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They cancelled the census this year. I know because I am an officially trained and certified census collector, enumerator if you want to be proper. I had the photo ID, the blue bag, the blue and black pens, and I’d been on the road for a week when the February 22 quake made it physically impossible to continue in Christchurch and mentally unlikely in the rest of the country. So the government said stop, recalled the blue bags and most but not all of the blue and black pens, and now we learn to live with a hole in our official statistics.

This year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity has not been cancelled. Despite compelling reasons to call it off. 

Because this hasn’t been a great year for Christian Unity, let alone interfaith understanding. We’ve had fruit cake preachers burning Korans in the US, and Christian gloating over the killing of bin Laden, church led hate campaigns against gay people in Uganda, the Christian - Jewish polemics over Gaza, persecution of Copts in the chaos of change in Egypt, and the same old, same old reports of  not much ecumenical progress in Aotearoa.   There was the Anglican Methodist covenant  which Anglicans at least haven’t taken very seriously, and the much less ecumenical international Anglican covenant which some have taken with almost obsessive seriousness, and now the first shots fired by ARCIC 3 which remind us the two navies are still talking but are unlikely to sink, let alone salvage many ships.

At the macro level, Christian unity is going nowhere fast in a hurry. Our track record isn’t great. So why persist with weeks of prayer like this one? Why not wait like the census did, till the climate is more favourable, and learn to live with the holes we are already well burrowed in.

But no, we’re obviously not going to do that. There are some words of Jesus that don’t let us off the hook so easily. There are some stories, like the ones in the Book of Acts about what can happen when Christians dare to share their life and their possessions, and there is some contemporary evidence at the micro level of Kiwi life, that suggest some Christians haven’t given up on passion and compulsion for being one in Christ, physically and not just spiritually.

So we go ahead with the 2011 Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and just to raise the stakes, some would say to a ridiculous level, we ask the churches in Jerusalem to provide the resources and the inspiration for this service. 

Jerusalem of all places!

The most divided, embittered, traumatised and broken of cities. Once you get into it through the military checkpoints, through the security walls and surveillance cameras, you’re enveloped in a bewildering maze of competing and colliding interests and exclusion zones –   Jewish, Christian, Palestinian, Israeli, American, and half the world’s countries claiming a piece of Jerusalem turf.  

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, on the site of Christ’s death and resurrection, embodies this best of all, with at least five denominations sharing a cantankerous sort custody, from the Ethiopians on the roof to the Greeks in the box seat on the ground floor.

Just down the street is an shopfront embassy for American fundamentalist groups campaigning for the rebuilding of the Temple, on the site of Solomon’s and then Herod’s old one which the Romans destroyed in the 70 but which the Muslims rebuilt in the 7th century as the Dome of the Rock and the El Aska Mosque. Imagine pulling those down to build a Christian Jewish one! 

Even the sturdiest believer would pause at that. Not so in earlier centuries. Wave after righteous wave of true believers, crusaders and caliphates have destroyed Jerusalem and then rebuilt it out of the rubble of the old.  There was no forest nearby to supply timber, no ready source of clay, only stones, quarried and shaped over 5000 years, waiting to be erected again. This is a city shaped and reshaped by the collision of religious conviction, literally built out of the rubble created by that collision.

And this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is brought to you by this place Jerusalem and these  people.  Thank you Jesus.

We dare to  thank him because there is something very demanding going on here.

As we seek this elusive dream of  unity, what stops us in our tracks and derails us for years, as we have been derailed in New Zealand since the collapse of the Plan for Union and the Conference of Churches, is the power of history to overtake us and overwhelm our plans.  History is defined here as the weight of our real estate that we have to protect and maintain, and our wealth that we hold in trust on the terms of the past not the future, and our prejudice, even our racism.

The Plan for Union, for example, didn’t manage to reflect, let alone listen to the rising tide of Maori self determination at the time, and the member churches of CCANZ were very unhappy with the voice of Te Runanga Whakawhanaunga I Nga Hahi at the time.

Once in a while we manage to confront that history and try and challenge its inevitability, as our bishops and church leaders did in 1990 when they urged us to  try again to honour the Treaty, and later on the Hikoi of Hope, when we tried to make our hidden poverty more visible. 

But for much of the time, that history smothers our dream of Christian unity and we learn to make do with only hints and glimpses of that vision of being one body of Christ. Remember, says the latest communiqué from ARCIC 4, that what divides us is much less than what unites us.

Well that may be true, but you’d never guess it from the way we act and live out our separate denominational lives. Because the weight of our history is too heavy, too often.

After the Feb 22 earthquake, church leaders in Christchurch resolved to only raise money for rebuilding their churches, schools and service buildings by raising it together. An extraordinary piece of ecumenical visioning, unmatched by anything  in our history. But then the Catholic Bishop Barry Jones had a stroke, momentum stopped and the whole plan has gone into a holding  pattern. It might well survive and flourish, despite the weight of a history that says it can’t.

2014 sees the two hundredth anniversary of the first Christian service, led by Samuel Marsden and hosted by the local chief Ruatara, at Oihi in the Bay of Islands. Might that be an ecumenical trigger point that unlocks the potency of the dream of Christian unity? We know from the amazing outpouring of devotion and faith released by the journey of Bishop Pompallier’s remains, returned from France to their resting place on the Hokianga, that our history as the people of God in these islands need not be a  dead weight but a source of light and life. When we don’t take separate stories too seriously, when we revel in the laughter and hospitality and shared service and burdens that is also part of our story, when we claim the things we agree on and put them first and second and third  and relegate our disagreements to the also ran consolation prize, then amazing things do happen, when we get out of God’s way and let God be God in us and through us.

The ways ahead together will come from all sorts and levels of places. From our leaders hopefully, once in a while, from our official statements and the high days and holidays we share, Good Friday processions for example, and Ash Wednesday and Advent occasions, we might even get around to adding Waitangi Day to our list, but the more frequent and I dare to say, more potent triggers for ecumenical energy will  come from the broken and neglected places, the overlooked and ignored voices in our separated lives and churches.

So look carefully at the unofficial, unacknowledged ecumenism of Christians working together in community groups and op shops and food banks, the support groups for grieving  and the abused , the prison visitors and the advocates  for justice under the Treaty. And listen to those who challenge our complacency with being among the worst of OECD countries for the health and safety of our children, and living with the most extreme divide between rich and poor.

So much is being done quietly by Christians, under the media controlled  radar  which prefers to keep the churches  neither seen nor heard. And we don’t help ourselves in making the vision of Christian unity more visible by not being allowed to break bread together or even agree on how to read and interpret the Bible together. There has never been an army more skilled than the Christian one, at shooting itself in the foot.

So much of what we are good at, that keeps us talking in spite of our separate and separating histories, that makes us useful to those in greatest need, comes from the unlikely corners of our churches. From people and places that have the least going for them, who cope with illness and brokenness and not much money, where the odds are against them. Consider the testimonies coming out of Christchurch – the stories of people giving and hoping and keeping on when most of us would have closed down and given up, of communities finding strength and confidence in places where only a year ago people kept to themselves.

Perhaps Jerusalem knows something we are only just learning. That God is happy to work in us and through us out of the rubble of our lives, out of the mess we make, regardless of our histories of division and difference. God can rebuild us, if we let God use the broken pieces of our lives and our histories and even our churches.

 We need to clear the decks for that to happen. Our own decks. As the gospel reading requires, if we have grievances and anger against each other that needs to be dealt with; resentment, caricature, old scores, injustices ignored, then we need to attend to those things. And the best way to start is to do a little more eating and playing and enjoying each others company together,  so God can get on with the job of bringing in the kingdom in us and through us.

Bethany used to be an inner suburb of Jerusalem. Now its separated by the security wall and you have to make a long detour to get there. But despite its isolation it’s still known to Christians and Muslims alike as the  place of Lazarus, the ordinary man like us who was resurrected. Against all the odds, restored to life even before Jesus himself, and even today the power of his story endures in ways that walls and checkpoints can’t contain.

The odds against us working out the dream of Christian unity in Aotearoa are easy by comparison with Jerusalem’s story. It’s a lot easier in Auckland than it is in Bethany. We work on a scale small enough and a history still pliable enough to do great things together, so make this  your prayer to end this week of working against the odds: that next time the New Zealand churches are asked to prepare the material for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, we’ll have tales of inspiration to offer, as we have done before, as we could do again.

