
Year C 
Ps 97; Acts 16:16-34; Rev 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21; John 17:20-26 

Easter 7: The Three P’s of Unity 

My grandmother told stories. One of her favorites was “Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby.” 

Brer Rabbit is clever and foolish. Brer Fox and Brer Bear endlessly try to capture the wily rabbit. One 
day, Brer Fox, knowing that Brer Rabbit is arrogant and rash, makes a doll of sticky, gooey tar and plac-
es it by the lane, where Brer Rabbit will see it.  

Sure ‘nough, along comes Brer Rabbit, whistlin’ and hoppin’ down the lane. He sees the tar baby and 
says, “Howdy!” The tar baby, he don’t say nuthin’. Brer Rabbit repeats his greeting and gets the same. 
He persists and soon is boilin’ mad. He hits the tar baby. His paw gets stuck. He hits it with the other 
paw. It gets stuck. He kicks it. His feet get stuck. The more he struggles against the tar baby, the more 
stuck he becomes. Brer Fox and Brer Bear have him, but he fools them. He pleads, “Do anything to me 
but please don’t throw me into that briar patch.” 

Brer Rabbit faces one of life’s challenges and finds that it does not yield to blindly aggressive persis-
tence. His rivals discover that some challenges surpass their abilities.  

Well, today’s Gospel presents a tar baby. It turns our attention to the unity of God’s people, or perhaps I 
should say disunity, for there has never been a time when strife and division have been absent from this 
world. It starts in the Garden with Adam and Eve.  

The setting of our Gospel is the last hour before Judas betrays Jesus. This setting holds before us the re-
ality of evil, the power of the enemy to ensnare and to set us against one another. It is prayer amidst 
cosmic warfare pitting hate, greed, and ignorance against God’s good creation. 

On the eve of crucifixion, Jesus prays, and we eavesdrop. What we hear seems a pipe dream. Jesus prays 
that his disciples be one so that the world may believe that God has sent him. 

For decades, this prayer has motivated the ecumenical movement with some success, but the church re-
mains fragmented. Sectarian boundaries seem less important, but many still regard schism as the solu-
tion to difference. We may differ over doctrines or worship, over social or political issues, or over 
church governance. For decades now, Christians have differed and sometimes divided over whom to or-
dain or whose marriages to bless. Sometimes our divisions are less about difference and more about 
power or prejudice. Sometimes they arise from conviction and sometimes from ignorance. Some arise as 
we struggle with unsettled questions of how to discern God’s will and God’s working today. 

Finding ourselves divided, we despair of the oneness for which Christ prays. It seems beyond our reach. 
Is it naïve of Jesus to pray for oneness? Do we waste our time and energy if we join his prayer and sur-
render to it? Is it above our paygrade, or might cleverness and persistence yield oneness? We are entan-
gled in a tar baby with no briar patch in sight.  

Given this entanglement, I offer for your reflection and prayer three P’s of unity. 

The first is counterintuitive. It is “Presume Unity.”  

Jesus invites this presumption, for Jesus knows that oneness is of God. It is God’s gift, and it is ground-
ed in God’s oneness. He prays, “The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may 
be one, as we are one.” Unity is God’s doing. It issues from the nature of God.  

Jesus’ prayer is a petition to the Father, not an exhortation to the church. We neither create nor destroy 
unity. God has already made us one, though our differences persist. God has already unified all things in 
heaven and on earth in Christ. We didn’t make that happen, and we can’t undo it. 
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How can that be? How can divided people be one? This the way of our lives before God: We are saved, 
but we don’t consistently behave like saved people. We are forgiven, but we don’t forgive. We are 
loved, but we don’t love. God’s gift is fully ours, but we neglect it. So it is with unity. The church is one. 
The world is one. Our divisions do not lessen our oneness. It is gift. We may enjoy the gift, or we may 
spurn it. In either case, God’s gift persists. 

Perhaps it will help if we think about what unity is or isn’t. It is not uniformity or sameness, nor is it the 
absence of disagreement. Diversity and difference are not contrary to unity. The creation is infinitely 
diverse, but it is one. God is infinitely diverse, but God is one. Unity is fundamental, not superficial. 
What unifies the divine diversity is love, for God is love, and what makes all people and all things one is 
that God loves all with one love, the same love, regardless of difference. The gift of unity is the gift of 
God’s love poured into creation and into human hearts by the Holy Spirit. 

Let’s explore consequences of this giftedness. If oneness is given, then all that belongs to any part be-
longs to the whole. Paul chides those who separate themselves into followers of this or that teacher. He 
writes, “All things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the pre-
sent or the future – all belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.” Don’t de-
prive yourselves of the fulness of the gift. 

Every part of the church belongs to every other part. Its various branches preserve traditions that offer 
some reminder or corrective to the whole. What is helpful in each belongs to the whole, but also what is 
hurtful in each belongs to the whole. The whole owns the richness of every part, and the whole owns the 
brokenness of every part. What Paul says of each person in Christ’s body applies also across our diverse 
groupings: “If one suffers, all suffer with it; if one is honored, all rejoice with it.” Pope Francis belongs, 
not just to Rome, but to all. Our Prayer Book belongs not to us alone, but to all. Likewise, the scandals 
of any part belong to the whole. For better or worse, all things are ours, for we are one body in Christ. 

Separation does not enhance our possession of important traditions. Neither does separation lessen our 
part in each other’s shortcomings. The notion that we can preserve purity by separation is the enemy’s 
most effective weapon, but it is a lie. There may, however, be times for strategic disengagement.1 Some-
times, we should agree to disagree and pursue different missionary routes. Unresolved disagreements 
should never hinder mission. 

This brings us to the second P of unity: Practice unity. Behave as members one of another despite differ-
ences. Love one another as Christ loves us. Love the world as God loves the world, while it is still in sin, 
while it is still at odds with God. To practice unity is to love first and to love persistently through our 
differences and to shoulder the pain. 

Another implication of God-given unity is that this altar is for all, regardless of differences. It is not the 
prize for achieving agreement; it is the gift that nourishes unity. It is not the fruit of unity; it is the foun-
dation. When we are most divided, we must resort here, to the Body and Blood of Christ. “There is one 
bread, and we who are many are one body, for we share the one bread.” This is our briar patch. 

And here is the third P of unity: Pray for it, not that we might achieve it, but that we might embrace it, 
thorns and all. Amen. 
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1 For examples of strategic disengagement, see Abram and Lot (Genesis 13-14) and Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:36-41). 


