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We are ecumenical. What does that mean? To me, ecumenical 

means that you acknowledge and show interest and delight in the 

diversity of the church, but you also seek common ground where we can 

be put our efforts on behalf of Christ.  

 

This is the week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Churches around 

the world are turning their attention to the fact that Christ’s body is 

bigger than one denomination. We pray for Christian unity because our 

task is larger than one denomination can accomplish alone. 

 

Our book of discipline says, Christian unity is founded on the 
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theological understanding that through faith in Jesus Christ we 

are made members-in-common of the one body of Christ. 

Christian unity is not an option; it is a gift to be received and 

expressed. 

United Methodists respond to the theological, biblical, and 

practical mandates for Christian unity by firmly committing 

ourselves to the cause of Christian unity at local, national, and 

world levels. We invest ourselves in many ways by which mutual 

recognition of churches, of members, and of ministries may lead 

us to sharing in Holy Communion with all of God’s people. 

Knowing that denominational loyalty is always subsumed in our 
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life in the church of Jesus Christ, we welcome and celebrate the 

rich experience of United Methodist leadership in church councils 

and consultations, in multilateral and bilateral dialogues, as well 

as in other forms of ecumenical convergence that have led to the 

healing of churches and nations. 

We see the Holy Spirit at work in making the unity among us more 

visible. 

Concurrently, we have entered into serious interfaith encounters 

and explorations between Christians and adherents of other living 

faiths of the world. Scripture calls us to be both neighbors and 

witnesses to all peoples. Such encounters require us to reflect 
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anew on our faith and to seek guidance for our witness among 

neighbors of other faiths. We then rediscover that the God who 

has acted in Jesus Christ for the salvation of the whole world is 

also the Creator of all humankind, the One who is “above all and 

through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:6). 

As people bound together on one planet, we see the need for a 

self-critical view of our own tradition and accurate appreciation of 

other traditions. In these encounters, our aim is not to reduce 

doctrinal differences to some lowest common denominator of 

religious agreement, but to raise all such relationships to the 

highest possible level of human fellowship and understanding. 
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We labor together with the help of God toward the salvation, 

health, and peace of all people. In respectful conversations and in 

practical cooperation, we confess our Christian faith and strive to 

display the manner in which Jesus Christ is the life and hope of 

the world.  

I am an ecumenical person—most cherished memory of 

confirmation was going and visiting the other expressions of faith, most 

memorably a Jewish bar mitzvah, which our confirmation process is 

modeled after. I was a World Religions major in undergraduate school, 

and planned to obtain a PhD in Buddhism before being called into the 

ministry. My enchantment with Christianity was strengthened by an 
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opportunity I had to stay with a Greek Orthodox hermit monk from New 

Zealand living in Wales. All this despite the fact that my own heritage in 

the Methodist tradition is strong and rich, with ancestors who were 

circuit riding preachers in South Carolina ordained by Francis Asbury 

himself and also starting a Methodist Camp meeting in Georgia that 

bears a Georgia state historical marker I’ve visited at Mt. Pleasant NE of 

Atlanta.  

One strength of our church is the open table—and we have it in 

part because our church is ecumenical.  Our ecumenism is reflected in 

how we approach the sacraments—with communion being available to 

all, and our acceptance of the baptism given by different denominations 
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as people find a home for the faith in the UMC.   

 

The church is portrayed as a boat afloat on the sea of the world 

with the mast in the form of a cross. These early Christian symbols of 

the church embody faith and unity and carry the message of the 

ecumenical movement. 

The symbol of the boat has its origins in the gospel story of the 

calling of the disciples by Jesus and the stilling of the storm on Lake 

Galilee. 

The ecumenical symbol was in use even before the inauguration of 

the World Council of Churches (ecumenical organization to which the 
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United Methodist Church belongs) in 1948, and has taken many 

variations since then.  

Why the sea? Throughout the Bible, the sea represents chaos. The 

ecumenical movement is an acknowledgement that in this chaotic world, 

we are in the same boat with Christians of all kinds. We must conduct 

ourselves as sailors on a ship—we must be united in purpose, lest the 

stormy sea sink us.  

As Martin Luther King Jr. said, “We are caught in an inescapable 

network of mutuality tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 

affects one directly affects all indirectly.” We are in the same boat. If 

someone has a leak on their side of the boat, eventually the whole thing 
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is going underwater.  

We shouldn’t get bogged down in our differences when there is a 

task to do.  

I’m having  my order’s meeting this Tuesday.  I remember at a 

previous Order’s meeting we were addressed by our own Bishop and 

then given something of a “pep rally” by Bishop Scott Jones of the Great 

Plains Conference (Kansas and Nebraska—he’s now the bishop of the 

Houston area.  He spoke about the distinctive characteristic of 

Methodism that we are the “extreme Center” of Christianity.   

While many Christian denominations might be characterized as 

“far left” or “far right,” we, as frustrating as it sometimes is, are a “big 
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boat” with all kinds of people of different persuasions—yet, it has been 

our witness to the world that a single boat can house all of those various 

people under the cross shaped mast and powered by the Spirit/wind.   

In my preparations for this sermon, I was struck by how being the 

“extreme center” means that we United Methodists are passionate about 

holding together the larger body of Christ.  We are passionate about 

building bridges.  An economical study of the ecumenical organizations 

like the World Council of Churches and its national affiliate, the 

National Council of Churches (which I have had the privlilege to 

represent at an environmental summit) have been held together and 

financially supported by the United Methodists when all other financial 
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support has run dry.   

When it became unfashionable to support ecumenical efforts in the 

1980s, the Methodist Church carried the WCC and the NCC, and several 

other ecumenical organizations through.   

Perhaps one reason we Methodists are such ecumenists is because 

our founder, John Wesley, was himself one.  His spiritual awakening 

was fostered by his encounter with a religious tradition outside his own 

Anglican heritage.  It was the German Moravians who taught Wesley 

how to trust God’s grace must fully.  Afterward, Wesley was in 

conversation with Swedenborgians, (a new religious perspective of his 

day,) Quakers, Catholics, Greek Orthodox, and others.  It was a 
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conversation with a Creek Indian who was brought to England which 

convinced him that he was called to share the Gospel with Native 

Americans in the New World, which he perceived to be hungry for the 

Christian message.  While serving a church in Savannah, GA, he learned 

Spanish so that he could communicate with the Sephardic Jewish 

community which made up 20-30% of the town, and which he 

considered his “parish.”   

It was in a published “letter to a Roman Catholic” that he uttered 

what has become a somewhat famous saying for ecumenism, My dear 

friend, consider: I am not persuading you to leave or change your 

religion, but to follow after that fear and love of God without which 
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all religion is vain. I say not a word to you about your opinions or 

outward manner of worship.  

But I say, all worship is an abomination to the Lord, unless 

you worship him in spirit and in truth, with your heart as well as 

your lips, with your spirit and with your understanding also. Be 

your form of worship what it will, but in everything give him 

thanks, else it is all but lost labour.  

Use whatever outward observance you please; but put your 

whole trust in him, but honour his holy name and his word, and 

serve him truly all the days of your life. 
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0 brethren, let us not still fall out by the way. I hope to see you in 

heaven. And if I practise the religion above described, you dare 

not say I shall go to hell. You cannot think so. None can persuade 

you to it. Your own conscience tells you the contrary. Then, if we 

cannot as yet think alike in all things, at least we may love 

alike. Herein we cannot possibly do amiss. For of one point none 

can doubt a moment: God is love; and he that dwelleth in love, 

dwelleth in God, and God in him. 

 

17. In the name, then, and in the strength of God, let us resolve, 
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first, not to hurt one another; to do nothing unkind or unfriendly to 

each other, nothing which we would not have done to ourselves. 

Rather let us endeavour after every instance of a kind, friendly 

and Christian behaviour towards each other. 

Let us resolve, secondly, God being our helper, to speak nothing 

harsh or unkind of each other. The sure way to avoid this is to say 

all the good we can, both of and to one another ~ in all our 

conversation, either with or concerning each other, to we only the 

language of love, to speak with all softness and tenderness, with 

the most endearing expression which is consistent with truth and 

sincerity. 
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Let us, thirdly, resolve to harbour no unkind thought, no unfriendly 

temper towards each other. Let us lay the axe to the root of the 

tree; let us examine all that rises in our heart, and suffer no 

disposition there, which is contrary to tender affection. Then shall 

we easily refrain from unkind actions and words, when the very 

root of bitterness is cut up. 

Let us, fourthly, endeavour to help each other on in whatever 

we are agreed leads to the Kingdom. So far as we can, us always 

rejoice to strengthen each other's hands in God. Above all, let us 

each take heed to himself (since each must give an account of 

himself to God) that he fall not short of the religion of love, that he 
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be not condemned in that he himself approveth. 

The language may be dated, but the intent is not. 


