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Acts 16:16-34, Psalm 97, Revelation 11:12-14, 16-17, 20-21, John 17:20-26

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


As we reach the end of another school year, many of us are thinking about report cards and graduations.  And as most of you know, I spent many years in an elementary education environment where report cards and getting A’s were important.    It seems that this particular little boy brought home his report card at the end of the semester.  On it he had A’s in everything except math, where he had an F.  I can identify with this part particularly.  Anyway, his parents decided to put him into Catholic school and see if the nuns could pound a little sense into him.  Of course Catholic school with its uniforms, crucifixes on the wall, rosaries etc. was a shock.  But when report card time came, the little boy brought home a report card that would please any parent as he had straight A’s in every subject including math. When his father asked him why he had suddenly seen the light so to speak in math, the little boy replied that he had known the nuns were serious when he walked into his classroom and saw the little man nailed to the plus sign, he decided that he’d better learn his math facts.


There’s math in today’s gospel as well.  It is summarized in a strange formula.  It’s not really all that complicated, but it is worthy of reflection for it has implications for our lives as a community of God.  Here is the formula, an equation, really, 1 +1+1= One.

Rather strange math isn’t it?  Well, it’s God’s math, so let’s see how it works.  That strange formula 1+1+1= One really comes from the gospel text for today.  For the past several weeks during this Easter season, our gospel readings have come from that section of John’s gospel known as the Final Discourse of Jesus.  This last speech, if you will, that Jesus makes to his disciples concludes with these verses from the 17th chapter.  It is really a prayer of Jesus to his Father in heaven and has often been called the High Priestly Prayer of Jesus.  In a sense, it is Jesus’ last will and testament, his parting shot, his last effort to teach, to encourage, and to empower his disciples before he ascends to his Father in heaven.  Probably that is why it is the reading for the seventh or last Sunday of the Easter season.


Let’s start with the first two parts of the equation 1+1.  Remember Jesus’ words: “You, Father, are in me and I am in you” and later he comments as he prays to his father, “We are one.” 1+1 the Father and the Son are united.  They are united in every way.  They are united in will, in power, in loving intent for us, and in a mercy that endures forever.  That’s what Jesus is stating in his prayer.  Jesus came that we might know God—his will, his intent, his love, his grace, his forgiveness, his power and his peace.  Do you want to know what God is like?  Look at Jesus.  This is truly a case of “like father, like son” carried to the ultimate.  To see and know one, is to see and know the other.  In God’s strange, new math 1+1 is truly one.

Like the vertical dimension of the cross, God has reached down to this earth in his Son.  The Holy One poured himself out in Jesus. 1+1 became One, because as John says elsewhere in his gospel, “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son so that all that believe in him should have life eternal.”  


But there is more to the formula and more to the mystery.  There is another “number one” to consider.  Jesus also said:” I pray “that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one.”  Who is “they?”  You and me.


Using the image of the cross again, picture that horizontal beam.  Imagine it growing and growing and extending its arms.  Watch how those arms grow and stretch and bend until they curve in on themselves and form this huge circle that includes you, and you, and you and me and our friends across the street and throughout the region and the country and the world.  


There is really no magic to God’s math—we are one in God! It sounds complicated only because our self-centeredness is disturbed by being lost in the oneness of others.  Our culture overwhelms us with individualism or  “I-ness,” so that the idea of 1+1+1 equaling One is somehow foreign to us.  But it’s God’s math, not reasoned calculus.  It’s God’s math, not pop psychology.  It’s God’s math, and it works.


And it works because of the heretofore unmentioned third divine partner linked to the first two, namely the Holy Spirit whose coming we will celebrate next Sunday on Pentecost.  The Spirit accomplishes what God has ordained.  The Spirit completes the work of God in Christ by calling us together, enlightening us with his Word, filling us with power through the sacraments, sending us out to gather others in his name and around the table with us.  By the Spirit’s power, we are one—not by our own initiatives, not by our own creativities, not by our own inventions.  We are God’s claimed in the waters of baptism, joined together in his body, the Church, and empowered for living as a community of faith – through his Spirit.   And that has some implications for us as a people and as a church.

First because God’s math 1+1+1= One works, it means that we are stronger together than we are apart.  Think about that for a moment.  We are stronger together than we are apart.   All of our ones together equal a whole. Consider this analogy.    Remember the old-fashioned nets that firefighters used to use for people to escape out of burning buildings by jumping into a net?   Each of the firefighters would take their place around the circular net and together make the net strong enough to catch people jumping into it.  It made the sum of their strength strong enough to save people’s lives and each person was needed around the net to help catch those jumping into it to escape the fire.   That is what a church community can be like if all of us use our gifts to stand and hold the net together.  We are stronger together than we are apart.   And each and every one of us is needed despite what we may think.  Have you ever said to yourself  for example, “They won’t miss me, I am only one person and not that important?”  Yet because we are stronger together than we are apart, each and every one of us is needed.

Consider this fable about peace that is told by James Hewett.  


“Tell me the weight of a snowflake.” A sparrow asked a wild dove.


“Nothing more than nothing,” was the answer.


“In that case, I must tell you a marvelous story,” the sparrow said.  “I sat on the branch of a fir, close to its trunk, when it began to  snow.. not heavily, not in a raging blizzard.  No, just like in a dream, without a sound, and without any violence.  Since I did not have anything better to do, I could count the snowflakes settling on the twigs and needles of my branch.  Their number was exactly 3,741,952.  When the 3,741,953 dropped onto the branch, nothing more than nothing, as you say the branch broke off.”  Having said that, the sparrow flew away.

The dove, since Noah’s time an authority on the matter of broken branches, thought about the story for awhile and finally said to herself, “Perhaps only one person’s voice is lacking for peace to come to the world.”  We never know  when it is our skills and gifts that are needed to make the critical difference.
        The second implication for God’s strange math comes from the text itself . Why are we all to be one?  Jesus answers: “So that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”  Gods’ purpose is fulfilled in that math.  Our oneness is a witness to the world of who Jesus is.  People look to us to understand Jesus.  Why?  Because we claim to be his body.  And further, the only way the world will know about his love for them is through us.  We are the arms of the cross outstretched and growing, every time we join hands with others in love.  Joined to Christ in baptism, we are joined with one another in his body, and we have the responsibility to reach out to others in that love and forgiveness and grace we have come to know and experience.  That is an awesome, humbling  and  even somewhat terrifying responsibility.   What if the only way another person was to come to know Jesus was through you?

A closing story  that reminds us about what happens when the math doesn’t work—when we don’t allow it to work.  It is reported that Mahatma Gandhi, in his younger days, was impressed with Christianity.  One Sunday in South Africa he went to a church, planning to ask the minister afterwards for instruction in the faith.  But as he entered the building, the ushers refused to seat him. “Why don’t you visit the colored peoples’ church?” he was asked.  


Gandhi never became a Christian. “If Christians also have differences. I might as well remain a Hindu,” he explained.


Yes, we have differences—but in God’s strange math 1+1+1 = One.  For those who believe that, their eyes look upon their neighbor in a whole new way.  For those who believe that, their arms cannot help but reach out to join those who know the same math.   For those who believe, God touches and blesses and makes us one with him and with one another.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen 

