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I want to be right up front with you. I had huge difficulty trying to work out what to say this evening. I was still working on it 20 minutes ago. The theme we had agreed on was the Unity of the Spirit - with a particular emphasis on working for unity across people of different religions. 

This I discovered is not an easy topic to speak about - it is no wonder I have skilfully avoided it for so long. The fact of the matter is we have a hard enough time trying to work for unity among Christians. 

When people find out that I am a Minister of a Church the first question that they ask me - actually the second the first is normally, "why?". The , the second is, "what religion are you?". But they are not asking me whether I am Hindu or Buddhist or Christian, but what denomination. 

It is a sad state of affairs when different Christian denominations are understood as different religions. It seems this is but one reminder of the fact that we have a hard enough time being united as Christians let alone worrying about working for unity across people of different Faiths.

I'm also aware that for some, seeking unity among religions is not even desirable. Jesus said quite emphatically in the gospel of John "I am the way the truth and the life and no one comes to the Father except through me." The rather exclusive claims Jesus makes to the Father have always been a challenge to plurality.

But Jesus also said other things in the New Testament, and gave a very clear indication to his disciples that he wanted them to work for unity. Like, for example, in the reading we heard from the book of Acts. After a very vivid dream Peter discovers that God's message is not reserved for an exclusive club and he says to the people.

"I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him…. This is the message" Peter says "sent to Israel and preached by Jesus, God is Lord of all."

Unity is again affirmed in our reading from Ephesians with particular reference to Jesus, who it says in chapter 2, brought those who were alien and far off into the household of God. Jesus created in himself one, new humanity breaking down the dividing wall and sowing the seeds of peace.

In the gospel reading from Mark we find an actual account of Jesus admonishing his disciples for the division created by their argument over who was the greatest. The New Testament sends a very simple message about unity - United we stand - divided we fall.

In fact the extent to which the New Testament addresses the problem of division, is an obvious indication that it was a huge problem in the Early Church. Time and time again both Jesus and the early Apostles encouraged unity.

The difficulty arises when we start trying to figure how to apply that unity across belief systems, which preclude Jesus Christ as the foundation stone. And for the life of me I've been struggling to work out how to speak on this evening's theme.

Unity among the religions - it sounds like a worthy if not lofty goal - but how do we really work for it and at the same time remain faithful to our belief in Jesus Christ as the way to the Father. Is it something we really want?

Not an easy question - and I wrestled with it.

As I considered this issue I discovered at the very least I could affirm a few things:

Like for example - unity takes work - especially where there is division - it takes time to heal and come together. We experience this in friendships and relationships, and so it is obviously going to be the same in relation to religions. 

We can be either too hasty for unity and underestimate the importance of our beliefs.
Or we can create impossible barriers by being unwilling to compromise even on minor points of faith

There is a fine line and it will take time - but then according to mainland cheese - all good things take time.

I am also aware that in the Church our strong evangelical tendencies have led to situations where Christians have loved the truth but forgotten the truth of love. In the crusades for example of the middle ages, they claimed to be battling for the truth on the one hand and killing people with their other hand.

Hopefully these days we are more attune to the Spirit and are battling first and foremost for Love. Love is our mission statement today.

So unity takes time and we work first and foremost for love. I also realised that often what stands in the way of love is a lack of understanding. Ignorance - ignorance is the greatest weapon of disunity. Why? - why because we fear what we don't understand - it is a natural human tendency.

This highlights for me just how important it is that we understand who we are and why we believe what we believe - and what exactly it is that we do believe. It is also reminds me of how important it is to grow in understanding of the beliefs of others.

It may strike us as very funny now but there was time when Christianity was accused of cannibalism because of the words of institution in the Lord's Supper. - And who could blame them if you didn't understand the imagery of eating the body of Christ and drinking his blood. You too would wonder what on earth was going on. 

So it was at least of some comfort to realise a few things about unity. First, that any kind of lasting unity will take time. Second, that we do well as we love the truth to remember the truth of love. And , and third, the importance to understand ourselves and those who are different from us.

But none of these points struck me as particularly helpful for this evening. Let's be honest. We have in one form or another heard all this before - and so I wrestled with this question of unity among religions and I wondered whether I could pass on this part of the service to one of my colleagues, like for example, back to Charles.

And then I recalled that when inviting me to speak this evening Charles had asked that I draw on my experience in Nepal this evening. 

This dawned on me like a breath of inspiration - Spirit led I might say. And this is the reason why?

Do you know what impacted me most of all in Nepal.

It wasn't the great views from Everest that Jonny Fromont and I enjoyed as we trekked to Base Camp.
It wasn't the craziness of the streets of Kathmandu, or being grabbed by over- enthusiastic shop owners
It wasn't the smell of rubbish on the streets that sometimes was so bad it nearly knocked you off your feet.
It wasn't the staple stable diet of rice that was dished up day and night or the 10 hour gap between meals
It wasn't the strength of the Sherpa people who could carry packs the size of buses on their backs
It wasn't even the incredible generosity of the village we stayed at - and the fact that my host slept outside so I could sleep in his bed in his tiny room.

What impacted me most of all in Nepal - were the children - And in particular the children of the orphanage we visited in Kathmandu. I will never tire of telling this story.

And I am not ashamed to say that tears still come to my eyes when I think of some of the children I held in my arms. 

You know difference of religion and culture and language mean nothing when you are staring face to face with a child who does not know love.

These children took something from me - they took away my naivety. I had never imagined for a moment that children could grow up in the world deprived of love.

It may seem crazy because I have seen the adds on the television lots of time and I have heard the stories, but it wasn't until I actually was holding them in my arms that I really realised it.

These children took away my naivety but they also gave me something

Firstly they gave me a reason.
If we were ever lacking a reason to be united, if we were ever lacking a purpose for putting aside our differences and working for a common goal - all we need to do is open our eyes to the children of our world who quite simply do not know the truth of love - because its never been shown to them.

And the words of Jesus ring in our ears - Whoever welcomes these children, welcomes me and whoever welcomes me welcome the one who sent me.
And the children in our own part of the world suddenly take priority - as we realise that we can help influence the way they see people of different race and culture.

Secondly they gave me a way.
People who work with children often remind us of how much we can learn.
For example think of the way children relate to each other. They trust each other. They even instinctively trust strangers. They are free from suspicions.

This is well illustrated by good old Jerry Seinfeld. He said this 

When you get older, it's very hard to make a new friend. Whatever the group is that you've got now, that's pretty much who you are going with. It's as if you're not interviewing, you're not looking at any new people, you're not interested in seeing any applications for new friends. The fact of the matter is they don't know the places, they don't know the food, they don't know the activities. If you're introduced to a friendly guy at a club or a gym, it's like you want to say to them: Hey look, I'm sure you're a very nice person, you seem to have a lot of potential, but I'm just not looking for friends now. Of course when you are a kid, you can be friends with anybody. There are almost no qualifications required. If someone is standing out in front of your house now, that's good enough, You walk out say hello -and before you know it you're jumping up and down on the bed! As children you can have almost anything at all in common and its good enough for a friendship - You like coke? I like coke. Great let's be best friends!

It is often true isn't it. We are so much more guarded.

These children reminded me that we are called to be different, to create environments worthy of trust, to continue to break down the walls that divide. We are called to befriend those who come at our world with a whole different perspective. We are called to be a community into which people who think differently can join together. We are called to be people who first and foremost work for the truth of love - a truth made known to us by Jesus Christ. 

This is not an easy calling, but if we respond to it, then I believe we can be confident that the Spirit of God - the Spirit who unites all people, is moving among us today.

