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This year marks the 110th observance of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, an ecumenical 

event stretching over an eight-day period (in church lingo, we call that an “octave”) between the 

feast of the Confession of St. Peter on January 18 and the Conversion of St. Paul on January 25 

(which is tomorrow). The observance of this week has gone through a number changes in focus 

over the years but the purpose remains: to remind Christians of all denominations that one of the 

final prayers of Jesus prior to his crucifixion was “that all [his disciples] may be one” as he and 

his Father are one, and to highlight our need to continue that prayer, since it is far from a reality. 

Christians of many denominations have long been concerned that division among the churches 

weakens the power of Christian witness generally and have been looking for concrete ways to 

pray, either together as we are doing, or at least simultaneously in different locations. If the 

ecumenical movement could not reunite the churches, then as least we could all be renewed in 

the Spirit.  

 

Ecumenical and ecumenism are terms rooted in the Greek word for “economy” and “household”. 

– specifically, God’s economy of generosity, abundance, and love as intended to be exercised by 

the members of the household of God. This is a big year for ecumenism because we are marking 

the 500th anniversary of the start of the Reformation (or reformations, to be more accurate), when 

that brave and brazen monk/priest named Martin Luther challenged the authority of Rome by 

nailing his 95 Thesis to the door of the castle church in Wittenberg. The entirety of that 

movement on both the European continent and the British Isles accomplished much of what it set 

out to do, restoring some authority to the laity, exposing corruption in the church and among the 

clergy, eventually allowing for scripture to be published and proclaimed in the local language, 

among other things. Of course, it also resulted in further divisions, which is why we speak of 

observing its anniversary, rather than celebrating it. It appears that it’s difficult to be both 

reforming and reconciling at the same time. 

 

In the coming year, much will be spoken and written about the Reformation by church historians 

and theologians far more knowledgeable than I; so I’ll leave it to them to focus on it, and to 

illuminate its historic and ongoing consequences, intended and otherwise, for the rest of us. 

Instead, I want to focus on reconciliation, especially the portion of Paul’s second letter to the 

church in Corinth that we’ve just heard, and what that might mean for a group of diverse 

Christians and Christian traditions who truly seek to be one. First, some background. 

 

The modern ecumenical movement is a product of the World Council of Churches. But the 

Council itself came about through two separate movements within the church that merged. One 

was called Faith and Order; the other, Life and Work. Faith and Order has to do with things like 

doctrine, governance, structure: that is, what a particular communion holds true regarding belief 

and practice, what constitutes membership, who can receive communion, who may be ordained 

and what is the role of the clergy, who (and what) holds authority, and who doesn’t. Life and 

Work, on the other hand, deals with something more practical: how could these various 

denominations, these communions, most of whom could not come to agreement on issues of 

doctrine and governance, still come together to help further the kingdom of God by working 

alongside one another for justice and peace as defined in the gospels and by the example of Jesus 



and his followers. We may not all be able to take communion together – surely the ultimate sign 

of our as-yet unrealized unity - but at least we could serve the poor, free the oppressed, feed the 

hungry, minister to those in prison, and struggle against unjust societal structures together. That 

was the plan, at least. And on some levels, it worked.  

 

Denominations are not a bad thing, though sometimes we behave as if they were. God created us 

to be diverse – that’s a good thing – and part of that diversity has to do with how we choose to 

worship God in the church and how we understand God. None of us has a monopoly on the truth, 

and none of us has complete understanding of who Christ is. We will always be diverse – just 

like Paul’s well-known analogy of all parts of the human body being necessary for the good of 

the whole, so are all of us in our various communions good for the whole household of God. But 

the deep-seated divisions that have characterized us for so long, whether they remain within a 

tradition or lead to schism, are wounds in the body of Christ.  

 

The sins that cause these wounds separate us and have done so for generations. We’ve just 

confessed a number of them: lack of love, hate and contempt, discrimination, persecution, 

intolerance, abuse of power, isolation. That’s strong language - surely we cannot be guilty of all 

those things. And yet, isn’t that the face that we sometimes present to the world: a church more 

inclined to exclude than include; to condemn than to forgive; to judge first rather than to love 

unconditionally, as Christ loves us? When people look at the church, or when they look at how 

Christians practice their faith, and they cannot see the gospel in action, then simply put, we have 

failed. We have failed Christ, and one another, and we have failed the world God so loves. 

 

And that is why the ministry of reconciliation is so critical. We are the ones who can model a 

loving and productive way to serve the world in Christ’s name in spite of our differences, even 

openly acknowledging them without letting them become barriers to faith, hope, and love. We 

simply cannot afford the luxury of letting those differences define us over and against our 

brothers and sisters. There is too much need in our world, in our own communities, to let any of 

that get in the way of witnessing Christ’s reconciling love, and that need is likely to increase in 

the near future. And I’m convinced that if this cooperation and reconciliation is going to happen, 

it’s got to happen at the local level. Our higher level national and international judicatories can 

encourage it, they can formulate relational and full communion agreements – and all of those 

things are very, very good - but they cannot make that gospel work happen. It’s gatherings like 

this one, in local communities, praying and reading and singing together, that build relationships 

and inspire us to minister together.  

 

The Rt. Rev. Jeffrey Lee, Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Chicago and my local 

denominational leader, has said more than once that unity is Christ’s gift to the Church; we 

already have it, we simply haven’t realized it. I believe that’s true. But we can take steps toward 

that unity, with every prayer offered, every sin confessed, every hand extended in welcome and 

love, every good work done in the name of Jesus Christ. The time is now, I don’t have to tell you 

how urgent the effort is, and the love of Christ our Lord compels us. AMEN. 

 

 

 


