would have us live.  
Help us to turn back to you.  
Remind us that we are loved and forgiven.  
As we go through our day, help us to keep our focus on you, 
to feel your presence 
and to be guided by your Holy Spirit.  
We pray this in the name of your son and our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen
Introduction to the reading of Scripture and the Sermon
Voice 2

The Bible is a wonderful instrument of learning; through many words and voices, it reveals essential truth and a unified message.  
As we consider the Scripture passages that follow, we will see how they bring us to the same core message – a message of hope.
Readings from Scripture

 Read Romans 8:37-39 from the Contemporary English Version (CEV) and Ephesians 4: 1-6 from the Contemporary English Version
Meditation 1 - Voice 1

We have gathered here to worship and then to go from here to serve in many different ways in the world. We come together as a very diverse group: we come from different ethnic, racial and cultural backgrounds; we come from across the various regions of our country; we also come with varying theological backgrounds and different preferences in worship styles. Our interests and our likes and dislikes are probably as varied as the number of people in the room. And yet, we come to worship and work together as one, one people drawn together to join in God’s reconciling work in the world. 
How can we possibly do that?  It isn’t possible through our own efforts, but we pray God will help us to work together in peace and we hope by relying on the power of the Holy Spirit unity of purpose can be achieved.

Have you ever listened to a choral group or choir singing in unison and marveled at the sound of one powerful voice praising and glorifying God? Then, just when you thought that nothing could be more beautiful, the group started to sing in a multitude of parts. All of a sudden the beauty of each soprano, alto, tenor and bass voice began to build on the other and the harmony was so striking that it made the unison singing seem colourless by comparison.

Each one of us “sings” a different part as we work together for the Lord. Despite our varied backgrounds and different personalities, abilities and preferences, the work we do together for Christ can result in a beautiful harmony of service.

Sadly, there are those who do not appreciate the blending of different “voices”, insisting rather that everyone sings the same notes. This type of uniformity can produce results, but the results are less satisfying than when individuals all with their own styles, gifts and identities present, in harmony, the message of the love and salvation offered by our Lord Jesus Christ.

We have unity because of what we share in common. 

In Jesus, we share:

· One Body

· One Spirit

· One Hope 

· One Lord

· One Faith

· One Baptism

· One Father

These common areas are greater than any contrasts that may exist between us.

Unity is not just a general spirit of friendliness, nor is it simply a common aim.  Christian unity is the result of God’s work in Christ. It is not something we can produce or achieve on our own.
Unity is not the same as uniformity and it does not remove the distinctions between groups. Rather, unity enables us to grow together as a body as we practice tolerance toward one another. Paul wrote to the Ephesians: “Always be humble and gentle. Patiently put up with each other and love each other.” (Ephesians 4:2)

Uniformity insists that everyone sings the same notes; unity allows for diverse voices to sing in harmony. Each part has its own unique character, yet each one contributes to the beautiful sound of the choir. 

Similarly, the members of the church don’t look alike or function alike, sometimes we may not even think alike, yet, “God works by using all of us.” (Ephesians 4:4) All are important, all are needed and all are interdependent. “When each separate part works as it should, the whole body grows and builds itself up through love.”(Ephesians 4:16) 

The unity to which the Church is called has challenging implications for our denomination today. In the first century there were dividing walls between Jews and Gentiles. Today, the walls that divide are between gay and straight, black and white, rich and poor, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, men and women. Working together in unity, the Church should embody the reconciliation made possible in Christ who, “with His own body broke down the wall that separated Jews and Gentiles and kept them enemies.” (Ephesians 2:14)

In the words of Barbara Wheeler:
“God hates walls and divisions and intends to save the world by breaking them down. If we want to stay close to God, we need to participate in this barrier-breaking project, not frustrate it. … The community of God has no barriers to membership, not even sin. Christ died for us while we were yet sinners. He didn’t wait until we got over it… When churches live up to their charter, nothing divides its members… “

Christ has broken down the walls that separate us and we, too, are called to break down walls that divide. Our purpose as Christians is to glorify God. We cannot effectively glorify God if we are at odds with one another. By living in harmony and welcoming one another we witness effectively and give God glory. As Paul urged the Ephesians, we too are encouraged to, “try our best to let God’s Spirit keep our hearts united.” (Ephesians 4:3)

Hear again words from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians and Romans – this time from the New Revised Standard Version

Readings from Scripture

Read Ephesians 4:1-6 from the New Revised Standard Version and Romans 15:4-6 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
Meditation 2 - Voice 2
It is often much easier to focus on and articulate what divides us rather than what unites us.  These days we see it in our political discourse, certainly in the US, but also in Canada. Sadly, we also see it in our church.  

On the one hand, it is good that we feel strongly about our faith and are willing to argue for what we believe God, through the Bible, is teaching us.  But I wonder if in our passion to defend our understanding of God’s teachings, we lose sight of the most important truth of all – that we have received God’s grace through his son, Jesus Christ.  As Christians we are bound together by that truth and surely that truth unites us more than anything that divides us.
It is difficult to live through this time of polarization and anger in the church. I am someone who struggles with how to deal with all of this.  I have watched as we have become willing to say hateful things to and about one another – again both in our day-to-day lives and often within the context of church. And I don’t understand how we got to this place.  I don’t understand how I got to this place.
These two passages remind us that God does not intend for us to live in discord with one another.  And while these passages don’t say that we will always agree, they do instruct us to act with humility and to rely on God’s steadfast love to help us live in harmony.

Prayers of Thanksgiving and Intercession
Holy One, from our scattered lives you call us to be one people drawn together in the unity of your presence.
We come with praise in our singing, joy in worship and gratitude in our hearts for your care and blessings, for the many gifts you give us and for the many ways you are present to us.

We ask that you repair the sins and errors of your church that lead to division and encircle situations and conversations scarred by conflict and bitterness with grace.  Free our interactions and dealings from suspicion and prejudice and take away the temptation to manipulate information and people. Eliminate the urge to play games to gain the upper hand and teach us to work together for the building up of the church.  Help us to remember that in the economy of winning and losing that when any one person or group triumphs, all lose.
Tear down walls of suspicion and hate that are built up between people and groups.  
Stir our hearts to love others as you love us, 
to love without letting trivial things, bruised egos or politics get in the way,
to love those who are prickly and difficult to like, 
and to nurture relationships with those we would otherwise dismiss.

Bind us together in love, respect, faith, and hope.
Hold us in the unity of Spirit and the bond of peace.
Guide us in your ways as citizens of your kingdom.
Energize us for the work of transformation.
Focus our concern on matters of consequence. 
Give us joy in service, dedication in our work, wisdom as we discern difficult things, faith strong enough to trust and follow your spirits urging, hope in your promises and love in all things.

Now we join our voices into one prayer to pray as Jesus taught his church to pray: 

Our Father…
