SERMON
WEEK OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY
(23 January 1994, St. James Episcopal Church, Ridgefield, New Jersey)

        “Now the multitude of those who believed 
        were of one heart and one soul”  (Acts 4.32)

On this Sunday of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, our mind wander to the pages of the Acts of the Apostles, where we read about the unity of the Church of Christ expressed by faith and action.

I am a staunch supporter of ecumenical meetings and gatherings, as is your Pastor and my brother in Christ Father Frank Bancroft. I thank Father Bancroft and you all for granting me this wonderful opportunity of being at St. James this morning to offer my prayers to the one God, one Savior, and one Holy Spirit whom all of us worship.

The Church of the first century, as described in the Book of Acts, was not different from the Church of the twentieth century in the sense that it had people with various backgrounds, races, and languages who were witnessing for Christ and living in a common bond of love and fellowship.

I believe that the most outstanding difference was in the zeal in the unity of the first century Christians as a reaction to many types of persecution that they were enduring in the hands of so called ‘enemies of the Gospel.’ The unity of the Church was the backbone of their physical existence and spiritual maturity.

But you might rightfully ask: What about today? Yes, today, the Church is more institutionalized, more spread out, more advanced, but the center of our attention is shifted away from the spiritual to the physical, from devotion to programs, from faith to dogma, from prayer to gathering, from service to activities, from the needy to the abundant, from our inner selves to the external touches, etc. Internal and external enemies surround us but we constantly fool ourselves and our attention is focused on the wrong direction.
My response to this attitude is in a very simple word: JOY. But I do not want you to take it only as a synonym for happiness. A while ago, I bought a booklet as a birthday present for a little girl, 500 Things Your Sunday School Teacher Tried to Tell You, and out of curiosity I scanned a few pages and on page 93 I found the following sentence: “JOY should order your priorities in life: Jesus, Others, then Yourself.” Here is a new and more profound dimension for the word JOY. And here lies the answer to all the problems that we face in the Church today. We have lost our sense of priorities. We have beautiful buildings, we are proud of our organizational skills, we boast in the abilities of our teaching staff, our music is thrilling, our worship is exceptional, our... our... our... But then, what are the priorities? Myself –private or collective–, Myself, and Myself... We are in competition for betterment and not for a united effort of reaching out to the genuine needs of our Christ-centered religion. Sorry for generalizing it, but we are not “of one heart and one soul” in our Lord Jesus Christ.

And, here lies the challenge: If I want to change my Church, my society, my family, my friends I have to change myself. My first priority should be Jesus. What can Jesus do through me for my fellow beings? How can God enable me to distribute my talents to my Christian brothers and sisters? Can I become the reflection of the image and likeness of God in my neighborhood? We come up with millions of man-made solutions for our needs, but we fail because we do not rely on Jesus.

My second priority should be Others. How much I am doing for my next door neighbor? For my Church? For my School? For my town? Others are not others in the sense of outsiders but they are my co-workers in this world and my fellow brothers and sisters in the world to come, in the Kingdom of God. We might be different in many things –color, denomination, worship style, just to name a couple of them–, but we have a common goal of being one in Jesus and bringing others to Him by our own example. Christianity is not the religion of the Book, but it is the religion of life. 

Then, and only then, I should think of myself. My third priority should be You. It is not easy and it requires tremendous sacrifice to ignore all the worldly attractions and to put Jesus and others ahead of us. But who said that Christianity is an easy religion. Read your Bible and the Church History and you will see the agony, the suffering, the difficulties that the apostles and the early Christians were having in dealing with the civic authorities, with the religious groups, with the wisdom of this world, with the ordinary people. But we do not see also the JOY of serving Jesus, helping others and the rewards of self-fulfillment?

Then, on this unique occasion of prayer for Christian unity, let us unite our prayers with millions of Christians worldwide and ask God to give us the divine knowledge of grasping the true meaning of JOY in Jesus and in serving our one Lord, and one Church with courage, faith, and vision in unity of body, mind, and soul. Amen.

V. Rev. Nareg Alemezian
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