
MANY TABLES, ONE HOST
2 Timothy 1:1-9 David B. Keller
Luke 17:5-10 October 6, 2019
TEXT: John 17:20-21 “I ask . . . on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word,
that they may all be one.  As you, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the
world may believe that you sent me.”
PURPOSE: To invite us to renewal of faith nourished by the spiritual unity of all Christ’s
followers which has always been his prayer and intention.
_____________________________________________________________________________

The songs, the prayers, and most of all, the language and spirit of today’s
communion liturgy affirm the unity of the Church of Jesus Christ, his body alive in
the world.  We’ve prayed a prayer from Africa; we’ve sung one song from Scotland, 
and two composed by Roman Catholics.  The tune to the song that follows my
message comes from the African-American tradition.  That’s a pretty global and
ecumenical worship if you ask me.  It is true every time we celebrate the Lord’s
Supper, but today especially, communion connects us with every gathering of Jesus’
followers wherever they might be and however they are church.  

Even as we celebrate the spirit of unity demonstrated in World Communion
Sunday, we acknowledge the divisions in and the brokenness of Christ’s Church. 
Globally speaking, it’s not clear how many Christian traditions observe it.  I couldn’t
even find out if the churches of the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, with
whom we are partnered, celebrated World Communion today.  Not even every
Christian tradition hopes for what the day represents: that we might realize Jesus’
prayer that all who come to believe in him “might be one, so that the world might
believe” that God sent Jesus. (John 17:20-21)  Our celebration of Christian unity at
the table where Jesus is the host rightly includes a confession of disunity, and even of
our unwillingness to participate in the unity Jesus desires.  

An analogy from the wonderful world of ice cream occurs to me.  Great ice
cream shops have lots of different flavors and even a few different kinds.  For
different kinds, there’s hand-dipped, soft, sherbet, and now, gelato.  For different
flavors, there’s the nutty family, the fruity family, the chocolate family, and the kidee
family, with flavors like cotton candy and bubble gum.  An ice cream stand’s
attraction is in the diversity of its options.  Who would go to an ice cream shop if it
only sold one flavor?  We each have our preferences, and some of us are passionate
about what we like and what we don’t.  But no lover of hand-dipped would insist that
soft serve isn’t ice cream.  No lover of the chocolate family of flavors would say the
fruity family of flavors don’t deserve to be called ice cream.  But that’s how it can be
with the many kinds and flavors of church.  Some of the nuts say the fruits don’t meet
the definition of church.  Some kinds refuse to respect the sacraments of some other
kinds.  Some even say that the only way to be ice cream is to be their kind and their
flavor.  I don’t think Jesus is upset that there’s so many flavors of his church.  The
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unity he imagines allows for and even promotes diversity.  He knows the value of a
variety of flavors, and he knows that trying to blend all the flavors creates an
unappetizing mush.  But I am sure that it breaks his heart that the lovers of various
church flavors can’t appreciate and respect each other, and can’t see the importance
of being one church for the sake of mission in the world.  

This congregation joined the United Church of Christ back in the ‘90's.  The
United Church of Christ calls itself ‘a united and a uniting church.’  Our
denomination is the result of mergers of four denominations, including, here in New
England, the Congregational Churches, which trace their roots back to the Pilgrims
and the Puritans.  Lindy and I grew up in churches in Pennsylvania which had been
part of the German Reformed Church which also became part of the United Church
of Christ.  The United Church of Christ continues to be a leader in efforts to promote
Christian unity.  Just one example: over twenty years ago, we completely merged our
global mission work with the global mission of another denomination, the Disciples
of Christ.1  

But the merger creating the United Church of Christ was hotly contested, and
resulted in some Congregational Churches breaking off and forming their own
denomination.  And the UCC’s advocacy on a variety of social justice issues has
frequently strained our union, occasionally resulting in some local churches leaving
the denomination, and sometimes putting us at odds with more conservative Christian
traditions.  Christian diversity within unity turns out to be much more challenging
than enjoying a variety of flavors at an ice cream stand.  

But Christian unity doesn’t come from Christians.  It comes from Christ. 
Different flavors of Christians have come together in meetings seeking understanding
of our differences and common ground in our mission.  Churches have developed a
variety of ways of getting along with each other.  But Christians don’t manufacture
unity among all the amazingly diverse expressions of faith in Jesus Christ.  Rather,
we allow ourselves to be embraced by the unity that Jesus prayed for.  Christian
unity, it turns out, is a gift received through faith, and a gift shared, as Jesus said, so
that the world might believe that God sent him.  The point of unity according to Jesus
is not to make us be one big happy family, but to reveal the reconciling life of Christ
to a world in desperate need of reconciliation. 

I take us back to today’s scripture lessons, all of which have something to do

1You’ll find lots of information about UCC/DOC global mission at www.globalministries.org 
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with faith.  The prophet Habakkuk lived during a time when Judah’s government was
corrupt, when violence was rampant, and when justice was perverted.  So he asked
God, how long would God not pay attention to the plight of the people?  How long
would God not save the people from violence and wrongdoing?  (Habakkuk1:1-4)  It
appears that the world in our day is not all that different from how things were in
Habakkuk’s day.  God had an answer for the anguished prophet: a vision, which he
was to record, and trust.  The specifics of the vision are not described, but God did
give him this assurance: “The righteous will live by their faith.”  (Habakkuk 2:4) 
Don’t you just love how the Bible leaves so much to the imagination?  If I were
Habakkuk, I would have said, “Thanks, God, but what exactly do you mean by that?” 

For today, for this World Communion Sunday, for this day when we realize
that faith engages us in Christian unity, I think it invites us to trust that God really
does have a plan for the healing of creation, that God will respond to our complaints
about violence and injustice, and that our righteous living now participates in God’s
reconciling work in and for the whole world.  And at least one aspect of that
righteous living is demonstrating respect for and appreciation of other followers of
Jesus whose way of practicing their faith may be very different from ours.  How can
the just and peaceful world Habakkuk longed for come to be apart from the followers
of Jesus getting along with each other?  

Let’s go now to the passage we heard from Paul’s letter to his friend Timothy.
First of all, Paul reminded Timothy of his mother’s and his grandmother’s faith, and
concluded that their faith now lived in Timothy.  Let that reminder apply to us:  the
faith of our ancestors, not just our blood kin, but our spiritual kin, now is at work in
us and through us.  The vision of Christian unity, sought by many over the whole
course of Christian history, is part of the good treasure we have received.  But Paul
had more to say to Timothy that speaks to us.  He urged his young friend to “rekindle
the gift of God,” which is a “spirit of power and of love and of self-control.” (2
Timothy 1:6-7)  Faith does come to us as a gift, but apparently it needs regular
refueling.  That refueling takes place lots of ways.  One certainly is through the
nourishing grace of Holy Communion.  And if the vision of Christian unity is a gift,
depicted here at this table to which Jesus invites all his friends, then rekindling the
gift moves us to seek that unity with courage and with love. 

Finally, hear Jesus’ earliest followers asking him to increase their faith.   (Luke
17:5)  I certainly find myself making that same request.  I often find myself coming
up short in my stock of faith.  Especially when I see the destructive divisions
abounding in our world doing their damage within the diverse family of Christ’s
followers, I wonder if I have faith sufficient to hold fast to his vision that we might



all be one.  Here’s what Jesus said to his friends back then:  “If you had faith the size
of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in
the sea, and it would obey you.’”   In the Greek, that word ‘if’ means ‘since,’ as in “if
you had the faith (and you do).”2  In other words, Jesus thought that the little faith his
followers had was faith sufficient for them to be able to do extraordinary things. 
That’s because faith reminds us that it’s God, and not us, accomplishing what we
think cannot be accomplished.  

So that gift of faith, received by grace and rekindled at this table, enables us to
participate in the fulfilling of God’s dreams for the world, in the fulfilling of Jesus’
prayer for his church.  Trusting that gift, living true to that faith, for sure includes
recognizing every other follower of Jesus as a brother or a sister.  Trusting that gift,
living true to that faith, for sure includes treating the beliefs, values and practices of
every other Christian with respect, even if we don’t believe the same way, or share
the same values, or follow the same practices.  After all, it could be that God likes a
wide selection of faith flavors as much as we like a wide selection of ice cream
flavors.  It could be that our unity-in-diversity is precisely what Jesus knew was
needed when he prayed that we might be one so that the world might come to believe
that God sent him.  

There are many tables around with the followers of Jesus gather.  We gather in many
different ways, with many different understandings of what the sacred meal means. 
But there is only one host, and he is Jesus, whose gift of himself is recalled and re-
presented as we share the broken bread and the poured out cup.  Whatever the people
at all those tables think of each other, Jesus thinks of all of us as his friends.  Jesus is
glad to share his life with us, through the meal and through the Church, which is his
body alive in the world.  Jesus is praying even now that we all would be one, because
he knows that’s what the world for which he gave himself needs.  

2Craddock, Fred; Luke, in the Interpretation Commentary series; Louisville, John Knox Press, 1990; p. 200


