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The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
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The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
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the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
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Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
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approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
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partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 
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with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   



1 
 

 

“Rediscover Church: That They Would Be One” 
Dr. Bill Barron 

November 21, 2021 
 

The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
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Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   



1 
 

 

“Rediscover Church: That They Would Be One” 
Dr. Bill Barron 

November 21, 2021 
 

The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 



2 
 

I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   



3 
 

Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 
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have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
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So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 
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 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 
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in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   



1 
 

 

“Rediscover Church: That They Would Be One” 
Dr. Bill Barron 

November 21, 2021 
 

The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
the division in the church at Corinth.  He writes, “Now I appeal to you brothers and sisters, by 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that…..there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose.” Again, the message is unity.   

The third New Testament passage is from John 17:20-21.  Jesus prays, “I ask not only on behalf 
of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may be 
one.  As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” 

Months ago, when Jay asked me to close this series on what we have learned from the early 
church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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I need you to work with me.  Turn on your best imagination and picture Jesus standing before 
you.  He begins to pray, as he does in the 17th Chapter of John, for YOU.  You are 
eavesdropping on the Lord as he prays to the Father.  He prays as he did for his disciples then 
that you be part of one body – a particular kind of being one - specifically as he and the Father 
are one.  As Paul put it, “of the same mind and with the same purpose!”  Despite the profound 
petition by Jesus for us, we often compete, criticize, and put down our sisters and brothers 
in Christ.   

On my first day as the new pastor at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian 40 years ago, I went to the 
Baptist Hospital to visit some of our members.  I was routed to the Pastor’s Lounge to learn 
the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
was standing room only with people who immediately focused on me.  I was the unknown.  
Someone asked, “Are you from around here?”  “I am now,” I responded.  “Just moved to 
Knoxville and am really looking forward to being here.”  “You a pastor?”   “I am.”  “Where do 
you pastor?”  “I just began at Sequoyah Hills Presbyterian Church.” There was dead silence, 
and from another part of the room came these words, “That’s that rich church in West 
Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
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radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
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Knoxville, where everybody there is a member of the country club.”  Immediately I felt 
defensive but did not know what to say.  I thought it best that I simply turn and leave.   

What happened that day was a clear example of what happens in the Church of Jesus Christ 
on a broad scale.  No one wants to be criticized or stereotyped by others – especially by 
others they don’t even know, yet we do it to each other all the time. 

In the late 1950s and early 60s, over twenty mainstream denominations gathered to work 
on how denominations could exercise ministry in partnership.  It was called COCU – The 
Council on Church Unity.  Stunningly it was stuck!  Every denomination opened its arms for 
others to come and join them, assuring one another of warm welcomes.  But no one, including 
Presbyterians, showed any willingness to release the emphasis of each denomination 
regarding its theology, practice, and rules.  Issues such as the Eucharist, forms of Baptism, 
requirements for membership and ordination, etc., held us back from working together in 
partnership.  Do you think that mirrors the practice that Jesus prayed for?  

Here is another personal example of disunity and probably the most disappointing for me. 
Around 1993 when Lakeshore Mental Health Institute began phasing out over a century of 
care for mental illness, and community-based services replaced the hospital, I was 
approached by a member of another church who was deeply concerned about what would 
happen in the future to the residents of Lakeshore and others in need of supervised living 
facilities.  He offered two suggestions: (1) build a single facility that would house twelve 
people – ten patients and two staff members, or (2) remodel an existing facility of that size.  
He was even willing to provide a van, and local businesses cooperated with reduced charges.  
The donor’s two stipulations were that his name not be attached to the project and that local 
churches share responsibility and supervise it after the first year.   
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Some of you will remember that Harriet Cook and Jeanne Roush were mothers of special 
needs young adults, and they joined me in supporting this proposal.  I was so excited about 
the possibility of the new home and made telephone calls and visits to area pastors about 
joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   
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The first of three New Testament passages today is in my opinion, close to the most 
significant saying of Jesus.  From the Gospel of John 17:11 “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me so that they may be one as we are one.”  The context is that he is 
praying to the Father for his disciples, then and for us today.  Very soon the sins of the world 
will crash down upon him.  His disciples will sleep when he asked them to pray, and as he 
sweats drops of blood, his disciples all abandon him.  As Mark 14:50 says, “They all forsook 
him and fled.”  The clear, unmistakable theme of the prayer is unity – being one, not just 
generally, but one as Jesus and his Father are one.  That is as tight as it gets!  

The second New Testament passage comes from I Corinthians 1:10, where Paul is addressing 
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church, I asked for a different emphasis – what we haven’t learned!!  That’ll preach,” he 
responded!   

In retirement, a major concern of mine has been division in the church as well as in the 
country and the world!  We are extremely partisan, critical, negative, judgmental, and 
radically DIVIDED!!  Mainline denominations are splitting, and according to an article in The 
Atlantic last month, evangelical and independent congregations are experiencing strife and 
division, often driven by politics.   

In 2020 there were approximately 2.6 billion Christians globally with 900 million 
Protestants.   There are about 200 Christian denominations in the United States and a 
staggering 45,000 denominations globally, yet church attendance is declining.   

Let us pray!  We see the specks in the eyes of others and are blind to the logs in our own eyes, 
Oh God.  Wash away distractions and use the foolishness of preaching to hear your voice, not 
mine.  Amen. 
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the room numbers of those I wanted to visit.  When I opened the door to the lounge, there 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
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joining in and supporting this ministry.  Sadly, trivial objections, such as whose name would 
be on the van and where residents would attend church torpedoed this magnificent 
possibility.  It took about six weeks to concede that details about participation and support 
were too controversial.  It was a great idea that never materialized because churches couldn’t 
reach agreement! 

In his book, God Views, the Presbyterian author Jack Haberer presents “the problem” of our 
disunity as a factor of our strong convictions that we are RIGHT and the other side is 
WRONG!!  What drives us, divides us in our faith, churches, politics, schools, athletics, races, 
nationalities, genders, and age groups.  And the current state of division in our society has 
only increased since Haberer wrote this book 20 years ago.  Rather than unite in carrying out 
the mission of Christ, we form groups of like-minded people to reinforce our own convictions 
and revel in the obvious flaws of others.  And most of the time we don’t even want to talk 
with those with whom we disagree!! 

But the solution is not to all agree or to all behave in the same way or to belong to the same 
denomination or political party!!  God created us with diverse and unique gifts.  So maybe 
the solution to the problem of division is not to clone ourselves into identical Christians or 
denominations with lockstep theology and practices.  Maybe the solution is for us to love, 
respect, and learn from one another in humility, depending on the Holy Spirit to instruct us. 

In I Corinthians 12:12-28 Paul gives us a great analogy of how to unite as one in Christ while 
utilizing and celebrating our differences.  He tells us to respect and appreciate others who 
have different goals and see truth differently from the way we see it.  Listen to selected verses 
from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth – 12th chapter - as given to us in The Message by 
Eugene Peterson. Paul has just talked about varied spiritual gifts for the common good of the 
church.  He writes: The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives 
together as a church; every part dependent on every other part.  Your body has many parts, but 
you are still one body.  If one part hurts, every other part hurts.  If the foot says, “I am not elegant 
like the hand, embellished with rings; I guess I don’t belong to the body.”  Would that make it 
so?  Or if the ear said, “I’m not beautiful like the eye,” would you want to remove it?  God has 
carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it.  You are Christ’s body—that’s 
who you are! You must never forget this.  

So, now back to Jesus standing before you and praying for you to be one with every other 
Christian in the world.  What is he praying that YOU will do to unite rather than divide his 
body?  Jack Haberer suggests that in these perilous days we can be faithful: 

 by recognizing God-given diversity that fuels the vision God has for the Church 
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 by embracing ambiguities and not seeing ourselves as the final authority 
 by demilitarizing our disagreements 
 by affirming our sisters and brothers in the Lordship of Christ 
 by choosing to talk together face to face or by utilizing modern technologies to dialogue 

with mutual affirmation and mutual admonition 
 by opening our Bibles together to share our understanding of the meaning of scripture 

in contemporary issues 
 by determining resolutely that we will stay together, struggle together, study together, 

serve together, and worship together as ONE!!  Just as Jesus and the Father are ONE!   
 
So I plead with you to listen to what Paul said to the early church; what Jesus prayed to 
the Father for the church; and what Jesus prays to the Father for you. 
 
Amen.   


