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On the church calendar, today is known as the Seventh Sunday of Easter. Next Sunday is Pentecost Sunday.  We are in the season of Eastertide and this is the last of the Sundays of the Easter season.  In some ways it only seems as if it were yesterday when we were here on Easter Sunday.  In other ways it seems like a long time ago, doesn’t it?  In some ways, I suppose, we all long for that feeling we have on Easter Sunday when our faith is renewed and the Resurrection of Christ is seems real to us.
Our scripture today, I believe, helps us to experience Christ’s presence in our lives in such a way that we share that presence with the world. A word, if you will, about the world. In scripture we read sometimes that the world is not such a good place. The implication is not so subtle. The church is good and the people in the church are good, but the world is bad.  Remember that most beloved passage of scripture in the Bible, For God so loved . . . , (not the church, not the good people, not the Republicans or the Democrats, the Lions or the Rotarians); God loved the world so much that he gave his only son.  
This might lead to something else that could happen to us, our feelings about the world.  When we get to heaven I think the first thing that happens will not be relief, although some of us will probably be relieved, won’t we? Whew, finally made it. We had some doubts about that.  Our first reaction will not be gratitude, although we will be grateful. Our first reaction will not be humility, although surely we will be humbled by the fact that we are in heaven because we know how much we needed God to forgive us.  Our first reaction, I think, many of us will have is to look around and see some of the other folk who are in heaven.  That will be a surprise to us, won’t it? We are constantly amazed by God’s love, by the fact that God loves people we don’t like, or maybe even can’t stand.  This is why Jesus prayed for the church. It is why Jesus prayed for us.  
Jesus didn’t pray for unity in the church so we could get together and hold hands and sing Kum Ba Yah.  Jesus prayed for the unity of the church so we could witness God’s love for the world, for all of the world; not just the people in the world, for all of the world.  I can’t help but believe that some of rain we have received in the past few days has been tears from heaven as God cried over what is happening 
in the Gulf with that oil spill. We are called as a part of our mission in the church, to be good stewards of the world, not just the people in the world, but the world.  
Now I have some good news and some bad news for you.  I saw something in the yellow pages this past week that is good news for the church.  If you look in the yellow pages between Chiropractors and Cigars, you know what you see; you see Churches‑churches, churches and more churches; all kinds of churches.  Did you know that there are more churches in the yellow pages than there are chiropractors?  I didn’t think there was more of anything than there are of chiropractors.  I don’t have anything against chiropractors; it just seems they’re all over the place.  There are more churches than chiropractors listed in the yellow pages. 
You also might be surprised to know that in individual listings, not pages in the Yellow Pages because several attorneys take out one page ads for their office, there are more listings for churches than for attorneys in the Yellow Pages.  There are more listings in the Tulsa yellow pages for churches than there are for individual attorneys.  
Now in a sense, this is good news.  There are more listings for the One who will straighten out your life than for the ones who will straighten out your back, the chiropractors.  There are more listings for the One who gives the law than there are for the ones who practice the law, attorneys.  There are more listings for the One who is known as the Great Physician, than there are for the good physicians who take care of our health.  
That’s good news, in one sense, but the bad news is this; there are more listings for churches than there are for chiropractors, attorneys and physicians.  That’s bad news because it doesn’t speak very well of the unity of the church, does it?  
I have shared with some of you before Richard Nieebuher’s words, “Denominations are the church’s concession of defeat to the world.”  In other words, we in the church say to the world, “We’re just like you.  We can’t get along, so on nearly every corner you will find a church building of like-minded people who like to be with each other. They might not like to be with anyone else, they might not like the world a whole lot, but they like to be with each other.  
The old biblical commentator, William Barclay wrote these words about unity in the church, “We Christians will never organize our churches all the same way, we will never worship God in the same way, we will never even all believe precisely the same things, but Christian unity transcends all these differences and joins us together in love. The cause of Christian unity at the present time, and indeed through all of history, has been injured and hindered because we have loved our own ecclesiastical origanizations, our own creeds, our own rituals, more than we have loved each other.  If we really loved each other and loved Christ, the church would exclude no person.”  
Did you know that if you went to some other churches this morning, even if they let you in the door, you wouldn’t be included in all parts of their worship service because you’re not a member of that particular church?  Did you know that in some churches this morning there will be discussions about you going to hell because you’re not a member of their church.  How sad this must be to God. Surely there are tears from heaven wept over the lack of unity in the church.  
While preparing for the sermon this week I received an insight about what I call the “worse” times in life.  It’s true in the church. It’s true in all our relationships. Do you remember when you stood before a preacher and maybe some friends and other witnesses who were there to see your marriage?  During that marriage ceremony you promised that in good times and in bad times, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, for better or worse, that you would love that person by whom you were standing.  Love for the “worse” times in life, not for the better times. Anyone can love during the better times when it’s smooth sailing.  Whether it’s in a church or a marriage or in a relationship with children, parents, friends, neighbors, or co-workers, as Christians we are called to love during the worse times.  That is when those who are closest to us most need our love. It is when it is a “worse” time for them.  

I learned something from the tornadoes this last week.  You might have seen this, it was on the local newscast.  They showed two houses that were severely damaged by some of the storms that passed through.  The houses were similar. They were brick homes. The damage looked about the same; they weren’t completely destroyed but they were unlivable.  One woman stood in front of her home, crying almost uncontrollably. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.  I don’t know where I’m going to go.”  The second woman stood in front of her home, that had received just as much damage, and said “We’re all right.  Our family is safe.” Then she gestured toward the house and said, “That’s just stuff.” 
That’s just stuff. Do we need to hear that message in the church?  Listen to these timely words, “Maybe the best thing that could happen to the church would be for some great tidal wave of history to wash it all away.  The church buildings tumbling, the church money all lost, the church bulletins blowing through the air like dead leaves.  The differences between preachers and congregations and among churches, among themselves, all lost too.  Then all we would have left would be each other and Christ, which was all there was in the first place.”  --Beuchner 
If you read the biography of any great person of faith, the one thing that is common in all of their stories is this; those persons of great faith were persons of prayer.  They followed the example of Jesus who prayed not only for himself, in this seventeenth chapter of John, but also prayed for the twelve and all those who believed because of the words of the twelve.  In other words, Jesus prayed for us, and Jesus prays for us.  As astounding as it is to believe that Jesus prayed for us in the church, it is even more astounding to believe that somewhere today Jesus went into a corner of heaven and knelt on his knees and prayed for us today.  
If you will now, please bow your heads and hear this prayer for the church.  
Living God, thank you for calling us to be a part of your Son’s body. Challenge us to be the people of faith you have called us to be.  Inspire us to love each other as Christ loves us.  Forgive us when we are too afraid and timid to do what is just.  Challenge us to be open to your will and the leading of your spirit.  Bless us so that we might be a blessing for others.  In your Son’s name we pray.  Amen.
