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That they might be one.  This is the prayer of Jesus for all who would come to believe in 
him – the climax and arguably the heart of the so-called “High Priestly Prayer” of Jesus 
which we find in the 17th chapter of the gospel of John.  And yet as we all well know, 
prayers are not always answered affirmatively, even when they are voiced by Jesus 
himself.   

It is clear from the New Testament that Christian disunity is nothing new.  In the text 
from 1st Corinthians that was just read, we find that a primary reason for Paul writing 
was that he had learned that the Christians of Corinth had begun to quarrel and to 
divide themselves into camps – claiming allegiance to Apollos or to himself, Cephas or 
to Christ.  And this is but one example among many in which Paul sought to address 
division among the churches he had founded.   

Today the camps may be different, but it is impossible to ignore the divisions which exist 
in and within the Christian church.  Estimates of the number of distinct Christian faith 
groups in North America range from a couple hundred to several thousand.  Some are 
of recent origin, some trace their creation to the Middle Ages or beyond, and some to 
the original disciples and apostles.  Some are distinctly North American, some are 
European imports, and some are truly international in origin and focus.  Some insist that 
they are simply a local gathering of the church universal, some hold to distinctive 
doctrines and practices while refusing to claim them as normative for all Christians, and 
some claim to be the guardians of the only true church. 

Which reminds me of a joke I heard not too long ago.  A man was walking across a 
bridge one day when he saw another standing on the edge about to jump.  So he ran 
over and said, “Stop!  Don’t do it!”  “Why shouldn’t I?” the other asked.  “Because you 
have so much to live for!”  “Like what?”  “Well, are you a religious person?”  “Yes.”  "Me 
too! Are you Christian?" He said, "Yes."  “Me too! Are you Catholic or Protestant?" He 
said, "Protestant." “Me too! Are your Episcopalian or Baptist?”  He said, "Baptist!" "Wow! 
Me too! Are you Baptist Church of God or Baptist Church of the Lord?” He said, Baptist 
Church of God!"  "Me too! Are you Original Baptist Church of God or are you Reformed 
Baptist Church of God?" He said, "Reformed Baptist Church of God!" "Me too! Are you 
Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1879, or Reformed Baptist Church of 
God, Reformation of 1915?" He said, "Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 
1915!"  And with that the man said, "Die, you heretic scum!" and pushed him off the 
bridge. 

Someone once said that one of the greatest threats to Christian unity is taking ourselves 
too seriously.  And as you heard earlier, January 18-25 is the week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity, so being able to laugh at our selves might go a long way for us this 
morning.  But in a year in which the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity turns 100, and 
when we are celebrating the 300th Anniversary of the Church of the Brethren, it would 
seem negligent to not ask a serious question that arises from the convergence of these 
two observances.  And that question is whether our existence as a distinct Christian 
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body is something to celebrate or to grieve when viewed through the lens of Christian 
unity.  Or put another way, is consciousness and celebration of our “Brethren Heritage” 
a stumbling block to achieving a greater goal of Christian unity?   

At first glance, it seems clear that the great number of separate communions among the 
Christian church – of which the Church of the Brethren is just one of many – point to 
disunity rather than unity.  And indeed in many cases this has been beyond doubt, with 
actual wars being fault between rival Christian groups.  But even when they are not 
actively quarreling, does not the very existence of separate entities indicate disunity?  
Would an outsider looking at the yellow pages under Christian churches and finding 
Baptists and Brethren, Methodists and Presbyterians, Catholics and Anglicans, 
Lutherans and Mennonites (to name just a few) would such a one conclude that the 
followers of Christ are one as he and the Father are one?  Or could we imagine the 
Apostle Paul writing to us and rebuking us for claiming a heritage other than Christ 
himself, and appealing to us to be united in the same mind and purpose? 

We should note in Paul’s appeal to the Corinthians that baptism was apparently a 
source of the dissention.  He even goes so far as to thank God that he didn’t baptize 
any of them himself other than a noted few.  Alongside that we can hold up the reality 
that our Brethren roots are founded upon an illegal and defiant act of dissenting 
baptism.  Pastor Robert spoke last week about the welcoming nature of baptism.  But 
we must also be honest about the power baptism has had to divide.  Ironically that act 
by which all Christians should be brought together into “one faith, one Lord, one 
baptism” has all too often been that which drove us apart.  By performing the act of 
baptism in spite of the disapproval of the vast majority of Christians living in their time 
and place, those eight souls in Schwarzenau who waded into the Eder River in 1708 
willingly broke from the established churches to form something new and distinct.  
Moreover, it has been speculated that the method of baptism prevented the early 
Brethren from joining the Mennonites, and that if the Mennonites would have immersed 
rather than sprinkled, the Brethren would have likely never formed a separate group.   

But 300 years later, as we commemorate that event, all the spiritual descendents of the 
Schwarzenau Brethren cannot even claim unity, with divisions dating back to the 19th 
century still holding sway among us, not to mention interpretive theological and ethical 
disputes which are threatening to further divide us today.   

All of this must be considered when we ask ourselves whether the birth of yet another 
separate Christian communion is something to commemorate with celebration, as we 
do in celebrating our 300th anniversary, or rather with repentance, as expressed by 
Frederick Buechner who wrote, “if all the competing factions of Christendom were to 
give as much of themselves to the high calling and holy hope that unites them as they 
do now to the relative inconsequentialities that divide them, the church would look more 
like the kingdom of God for a change and less like an ungodly mess.”   

There was a time when I would have aligned myself easily and firmly with the 
repentance party.  I would have wholeheartedly endorsed a movement for all Christian 
denominations and fellowships to merge into a single entity.  I was deeply moved by 
scriptures such as these, and believed that they called us to repent of our stubborn 
divisiveness, to heal or overcome that which divides us, and to come together as one 
body, one organization, one church.   
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But over the past 10 years or so, as I began to learn more about myself and more about 
the many different communions of the Christian faith, I came to realize that I was very 
grateful to not only be Christian, but also to be a particular kind of Christian – a 
Brethren.  Because in so many ways – even in ways that I cannot always articulate – 
the Church of the Brethren is who I am.  I have explored other faith communities, but it 
was here among the Brethren that I found my spiritual home and family.  And with this 
realization comes the awareness that if the Church of the Brethren were to merge with 
other churches, I would experience a loss – a loss that goes deeper than familiarity and 
tradition.   

Now many of you may remember the efforts of the Consultation on Church Union, an 
ecumenical attempt to create just such a merger of Protestant denominations in the 
middle of the 20th Century.  For a time, the Church of the Brethren entertained the 
notion of becoming involved in that endeavor, at the same time when we were 
becoming involved in other ecumenical activities such as the National and World 
Council of Churches.  But in the end, we decided not to become involved in that 
particular enterprise, and one of the key influences in that decision, as I understand it, 
was the voice of M.R. Zigler.  This is most interesting, because M.R. Zigler was a 
leading figure in moving the Church of the Brethren into active involvement in the 
ecumenical movement.  But while he was very much in favor of the Brethren working 
cooperatively with other Christian churches, he was adamantly opposed to the idea of 
merging together into one organization.  Why?  Because he believed that we had a 
unique and much needed witness to share with the other churches of the world, 
especially our history and our witness as a peace church.  And he believed that that 
witness would be lost if we were to merge with other churches.   

This view of our identity and our relationship with other denominations and Christian 
communions has been very influential to me as I have considered the value of claiming 
a distinct “Brethren” identity.  It resonates with my own feelings and experience of 
wanting to be in fellowship with those of other faith traditions, and yet of enjoying and 
wanting to hold fast to those things which make us uniquely “Brethren.”   

But what of Jesus’ prayer that we all might be one?  What of Paul’s appeal for the 
followers of Christ to be united in the same mind and purpose, in full agreement and 
with no divisions?  I cannot disregard these appeals of scripture just because I feel 
connected to my particular faith tradition.  So am I called to move beyond my fondness 
and loyalty to a particular Christian communion to pursue greater Christian unity?  Or 
can the two be reconciled. 

Well, I have no final answer, and I know that the work of the Spirit is unfinished among 
us.  But I wonder if the issue is simply one of perspective.  An image that occurred to 
me as I was studying these passages and thinking about these questions was that of a 
tree.  We often make diagrams of our “Family Trees” and we can do the same with our 
faith heritage.  With some creativity and study, we could perhaps even trace the 
branches all the way back to Jesus and the early church.  But there is something 
profoundly unfulfilling about that image for me.  Because in such a metaphor with each 
successive branch you get farther and farther removed from the main body of the trunk 
and the roots that anchor the tree in the soil.   

And then I remembered that old adage: “You can’t see the forest for the trees.”  And it 
struck me that perhaps a forest would be a better metaphor to envision the Christian 
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churches than the “family tree.”  If we shift our perspective in this direction, then the 
diversity and variety we find between and among our distinct communions becomes not 
a stumbling block to unity, but an advantage.  For in the natural world, biodiversity is a 
measure of the health of an ecosystem, and it is arguably one of our greatest natural 
resources.  And if the different Christian communions in our world are all rooted firmly in 
the common soil of Christ, then in a very real sense we are one, even though we are 
many.  And if the health and strength of our particular tree or shrub contributes to the 
overall health and strength of the forest, we can indeed be united in a common mind 
and purpose.   

But it all comes down to Christ.  If we are thinking in terms of a forest metaphor, it quite 
literally comes down to Christ, for Christ is the soil which gives life to every seed, and in 
which every church must remain rooted if it is to continue living and growing.  So long 
as the Church of the Brethren maintains deep roots in the soil of Christ, it will continue 
to be strengthened and contribute to the beauty and health of the forest even as it is 
strengthened individually.  And so it is and will be with all other Christian communions.  
And if the kingdom of God is imagined as a forest, then we need many different types of 
trees and plants, each unique and healthy and firmly rooted in the soil.  Just as oaks 
and pines and ferns and moss all have their place and purpose in the forest, so too, do 
Brethren and Baptists, and Catholics and Lutherans, and Mennonites and Methodists 
and all the others.  So let us celebrate all the goodness and health of the Church of the 
Brethren growing for 300 years in the forest Christ of Christ, but let us pray not only for 
our own continuing health and strength, but for that of all trees and plants growing in the 
forest with us, and even for the seeds yet to sprout around us – as Paul says, for “all 
those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, together with all those who 
in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours.”  
Amen.  

 

 

Pastoral Prayer 

O God, today we pray especially for unity among your many children.  We give you 
thanks for the many seeds of faith that have brought forth life and vitality in so many 
forms throughout the ages.  Help us not only to live and work together, but also to truly 
appreciate one another, to encourage and support one another, and to receive the gifts 
and blessings we have to offer to one another.  Help us to not be too self-focused that 
we lose sight of the whole – and fail to see the beauty of the forest because we are 
caught up in our own tree or others.  Forgive us when we take ourselves too seriously, 
when we fail to appreciate the beauty and goodness of others, and when we do harm to 
one another, whether intentionally or by accident.  We know that your work among is 
unfinished Lord, and so we pray that your Spirit might strengthen and guide not only our 
fellowship, but the fellowship of all who call on the name of Christ.  For it is in him that 
we are grounded, and in his name that we now pray.  Amen. 

 


