Sermon text: John 17:20-26

“My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be human together.” Desmond Tutu
Desmond Tutu touches upon a profound Christian truth in these words. We grow into who we are because of others. For example we become friends because we have people to be friends with. We become a parent when we have a child, we become a teacher because we have others to teach, and we have loving relationships when we have others to love, and who love us. We are social beings. We need each other in order to become mature and well balanced people. Every day, we are being shaped and formed by the world around us and the people we meet and have relationships with. 

When we consider the deep truth of Christ’s prayer in our Gospel today, we begin to understand the awesome wonder of what we are blessed with, and how much our humanity is bound up with others within the oneness of the Trinity. Jesus’ prayer is a prayer that teaches us about how we fit into that oneness. He prays for us, that ‘they may all be one, as you Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us’. We celebrate at the Lord’s Table every week using these very same words, in the ancient doxology of the Eucharistic prayer ‘in him, with him, in the unity of the Holy Spirit’.
Theologians attempt to explain the oneness of the Trinity with a concept called perichoresis. This is sometimes described as a divine dance whereby the persons of the Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, dwell within each other. Jurgen Moltmann describes this as such a ‘perfect and empathetic’ indwelling that ‘the Persons themselves constitute both their differences and their unity’. This, it is argued, is a blueprint for us to follow since we too are included within this unity.
But herein lays the rub! It’s ironic that it’s often the differences that exist between human beings that work against unity rather than creating unity. Where the Father rejoices and delights in human diversity, we struggle to co-exist with others who are not like us. So we can see that Jesus’ prayer is not only a blessing, it’s also a challenge! It’s a challenge to live with those who are so different from us that we often feel uncomfortable in their presence. It’s a challenge to care for the ‘alien’ in our communities. 
I love London; it is such a bubbling meeting point where different cultures of the world meet, paths cross, and our understanding of the other is very often challenged.  I grew up in a multicultural mix of peoples from all over the world. I have been blessed because of the richness of diversity in the peoples I’ve had the good fortune to meet. But I also know from experience how hard it is to accept ‘the other’. Human beings are by nature deeply suspicious and uncomfortable with people ‘not like us’.
I used to work for an educational charity which provided academic and pastoral support for those less likely to succeed because of their social backgrounds. There I met a young Somalian girl who had fled the war there. She had arrived in England without any English, and without her family. I can’t even begin to understand how terrifying that must have been for her. She worked hard to gain an education, and I watched her struggle not only with the language, but also with our social customs; that which we call manners. She had to unlearn her own ways of social interaction and learn our ways. Thankfully, she is now flourishing. Human flourishing is, after all, what the Christian goal is all about. Jesus teaches us about agape, the love that cares for all in society, especially the weak, the poor and the marginalised. 
Jesus calls on us, the church, to be gathered into one with him, within the Trinity and within the whole company of heaven. And being gathered into him we realise the potential of that call to unity, that call that includes people we may not understand or like. Yet on a practical level, this very call to unity underscores the fact that Christian discipleship is not easy. The truth is that conflict and tension do arise from diversity and difference. However, the church is called to challenge injustice in society - not to simply accept that conflict will always be. We are called to look past our human differences and recognise our oneness. Thankfully, our hope for unity is always carried aloft by Christ’s love for us as we hear in Jesus’ prayer, “I will make it known, that the love with which you loved me may be in them and I in them”. 
