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I want to share a story I heard from a member of the congregation who will not be named to protect the innocent.  It seems a man had been stranded on an uninhabited island for many years,  Finally, he was discovered and a rescue party landed on the shore.  The rescuers noted that there were 4 solidly built buildings.  They asked the stranded man what they were.  The man pointed to one and said, “that’s my home, that’s where I sleep and eat.  He pointed to the second building and said, “that’s my office.  That’s where I spend my day.”  He pointed to the third building and said, “that’s my church.  That’s where I worship God. 
After a silence, one rescuer asked what the fourth building was for.  The man said, “that’s the church I used to go to.”

The little town where we used to live had some thing like 67 churches for a population of about 7,000.  At one intersection, there were 3 churches, Mission Baptist, Friendship Baptist and Unity Baptist.  The story goes that Mission was the original church and that it had split twice giving birth to Friendship and Unity.

Not far from here, the very active and vibrant Covenant Presbyterian church split with a large percentage of the congregation leaving to form New Hope Presbyterian church.  Very sad.

We have a history in this congregation of a small group of people leaving with an associate priest to form a community church about 16 years ago.
Over the last several years, stories have appeared in the press and media about Episcopal Churches splitting with a part leaving the Episcopal Church usually to join another member of the Anglican Communion most commonly Rwanda, Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria and Argentina.  Last year, a diocese in California left the Episcopal Church and became affiliated with the Anglican church headquartered in Argentina.

Just this month, the Lambeth conference ended in Canterbury, England.  Lambeth is an every 10 year meeting of all the bishops of the world-wide Anglican Communion.  This year, 230 some bishops decided to boycott the Lambeth conference and hold a meeting a few weeks prior in Jerusalem.   The stated reason was that the bishops of the Episcopal Church in the US would be there including those who had participated in the consecration of a partnered gay man as bishop of New Hampshire in 2003.

“Grant O merciful God, that your Church, being gathered in unity by your Holy Spirit, may show forth your power among all peoples, to the Glory of Your Name.”

“For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another.”

O really?  Gathered in Unity?  One Body?  A few years ago, I tried to have a Eucharist of all the clergy in this deanery.  Some wouldn’t come because there would be women.  A couple wouldn’t come because certain liberal priests would be here and one or two wouldn’t come if certain conservatives would be here.  4 or 5 of us had a real nice Eucharist where we prayed for those not there.

Hey, it’s not just clergy.  Some of you are here because of the theology or politics of the priest at another Episcopal Church.  We are glad that you were able to find a church home with us.  There are some who used to be here but have gone to other Episcopal Churches because of our theology and politics.  We miss them, but are glad they have found a church home.

Why does this happen?  Why is the Church built on the Rock throwing stones at each other?  Why does the Church that proclaims that God is Love hurl hatred and spew venom at each other?

I think it goes all the way back to creation.  God took a huge risk and gave humankind free-will, the ability to decide for themselves the path they would take.  When I die and face God, I will ask him, “How’s that been working for you?”

See, by giving us free-will he opened the way for us to hear voices other than his.  We hear the voices of race and clan, of nation and princes, of wealth and desire.  And in spite of God calling us back again and again, we have used the freedom to distant our selves from him and each other.

I in no way want to imply that people who leave a church or a faith are evil.  Quite the contrary, they are often incredibly devout and loving Christians who truly believe led on a different path.  That said, I truly believe that it is evil that has whispered division and distrust into our ears.

Paul uses the imagery of the human body to explain the church.  He says that the church is the body of Christ and that we are members of that body.  Members like arms and legs, not members as being a part of a club or group.  I take this imagery very seriously.  I think we, all who call on the name of Christ, are the Body of Christ.  (In my own cynicism, I assign certain people to certain parts of that body, but that’s probably wrong.)  We all share the same DNA, the same nervous system, the same mind.  

You’ve heard me say this before, there was a very early theologian, Cyprian, who said that schism was worse than heresy because it “rent asunder the very body of Christ.”

But how do we come back together?  Let’s look beyond the Anglican Communion and see how difficult it will be to reunite the Church, orthodox, Roman, Lutheran, Baptist and on and on.  We can’t seem to bring this denomination together.

So, how can we be the Body of Christ?  Well, let’s look back to the founding of that Body.

Jesus had been spreading his message for some time and he wanted to know how it was catching on.  He asked the disciples who the crowds thought Jesus was.  Of course there were different ideas and answers.  He then asked, “who do you say that I am?”  Peter, old rush on in before you think, put your foot in your mouth, impetuous Peter answers, “you are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.”  And Jesus says that is those who hold that belief on whom Jesus Body, the Church will be built.

Jesus never asked what those words meant to Peter or the other 11.  He never, really, laid out what being the Messiah the Son of the Living God meant.  Jesus simply said, “you’re right.  Now go build your community of faithful people.”  And, after Jesus’ death and resurrection and the sending of the Spirit at Pentecost, that Church started to grow.  12 very devout men and an unknown number of women, went out into the known world telling the story of Jesus and the Gospel of radical grace as they understood it.

From the moment of Pentecost, human beings have been interpreting the Gospel in the light of their own experience and cultural norms.  That’s why Paul, 20 years later could chide the existing churches not to fall into the trap of following the messenger instead of following Christ.  Now, I’m pretty sure Paul thought he was right and everyone else was wrong but that happened because Paul shares something with you and me.  He was human.  He had the God given ability to get things wrong sometimes.  Does that mean he was always wrong?  Of course not.  Does that mean that we shouldn’t read his epistles?  Of course not.
But Jesus never asked, “Who do the people think Peter is?”  Or, “who do you say you are?”  The question that transcends race, religion, party or anything else that can be used to divide, is “Who do you say that I am?”  You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.

While issues such as ordination, blessing and scriptural interpretation are important in the short span of our lives, I think they are all trumped in the eternal by the question Jesus gave to Peter, “Who do you say that I am.”  Perhaps, we can find a glimpse of unity in a broken body when we can all say, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.” 

