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The Basis for Unity

I
f you go to a synagogue service you will be sure to
hear the following words sung, probably more than
once: Shema Yisrael adonai elohenu, adonai echad. “Hear O
Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” This is the

central affirmation of the Jewish faith, found in Deuteron-
omy 6:4.1

The “oneness” of Yahweh is the basis for unity, for, un-
like other ancient religions where the national god was
seen as one of many gods, each of whom ruled over its
own nation, the Hebrew Scriptures teach that Yahweh is
not only Israel’s God, but is the God of all and the Cre-
ator of all. If God is one, and the creation is one, God’s
universe should be a perfect unity.

According to the Scripture, however, the unity of
God’s creation was disrupted by human failure and rebel-
lion against God. Human sin led to alienation and vio-
lence, as seen when Cain murdered Abel. The disruption
of unity is portrayed in the account of the Tower of
Babel in Genesis 11. In their pride and arrogance, the
people tried to build a great tower to make a name for
themselves. God chose to scatter them, as we read in
Genesis 11:5–9.

But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower the people
were building. The Lord said, “If as one people speaking the same
language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do
will be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and confuse their
language so they will not understand each other.”
    So the Lord scattered them from there over all the earth, and
they stopped building the city. That is why it was called Babel—
because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world.
From there the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

The Hebrew Scripture is largely the story of God’s
faithfulness in the face of human failure. God formed a
special covenant with the descendants of Abraham, yet
there was no question that the whole world was still in
God’s view. Notice Exodus 19:4–6, where God instructs
Moses to tell the people,

You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried
you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you
obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you
will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is
mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.

God is God of the whole earth, but Israel was chosen
to be a kingdom of priests who would mediate God’s love
and will to the rest of the world. God’s goal was the re-
unification of all people and of all things so that the en-
tire creation would again express the oneness of God and
the harmony of creation. Over and over again, human
failure got in the way of this purpose. Throughout the
history of God’s dealing with Israel the vision continues
to reappear. God wants to restore the unity of creation.

The Mystery of Reunification
When it appeared that God’s plan would never come to
fruition, for the people of God were ruled by Rome and
were in disarray, Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, came to un-
veil the “mystery” or “secret” of God’s plan. In the language
of the New Testament the term “mystery” is not something
that cannot be known, but is known only to those who are
in on the secret. Ephesians 1:8–10 lets the world in on
God’s secret, revealed in Jesus Christ:

With all wisdom and insight, he has made known to us the mys-
tery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in
Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in
him, things in heaven and things on earth. (NRSV)

The word translated “to gather up” is one of the
longest words in the Greek New Testament (eight sylla-
bles) and is difficult to translate in a way that captures
the full beauty of the term. The Greek word is
ανακεφαλαιωσασθαι (anakephalaiosasthai). It is a combina-
tion of the preposition ana, which in combination means
“up” or “again,” and the word for “head.” Literally it means
to sum things up under one head. The word’s only other
occurrence in the New Testament comes in Romans 13:9,
where Paul says that all the commandments are “summed
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up” under the one word, “Love your neighbor
as yourself.” God’s secret plan, now made
known in Christ, is to unify all things in the
universe, both in heaven and on earth, in Jesus
Christ. This includes both the human world
and the natural world, as Paul emphasizes in
Romans 8:20–23:

For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by
its own choice, but by the will of the one who sub-
jected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liber-
ated from its bondage to decay and brought into the
freedom and glory of the children of God.

We know that the whole creation has been
groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up
to the present time. Not only so, but we our-
selves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit,
groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adop-
tion to sonship, the redemption of our bodies.2

The rest of the book of Ephesians gives wit-
ness and detail to this plan of unification. In
the early part of chapter 2 we find that not
only is Jesus Christ seated in the heavenly
realms, but we, too, are there with Him. The
latter part of chapter 2 proclaims that the walls
that stood between peoples, especially Jew and
Gentile, are now shattered in Christ, who has
become the “peace” that brings both groups to-
gether (2:11–14).

In chapter 3 Paul prays that all Christians
will be able to grasp the seemingly incredible
dimensions of God’s love in Christ.

Chapter 4 begins with the admonition that
Christians live a life worthy of this amazing
good news, which means being humble, gen-
tle and patient with each other. Then Paul
tells Christians to make “every effort to main-
tain the unity of the Spirit in the bond peace”
(Ephesians 4:3). The word translated “unity”
(henoteta, ενοτητα) is only used twice in the
New Testament, here and ten verses later in
verse 13. It comes from the word for “one”
and simply means “oneness.” According to
verse 13, it is in coming into unity that be-
lievers reach maturity, which is nothing less

than the full stature of Christ. 
Verses 4–6 of the fourth chapter set forth

the essential elements of unity in the church:
one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
and one God over all. Here we find that theo-
logical unity is clearly an aspect of this one-
ness. The New Testament presents different
perspectives. Witness the difference between
Paul and John’s use of the term “flesh,” or James
and Paul’s use of the word “faith.” Yet a core of
beliefs is essential to Christian faith. For exam-
ple, Paul speaks of how dangerous it is to deny
the resurrection of Christ and of the believers
(1 Corinthians 15), and John shows the danger
of denying that Christ has come in the flesh (2
John 7). Theology is important because ideas
have consequences. “One hope, one Lord, one
faith, one baptism, one God over all” draws the
church to theological unity in these essentials.

In chapters 5 and 6 we discover that unity
also has implications for how Christians live in
individual households. They are to be mutually
subject to each other out of reverence for
Christ (Ephesians 5:21). This mutual subjec-
tion includes husbands and wives, parents and
children, as well as slaves and masters.

Throughout Ephesians we find a variety of
metaphors and images to help communicate
the shape of this unity.3 In Ephesians 2:19–22
the church is compared to a family or house-
hold; to a building, built on the foundation of
the apostles and prophets with Christ as the
chief cornerstone; and to a temple in which
God comes to dwell, where members are the
individual stones in the structure. All these im-
ages imply unity. Unity is also the focus in the
metaphor of the body of Christ where each
member serves as an indispensible part of an
organism whose head is Christ (Ephesians 4).
This image is worked out in more detail, of
course, in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12. 

One might get the idea from Ephesians that
this idyllic portrait of unity in Christ came eas-
ily and naturally in the early church. We must
remember, however, that Ephesians is one of
the least “occasional” letters in the New Testa-
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ment. When we turn to Acts and the letters
that are more specific in addressing real life
problems within individual churches, we find
that unity came through struggle. It was forged
amid conflict, controversy, and compromise at
both the local and worldwide level.

The Struggle for Unity

Worldwide Unity
The post-resurrection experience of the early
church begins with the outpouring of the Holy
Spirit at Pentecost in Acts 2. In a sense, this is
the great “un-Babel.” The Spirit works to undo
the disunity of Babel. As God confused the lan-
guages in Genesis 11, the Spirit now allows the
message of good news to transcend the various
languages so that all can understand, whatever
their language might be. The Spirit brings unity
to a diverse collection of nationalities gathered
in Jerusalem.

This unity, however, was not easily achieved
in the new church. It would have been quite
possible for early Christianity to divide into
two totally separate communities, one of Jew-
ish Christians and the other of Gentile Chris-
tians. No one was more committed to holding
these two together than the apostle Paul, as we
find both in his letters and in Luke’s account of
his ministry in the book of Acts.

Paul’s fundraising activity provides a particu-
larly vivid example of his work to hold the
Jewish and Gentile Christians together in
unity. Over a period of years he took up a col-
lection throughout the Gentile churches to
help the financially disadvantaged church in
Jerusalem. He collected funds in Galatia,
Macedonia, and Achaia, and was not above
using the example of giving in one place to en-
courage Christians in another place not to be
outdone (see 1 Corinthians 16:1–4 and 2
Corinthians 8).

In Romans 15, we discover what this collec-
tion represented to Paul. According to verses
23–26, Paul’s plan when he wrote from
Corinth was to travel to Spain, via Rome. But

first he was taking a little detour to Jerusalem
to deliver personally the money he had col-
lected. In other words, he was going 780 air
miles in the opposite direction (and he didn’t
fly) for the sake of this collection. That’s how
important it was to him. And it was important
not only because Jerusalem needed the money.
It was important as a theological symbol of the
unity of the church, as we see in verses 25–27:

At present, however, I am going to Jerusalem in a
ministry to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia
have been pleased to share their resources with the poor
among the saints at Jerusalem. They were pleased to
do this, and indeed they owe it to them; for if the Gen-
tiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings,
they ought also to be of service to them in material
things. (NRSV)

Through a kind of financial interdepend-
ence, Paul sought to hold the Jewish and Gen-
tile Christians together in one body. This is
evidence that for Paul unity meant more than
local fellowship. He envisioned a worldwide
unity that embraced all Christians from
Jerusalem to Asia Minor to Greece to Rome
and, as he hoped, even on to Spain. The finan-
cial collection provided a tangible symbol of
this worldwide unity. 

Earlier in this same chapter (Romans 15:7–
13), Paul reveals the clue to the origin of this
vision for unity. It goes back to his reading of
the Scriptures. Through the patriarchs,
prophets, and psalmists, God revealed the plan
for unifying all creation by including the Gen-
tiles. Within the flow of this passage, Paul
quotes from 2 Samuel 22:50, Psalm 18:49,
Deuteronomy 32:43, Psalm 117:1, and Isaiah
11:10, all of which shout to him that God’s
plan for unity was not a recent novelty, but was
revealed through the Scriptures to anyone who
read with eyes of faith. Paul says,

Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has
welcomed you, for the glory of God. For I tell you
that Christ has become a servant of the circumcised on
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behalf of the truth of God in order that he might con-
firm the promises given to the patriarchs, and in order
that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy. As
it is written,

“Therefore I will confess you among the Gentiles,
and sing praises to your name”;

and again he says,

“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people”;

and again,

“Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles,
and let all the peoples praise him”;

and again Isaiah says,

“The root of Jesse shall come,
the one who rises to rule the Gentiles;
in him the Gentiles shall hope.”

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace
in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the
power of the Holy Spirit. (NRSV)

This vision of unity between Jew and Gentile
drove Paul in his evangelistic activity, his theo-
logical reflection, and his practical action.
Unity between Jew and Gentile was so vital that
Paul was willing to travel close to 2,000 miles
out of his way for it. He was willing to stand up
and refuse to allow Titus to be circumcised for
it (Galatians 2:3–5). He was willing to rebuke
no less than the apostle Peter, face to face, to
preserve it (Galatians 2:11–14). He was willing
to endure the hardships of beatings, stonings,
shipwrecks, and prisons for it (2 Corinthians
11). He was even willing to accept James and
the elders’ suggestion that he go to the temple
and sponsor a vow when he went to Jerusalem,
even though he knew the danger, and ended up
being arrested and spending the next five years
as a prisoner (Acts 21:24).

Local Unity
Although Paul’s vision of unity in Christ had a
worldwide perspective, it took particular shape
in the nitty-gritty of daily life at the local level,
where Christians of diverse backgrounds wel-

comed each other by worshiping together, pray-
ing together, and eating together in peace and
joyful fellowship. Unity in Christ broke down
all the barrier walls that separated people and in-
hibited the joy of mutual fellowship. Christ
brought a new equality that sought to include all
people in one new reality in Christ, the
anakephalaiosasthai of Ephesians 1. It included
Jews and Greeks, men and women, slave and
free (Galatians 3:28), as well as Scythian and
barbarian (Colossians 3:11). It was for “all” who
believed (Romans 1:16). Each one cared for the
other so that when one suffered all mourned and
when one was honored all rejoiced (1 Corinthi-
ans 12:26; Romans 12:15). 

This fellowship was important from the very
beginning of the church. According to Acts 2,
the first believers met in the temple daily, not
only for prayer and worship, but also for fel-
lowship. Paul uses this word (κοινωνια, koinonia)
no less than a dozen times in his letters. This
unified fellowship is directly tied to mission as
well. We read in Acts 2:47 that as believers
met in unified fellowship, their numbers grew
and many were added to their number daily.
Unity is vital for mission.

Diversity within Unity
Some, if not many, in the early church believed
that the only way to hold the church together
and achieve this unity was to have complete uni-
formity of practice in all areas of Christian life
for the entire body of diverse early Christians. If
some Christians were circumcised, for example,
all had to be circumcised. Peter, Paul, and James
opposed this view at the Jerusalem Council,
recorded in both Acts 15 and Galatians 2.4 The
Council agreed there could be one church that
embraced both Jew and Gentile, but allowed
Jews to continue practicing circumcision and
Gentiles to become Christians without circumci-
sion or becoming Jews first. It is hard for us in
our culture to comprehend what a huge decision
this was and what far-reaching implications it
brought. It achieved unity by allowing for diversity.
It maintained unity of purpose by allowing for
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diversity of practice. In other words, it achieved
the unity of inclusive fellowship by allowing for
diverse practices that took into account the eth-
nic, cultural, and geographical diversity of the
early church. Had the early church demanded
unity in all practices and policies, it probably
would have meant at least two different Chris-
tian churches, separate from, if not at odds with,
each other.

For Paul, this allowance for diversity was not
merely a pragmatic decision, however. It was a
well-thought-out theological conviction. It had
to do both with his ecclesiology and his theol-
ogy of mission. He sets it forth in 1 Corinthi-
ans 9:19–23, in the middle of a discussion
about food offered to idols, which we will view
in detail later.

For though I am free with respect to all, I have made
myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of
them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win
Jews. To those under the law I became as one under
the law (though I myself am not under the law) so
that I might win those under the law. To those outside
the law I became as one outside the law (though I am
not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law) so
that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I
became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have be-
come all things to all people, that I might by all
means save some. 

I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may
share in its blessings. (NRSV)

Paul is not saying, “Anything goes.” What
comes in the parentheses is vital. Allowance for
diversity does not mean really being under the
law, on the one hand, or being lawless toward
Christ, on the other. Diversity does not mean
that all is relative.

One way to give shape to this interplay be-
tween unity and diversity is to look at several
case studies within the New Testament where
Paul and Peter deal with controversies and
threats to unity. How do they come to grips
with them? What does this teach us about
unity and diversity?

Threats to Unity—Case Studies
Inclusive, egalitarian fellowship was then and is
now a fragile thing. Threats raised their ugly
heads whenever Christians acted in ways that
failed to embrace fully inclusive fellowship in
Christ. Inclusiveness and egalitarian fellowship
were absolutely essential ingredients in God’s vi-
sion for unity. Whenever they were threatened,
globally or locally, Paul was stirred to action. He
could not stand idly by whenever real-life fel-
lowship, acceptance, and welcoming of each
other gave way to a prejudice that made any
Christian, in any way, a second-class citizen. 

Perhaps the most obvious example of this is
the occasion in Antioch when Peter was eating
with Gentiles, but then withdrew when certain
people came from James, the brother of Jesus
and leader of the church in Jerusalem. Paul says
they did this for fear of the “circumcision.” Eat-
ing with Gentiles could have made life difficult
for Jewish Christians, who might find it awk-
ward to continue table fellowship with their
non-Christian relatives. It was probably a com-
plex situation for many of them. For Paul, how-
ever, the issue was clear. Peter’s refusal to eat
with Gentiles, and Barnabas’ decision to follow
suit, was, for Paul, “hypocrisy” (Galatians 2:13),
and Peter “stood condemned” (Galatians 3:11). 

Peter’s actions went against the important
“all” of Romans 1:16. The exclusion of any
from that “all” threatened the very heart of the
gospel. That is why Paul was willing to say that
anyone who preached a different gospel, even
if it were an angel from heaven, was “anath-
ema” (Galatians 1:8–9). The “different gospel”
was condemned because of its existential impli-
cations, namely the disruption of inclusiveness
and egalitarian fellowship. 

We see the same kind of concern in Paul’s
treatment of divisions in the church in
Corinth. In the first chapter of 1 Corinthians
he speaks of the various factions that divided
the church, and in chapter 11 he gives us a
hint as to what this factionalism meant in the
lived experience of the community. Again, it
involved a lack of table fellowship. Each fac-

111WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG n unity

In the 

language 

of the New 

Testament 

the term 

“mystery” is

not something

that cannot 

be known, but 

is known 

only to those

who are in on

the secret.



tion ate separately and refused to share their
food, so that some had plenty and others were
hungry (1 Corinthians 11:21). This breakdown
in Christian unity was so abhorrent that Paul
calls it “contempt for the church of God” (1
Corinthians 11:22). 

That this unity did not mean uniformity of
all practices is demonstrated when Paul tackles
a question put to him by the Corinthians (1
Corinthians 8–10). What about eating food of-
fered to idols? In the first-century world, meat
markets were generally adjacent to pagan tem-
ples and portions of most of the meat had been
a part of pagan sacrifice. Paul’s answer to their
question was neither a “yes” nor a “no,” but an
“it depends.” He takes three chapters to work
out the factors upon which “it depends.”  Only
at the end of chapter 10 does he get down to
the specifics.

In the first part of chapter 10 Paul makes
an important caveat. Christians are never to
participate in the idolatry or the sexual im-
morality of pagan worship (1 Corinthians
10:1–23). This would violate God’s law. No
amount of “it depends” would ever justify
such behavior. However, Christians didn’t
need to worry about what was sold in the
meat market. They could eat it. And if invited
to a non-Christian’s house for dinner, they
didn’t need to ask questions about whether
the food had been offered to an idol. But if a
sensitive host pointed out that they might not
want to eat certain food because it has been
offered to an idol, out of sensitivity to the
host, one should avoid it. And if eating would
be a stumbling block and hurt another person
for whom Christ died, the Christian with
knowledge, in the position of power, should
be willing to give up even legitimate rights
for the sake of that more vulnerable person
who might be injured.

Paul’s allowance for diversity on this issue is
especially remarkable because, according to
Acts 15, the Jerusalem Council, in which he
participated, voted to forbid eating food that
had been offered to idols, without offering any

exceptions (Acts 15:20, 29). Surprisingly, Paul
never mentions the Council or its decision in
this three-chapter discussion, even though 1
Corinthians was definitely written after the
Council. The issue is complicated, but it ap-
pears that Paul was willing to go against the
voted action of the Council. Perhaps he felt
that this voted policy was not necessary for all
time or for all places or for all situations. In this
case, for Paul, good sense appears to trump ad-
herence to voted policy.

When Peter followed the prompting of the
Holy Spirit in Acts 10 and baptized the uncir-
cumcised Cornelius and his household, Peter
also had to know that this was hardly within
the established practice of the early church at
that time. This was before the Jerusalem Coun-
cil. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that Peter
received criticism, as we see in Acts 11:2–3:

So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the cir-
cumcised believers criticized him and said,
“You went into the house of uncircumcised
men and ate with them.”

Peter seemed to convince the critics, how-
ever, that his actions were justified when he
told them (in verse 17), “Who was I to think
that I could stand in God’s way?” He heard the
Spirit speaking and felt compelled to follow, in
spite of the current practice of the church.

Paul’s viewpoint is seen in another discus-
sion involving food, found in Romans 14–15.
Here there is no reference to food offered to
idols, but to the fact that some eat only vegeta-
bles and some eat meat.6 There is also some
kind of dispute involving days, perhaps fast
days.7 In Rome, people seem to be arguing
about what to eat and when to eat it.8

Paul refused to give a single “right answer”
to these Christians, but allowed for diversity of
practice. He says that believers should be fully
convinced in their own minds (Romans 14:5).
Probably some would have been concerned
that this was precisely the problem. The
Roman house churches needed Paul to tell
them what practice was correct. They needed
him to give them the “right” answer; to get
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them all doing the same thing; to bring them
into “unity.” But he didn’t do it. He told those
who were “more strict” (probably the meaning
of “weak” in his context)9 to stop judging the
“less strict,” and he told the “less strict” not to
look down with scorn on the “more strict.”
Each could continue their own practice. In
fact, those who were “more strict” were not to
violate their convictions and do what they did
not believe was right. And the less strict were
not to act in a way that hurt the “more strict.”
This diversity of practice was not to be a deter-
rent to unity, for unity did not mean everyone
doing it the same way, but it did mean wel-
coming each other even when they acted dif-
ferently. 

Paul’s commitment to freedom of conscience
was too great for him simply to give a “right
answer” for everyone. Convictions were impor-
tant and Christians needed to be free to follow
them. The key word in the discussion is “wel-
come” (προσλαµβανω). Paul begins in 14:1 by
commanding, “Welcome each other.” In verse
3, he proclaims that God has welcomed them.
At the end of the discussion in 15:7, he con-
cludes, “Welcome each other as Christ has
welcomed you.” They need not have all the
same convictions. They need not have the
same practice. But it was vitally important that
they have the same welcoming spirit of fellow-
ship and mutual caring.

According to Paul, Christians must be free
to follow their convictions, as long as those
convictions are within the framework of God’s
will. Idolatry, adultery, bigotry, and prejudice
are never within that framework. But the
framework could include a significant diversity
of practice as long as love, mutual respect, and
reverence for each other prevailed. As he says
in the middle of this discussion,

For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and
drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the
Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this
way is pleasing to God and receives human approval.
(Romans 14:17–18)

Of course, there were limits to inclusiveness
within the community as well. If a person stub-
bornly and willfully flouted God’s law and even
the standards of the pagan world, such as the
man who was living with his father’s wife in 1
Corinthians 5, the community needed to cut
off fellowship. But this was an extreme excep-
tion, and was for the purpose of awakening the
individual and bringing him back to his senses. 

In the normal experience of the church,
however, the mystery of God’s plan for unity
was actualized and became reality when Chris-
tians welcomed each other, respected each
other, and ate with each other, even when
practice, policy, and preference differed

Conclusion—Toward a Theology of Unity
The elucidation of a full theology of unity is be-
yond the scope of this paper. But we should note
several elements that this study concludes must
be part of any theology of unity.

First, a theology of unity must give witness
to the unity of God and all of creation. God
created a unified world filled with diverse life
forms who lived harmoniously within one
ecosystem, and although this unified world was
disrupted by human failure, the story of God’s
continuing faithfulness that permeates all of
Scripture, both Old and New Testament, must
be at the heart of any theology of unity.

Second, a theology of unity must take into
account the New Testament teaching about
God’s mysterious plan to unite all things in
Christ, as well as Jesus’ desire to see His disci-
ples united as one.

Third, a theology of unity must attempt to
understand Paul’s principled conviction, out-
lined in 1 Corinthians 9, that true unity could
only be achieved by allowing for diversity. This
is a great irony. Paul knew that trying to force
all Christians, both Jew and Gentile, into one
mold would ultimately destroy any real chance
for unity. It would cause separation. A theology
of unity will maintain this ironic tension.

Fourth, a theology of unity must take ac-
count of the actual, lived experience of the early
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church. How were these early Christians able to
live together even when policies and practices
differed so widely? And what were the kinds of
issues that threatened to destroy their living to-
gether in peace? How were these threats over-
come? Good theology is never merely
theoretical. It learns from real experience. 

Fifth, a theology of unity needs to include
the analysis of our present life together in
Christ. What are the elements that threaten
our unity? What elements in our culture are
analogous to issues like idolatry and adultery
where Paul does not allow for diversity, and
what elements are analogous to issues such as
circumcision and food where he vigorously de-
fends diversity?

Sixth, a theology of unity must explore the
concept of freedom in Christ. Paul admonishes
the believers in Rome who have different be-
havioral standards not only to welcome each
other, but also to allow each to follow their
own convictions. He teaches that it is wrong
to violate one’s convictions or to attempt to
force others to violate their convictions. A
sound theology of unity will also include a the-
ology of respect for freedom of conscience.

Seventh, a theology of unity will struggle
with the tension between individual integrity
and communal identity. How do we live to-
gether in unity, uphold the community’s iden-
tity, and maintain our own integrity? Perhaps
stories from our own Adventist history can
help us reflect on this dilemma.10

Eighth, a theology of unity should explore
the relationship of financial interdependence
to unity in the church. Paul gave high value to
the collection of funds from the Gentile world
for the poor in Jerusalem. Is financial interde-
pendence still important today, and if so what
forms should it take?

Finally, a theology of unity will benefit from
exploring the many metaphors for the church
found within the New Testament. These rich
images speak to a part of us that goes deeper
than words and should help us intuit the
depths of Christian unity.

Each of these issues would warrant a paper
in itself (if not a book). They are presented in
the hope that this paper will be a catalyst for
future study.

As we reflect on all these elements, we must
always remember two verses:

Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One
(Deuteronomy 6:4).

And:

With all wisdom and insight he has made known to
us the mystery of his will, according to his good
pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for
the fullness of time, to anakephalaiosasthai all
things in him, things in heaven and things on
earth. (Ephesians 1:8–10).

A Final Story
Since I’m a preacher, I have a hard time conclud-
ing without a story. Please indulge me this pas-
toral quirk.

When I pastored the Azure Hills Church in
California we had the largest Adventurer Club
in the North American Division. Over 200 four
to nine year olds. Can you imagine taking all of
them along with their parents camping? Our
leaders did it twice every year. One annual
weekend trip was to a beautiful campground on
the beach about three and half hours’ drive from
the church. A group of 300 to 400 would camp
from Friday through Sunday.

I couldn’t go for the whole weekend but,
when I finished preaching on Sabbath morning,
I would hop in the car with a sack lunch and
drive in time to be there for supper, sundown
worship, and s’mores around the campfire. 

Families in the group had quite different
convictions about Sabbath activities for the
kids. Before I came to the church they had
worked out a plan. They decided that every-
one should be able to follow their convictions,
and no one should be judged, scorned, or pres-
sured. They agreed that there would be op-
tions on Sabbath afternoon, and parents would
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decide which option their family would follow.
Some would go down to the beach and let
their kids go into the water. (The beach was
down a cliff from the camp and not immedi-
ately visible.) Others would go on a hike. Oth-
ers would play active Bible games. Every family
could choose its option. No one would criti-
cize anyone for the option they chose. And at
the end of the afternoon, they all came to-
gether for supper, and ate together in joyful
fellowship.

The people worked all this out among
themselves. They did it without pastoral 
involvement. And it worked. It has continued
to work over a period of almost twenty years. 
I can’t help but wonder, might the broader
church organization learn from the wisdom of
these faithful people in the local church? n
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