Sermon preached by Revd Professor George Newlands at St Edward’s, Cambridge on Jan.21st 2011, in the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. 
As Fraser reminded us in his Christmas day sermon, the gospel is not all sweetness and light, Mills and Boon. There is always a fair bit of darkness around, and it doesn’t go away – think Elie Wiesel’s ‘Night.’  And if we can truly say that ‘the darkness comprehended it not,’ it sometimes comes pretty  close. Yet there is perhaps one striking thing. You only need a tiny bit of light to point the way in the middle of a huge expanse of darkness. And of course there are different sorts of darkness. Without darkness we should never be able to sleep! 
Which brings me  neatly to the small matter of Christian unity. A sermon on this topic in 2011 will perhaps inevitably have  more darkness than light in it, but we shouldn’t forget that the light is  in the end  what really matters. Christian unity, it often seems today, is a lost cause. Dead as the Dodo – though actually there’s a much better chance of resurrecting the Dodo’s DNA. After a century of meticulous schemes for organic unity between the Christian churches, the results are not impressive. Ut omnes unum sint. That they all may be one.The Johannine Jesus’ great prayer for the community of his followers is as fashionable today as hula hoops and television sets with twelve inch square screens. Perhaps if they brought back Latin..?

There have been some remarkably generous schemes involving considerable sacrifice for some of the denominations. Forty years ago some of the best brains in Cambridge were deeply into ecumenical  dialogue – I think  of Gordon Rupp and Anglican –Methodist unity.
Nothing much came of it. Buried in bureaucratic wrangles about who would present the chasuble to whom on the great day, and  unspoken anxieties about money, property and power, it has all largely faded away. True, magnificent words are uttered every year. New “ecumenical instruments” are born.  In Scotland  there is a grand sounding body called ACTS – Action for Churches Together in Scotland.  But the constitution is expressly designed to ensure   that action is the last thing that ACTS can take  - all can be gracious and none shall be embarrassed. And the churches are strangely reluctant to provide the modest  financial resources which might  make any  concrete action possible. (Scottish Churches House is to close in the summer.) 

But, I hear you cry, isn’t this rather overdoing the doom and gloom? Surely there have been successful schemes for organic union: united and uniting churches  exist in many parts of the world.  This is true, and anyone who has had had the good fortune to get to know the life of uniting churches, in India, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the USA and wherever, can testify to the lively spiritual lives of congregations no longer compehensively bound by arrangements made for an age long since gone ( though of course all of us in St Edwards would die in the last ditch for 1662!)   On the other hand, it is notable that some of the Uniting churches are becoming smaller, while bodies more focussed on traditional certainties  flourish  - fundamentalism trumps ecumenism every time.  The ecumenical train seems to have rusted quietly away.
Shall we then sit down by the waters of Babylon and weep? No way (footnote- here St Paul might have used a double negative.)I’m inclined to think ( on the rare occasion when I’m still inclined to think,) that  the game may have changed in a way that makes the usual paradigm shifts as up to date as twelve inch television tubes.  There was a time when ecumenical effort was inspired by the great theologians   - Reinhold Niebuhr,  Bonhoeffer, Willam Temple, Bishop Bell, the Baillies etc. Then the churches dropped the pilots and the torch was carried by senior churchmen. Then  the process fell, as everything eventually does, into the hands of church bureaucrats, all with different designations but all essentially alike.  Then in the name of democracy – a good thing in itself -, the  task was to be inherited by the most intellectually challenged delegates who could be mustered after  meticulous search.  You think I exaggerate somewhat. Well, you’re right.  But essentially, give or take a few philosophical discussions about the postmodern meaning of unity, the goals remained the same.
Prophecy is never a sure thing, and most prophets have been wrong.  But, with that insurance clause in small print, I am inclined to think that the game is beginning to change in  ways which could not have been anticipated. I imagine that the traditional wings of churches will continue  to devise elaborate canons for rebaptising Methodists and burning Baptists to taste. But they will be increasingly overshadowed by much larger conservative Protestant  and indeed Catholic bodies for whom all such delicacies are irrelevant. These will be the Christians who will have a considerable attraction for the worldwide post-twitter generation.  And how about the liberals, - if by then the last of them has not already turned out the light?
Some of them will still quite probably  find homes in the remains of the traditional churches. Others may seek unity with likeminded Christians across the denominations, and  this may lead to the formation of new uniting churches. One might imagine porous structures in  which different sorts of Christians work together to create an unforced consensus, a kind of rainbow alliance of different but mutually respectful perspectives. How this may work out we don’t yet know – cultural identities change and become more inhabitable as we begin to embrace them. And then there are the Pentecostals, of different sorts,  a hugely energetic and transformative force across the world. 
A  sad tale of woe?  Well perhaps not.  I guess it is true that the failure of the ecumenical effort of the last half century has its shameful aspects. Too much obsession with power – was Jesus obsessed with power? Too much  nationalism, racism, and plain old fashioned snobbery posing as piety. Obviously a  Uniting church constitution is an obvious way of breaking up the logjams in faith and action created by ossified institutional structures over the centuries. I think of Scottish presbyteries, you can find your own examples.    And papering over the cracks with much hand wringing about the pain of our divisions did not help.  Yet is also true that the notion of institutional organic unity had its own problems.  Holisitic schemes for organic  unity were sometimes not without a hint of imperialism, and one size will not necessarily fit all ( I say nothing here of Anglican Covenants etc.)   

There is perhaps another angle to ponder here. For the last couple of hundred years at least we have become used to the idea of  solid national churches ploughing like dreadnoughts over the ecclesiastical ocean. But actually, there have always been breaks and shifts in Christian community since the early church. And it is not perhaps entirely clear that God has ordained the Church of England or the Church of Scotland by law established to remain for ever in their current forms – not to mention Roman Catholic or Orthodox polities. Even within traditional frameworks, founding fathers like for example Richard Hooker, envisaged a freedom to develop in distinctive and diverse currents within a particular church. A kind of institutional Animal Farm was definitely not on his agenda.
By now if you’re lucky you will have fallen asleep, before going back to your friends, who may include Buddhists, Moslems, Jewish people etc. How strange is that? And while I have been  displaying these ecclesial delicacies before you, children have died of malnutrition in Africa,  Asian women  have been exploited by their husbands, gay teens in the United States  have been made homeless by their parents,  asylum seekers in the UK and Europe generally  have been locked up in even more boring confinement than your current situation. It is true of course that progress in any direction will not be achieved by a statutary nod in the  direction of the suffering millions.  Given a choice, most of the world’s poor would probably embrace a deeply conservative version of faith, Christian or otherwise. There are no quick fixes for complex issues.   
When we look for light in our darkness,  we are encouraged to turn back to the gospel. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  (To say this from Latimer’s pulpit  reminds us too that lighting condles carries a quantifiable degree of risk.) Be united in the same mind and purpose. The cross is foolishness to them that are perishing. Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven has come  near.
In the last few years I have thinking a bit about  themes like generosity, human rights and hospitality , especially in our churches.  A long time ago the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr wrote a book called Moral Man and Immoral Society. His central thesis was this. As individuals in society we are often hugely kind, generous and hospitable.  But when we gather together into interest groups, quite often behaviour patterns change and we become increasingly rigid and aggressive. We may seek to impose our perspectives and our goals on all the other people we encounter. In ecumenical dialogue, it is sometimes said, it is always more blessed to give than to receive.
This is a particular challenge for those of us who have faith in God. Because God in love has emptied himself in incarnation and self-dispossession, because Jesus was, as has been well said, a man who played to lose, we are invited to give ourselves in love to God and our fellow human beings. We are invited to generous and hospitable practice. This pattern of life, of lifestyle if you like, is by no means exclusive to Christians. But people of generosity and of hospitable practice have often been deeply immersed in a tradition of prayer and spirituality. Perhaps the outstanding contemporary example is Archbishop Desmond Tutu.
Hospitable practice does not mean simply niceness. It needs to get into the structures, the DNA of our churches, and it has to be proactive.  

“We are meant to do the hard work of the Gospel..  We are meant , not only to pull the drowning people from the raging river , but we are required to go back upstream and find out who’s throwing them in.”  That’s from the Bishop of some obscure American diocese -New Hampshire  I think it is – Gene Robinson.  
What is the truth of this for us in our generation? Asked Peter Walker, who presided over one of my ordinations.  Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom, and curing disease and every sickness among the people.  If the medieval kings of Europe had two bodies, perhaps the Christian church has two unities – at least. One is the unity of the institution, which is truly important.  The other is unity with the poor and helpless, the cold, the hungry and the oppressed, the sick and those who mourn, the lonely and the unloved, the aged and the little children. We are called to work our way through these incommensurables, with patience and with faith. It would be nice to end on a good satisfying note of dramatic conclusion, of apocalyptic  resolution of all the issues. But the way of the whirlwind, earthquake and torrent is not always as effective as the way of the still small but constantly  persistent voice Perhaps this too has something to do with the foolishness of the cross.

The church we may think is called to a unity in diversity, and not every unity in diversity will do.  Oneness, perhaps, is unity in the vulnerable hospitality of Christ, in the fragility of goodness in a fragmented world. Amen.
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