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Many of you have heard the story of my work several years ago with a new church start that had fallen apart after an argument between the senior pastor and the worship pastor became an all-church argument. They were a messy group of people, but lovable in their own special way. The 100 people who stuck it out through all the disagreements were mostly the original charter members. Most of the other 200 new members they’d brought into their fellowship had quickly fled in the midst of the ugly emails that had been flying back and forth and the tense environment that seemed to define every gathering. Even the people who remained behind were still tense and on edge. There was still a pretty clear dividing line between those who though the Senior Pastor had been right, and those who thought the Worship Pastor had been right. In the middle were the 80% who just wanted their church back. But even with the great team of conflict resolution and visioning experts that came with me, we were not successfully unifying this group of people. They were afraid to talk honestly, afraid to listen deeply, afraid they were never going to build, afraid they might have to close their doors completely. 

The miracle came in the form of a prayer. Some of you already know this miracle story, but it bears repeating. In this church, the congregation lifted prayers verbally each week for all to hear, and one week the very popular Lay Leader Jerry stood up to ask for prayer. As Lay Leader, Jerry wore the hat in his church similar to that of Moderator in ours. His job was to represent the entire congregation, to listen deeply to all sides, and to help other church leaders – including the pastors – to do the same. Jerry was an amazing man, quiet-mannered and humble, but also large both physically and spiritually. People looked to him for guidance and trusted his spirit, primarily because they knew he was a good listener. He listened well to his sisters and brothers in the church, and he listened well to God. Usually, when Jerry prayed, it was for the church, for unity, for grace, and forgiveness. He was one of the few leaders who had never taken a side during the arguments, and even the two pastors who had left the church still held Jerry in high regard. Since we were used to Jerry praying for us, we were all shocked into silence when he said, “Please pray the doctors find me a kidney,” and began to cry quietly. His wife stood up then and bravely explained that his kidneys were shutting down, and it was only a matter of months until his death. We laid hands on Jerry, we prayed over Jerry, we cried, we sang, we worshipped. 

The next night at Church Council, we met without Jerry, because he had been hospitalized that Monday morning. Jerry wasn’t there, and yet he was. This time his presence became reflected in our behavior. We talked more honestly, we listened more compassionately, we knew this church had to finally get back together and be one church, because Jerry needed his church and he needed his church to be unified. The miracle expanded the next week when Jerry’s wife announced that a donor had been found and a few weeks later we realized the donor was actually a member of our church, who had just quietly gone and gotten tested to see if he was a match after hearing Jerry’s prayer request. They weren’t particularly close friends, but they did share a common theme at the church: Neither of them had ever taken sides during the fight. Steve ran the men’s prayer breakfast, that had continued to pray with and for the pastors every Tuesday morning, no matter which pastor showed up. When I arrived, Steve had welcomed me with open arms, assuring me that the men’s breakfast group was praying for me every Tuesday morning. A couple months after I arrived and discovered I was pregnant, that prayer group put action to their prayers and installed a car phone to keep me safely connected as I drove the 75 miles from my home to their church each week. Steve made sure of it, and now he was making sure that Jerry was cared for in the same way. 

Steve’s sacrificial gift for Jerry brought these two men right into the center of our church’s prayer life. And as we prayed for two men who represented such unity, it changed our little church. If Steve could give his very kidney for Jerry, a man he barely knew, the rest of them could surely forgive old hurts, start loving each other, and start re-building their church as One Body. And they did. I watched this group of people become the unified Body of Christ they were meant to become 

Their church started growing again – because of their great love and their willingness to be one, to be unified and connected through the grace of Christ Jesus. This is what Paul prays for the church at Ephesus when he yearns for them to know the breadth and length and height and depth of Christ’s love, when he pleads with them to be rooted and grounded in this love. For when we are rooted and grounded in Christ’s love, we are one strong Body, connected to the root that makes it impossible for us to be divided. As the church was developing and growing, conflict was common. Transitions and changes were common; many churches were threatened from both outside antagonists and internal disputes. Paul knew that the foundation of unity in Christ was essential for the church to not only survive, but to thrive and impact more lives with the news of God’s life-changing love and the Spirit’s transformative power in our lives.  

The Gospel of John was written about the same time period, long after Jesus’ death, but his followers remembered well the gift of life Jesus had given not only through his death on the cross, but through the life of love he lived for each of them, teaching and preaching and healing and helping lovingly and generously throughout the months and years Jesus walked alongside them as their master and guide. These early Christians in John’s community, many of whom had never known Jesus in the flesh, knew that Jesus’ gift of life-giving love was THE lesson that would hold them together through tumultuous times and bind them together through whatever storms and conflicts life meet send their way. 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” 

This is not an easy path, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. This love took Jesus all the way to the cross. This love led Steve to give a kidney for Jerry. This love took those church leaders to a new perspective, where they laid down their swords and anger, and they picked up the banner of love and forgiveness to move forward in unity. This Christ-based love can unify any family, any church, and even a world as divided as ours.

This type of love, rooted and grounded in Christ, is what sets us apart as followers of Jesus: love that gives so generously, so selflessly, so sacrificially that we might even find ourselves laying down our very lives for another. This love is what transforms our lives and helps us to transform the lives of others. This love is so powerful that it can create new life, even life out of death. It was this type of love that led Steve to give one of his kidneys to save Jerry’s life, because the Spirit nudged Steve to share his life with Jerry in that profound gift of sacrifice and self-giving love. 

So, listen for that Holy Spirit. Listen deeply. Listen often. Pay attention to the nudges that call you to connect to Christ more closely, to care for people you don’t even like, to forgive more readily, or to love even more deeply the people who already care for. Love will call us – love does call us -- to connect to each other, to connect to God – the root and ground of our being - and to connect to God’s world. Love is calling us, each and every day, calling us to ground our lives in love, to shape our lives around love, and to create connections through the power of love. 

In answering the call, we become partners with Christ, mutually loving God’s people and God’s world. Rooted and grounded in the love of God, we  free the Spirit to flow through us so abundantly that our love can burst forth to bring gifts of nourishment and care for others who need us. Rooted and grounded in the love of God, we invite divine love to intermingle with our love so that we are transformed into the imago dei – the image of God in which we were first created. And when our love intermingles with divine love, it’s so much easier to love one another and to create unity even in times of change, turmoil, or conflict. 

With this divine love flowing through us, we are interconnected with God, rooted and grounded so strongly that we can withstand the troubles of life and stay connected to one another all the while. That’s how God works, connecting each and every one of us when we allow love to be the root and ground of our being.

As you can imagine, Steve and Jerry became close friends for the remaining years of Jerry’s life – and Jerry lived another decade and a half, thanks to that donated kidney. Jerry became a lay minister and touched many more lives, thanks to the extra years Steve had given him. Both men played critical roles in rebuilding and re-bonding that church, standing side by side on the day of groundbreaking, to celebrate and lay the cornerstone and foundation of the church they were building. Jerry, who had once been too sick to stand and sing a hymn, was right there, pushing a shovel into the dirt and building a new church with his brother Steve and their entire family in Christ, a church that was now unified, one Body, one family place of belonging, rooted and grounded in love. Tears flowed as we clapped and laughed together, smiling through our tears as we thanked God for their church that was thriving and growing and making their community a better place each and every day. As the ceremony ended, Steve and Jerry hugged, and I looked around at people who had once spent their days wringing hands and their evenings fighting at church meetings, and saw only one face in that crowd: the face of love. This once-divided church was now a unified body, so confident in their unity that they had already invited a new Jewish community to share in their groundbreaking and help with the architectural plans so that their sanctuary could be a shared Christian-Jewish sanctuary. That kind of miracle can happen when a community is grounded in love and unified by the bond of love. That kind of miracle and that kind of community can change the world. As matter of fact, that’s what Christian churches have been doing when we’re at our very best for some 2000 years. Will you pray with me.

Gracious God of love, may our church be that kind of community. Bind us together in unity and love, so that we can transform the world with your miraculous love. Root and ground us in Christ Jesus, that we may grow in faith and welcome all who yearn to grow with us. Hear us as we pray together the words that Christ taught us, saying

Our Father, who art in heaven,

Hallowed by the name.

Thy kingdom come

Thy will be done

On earth as it is in heaven

Give us this day our daily bread

And forgive us our sins

As we forgive those who sin against us

And lead us not into temptation

But deliver us from evil

For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.
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