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When I was in seminary, I had the opportunity to attend the 8th 
Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Harare, Zimbabwe, 
and to participate in a program for theological students that ran 
concurrently with the Assembly. There were 70 of us from 
seminaries in 15 states and 8 different countries. Each day we met 
together for a lecture and discussion on subjects such as the 
Ecumenical Movement, the Orthodox Churches, the Global Debt 
Crisis, African Theology, and Interfaith Dialogue. The rest of the 
time, we were free to attend morning and evening worship services, 
participate in small group Bible studies, observe plenary sessions, 
go to workshops, and visit exhibit and information tents. 
 
There were more than 5,000 delegates, observers, advisors, visitors, 
and journalists at the assembly, representing over 330 national 
church bodies in over 120 countries. Together, we transformed the 
University of Zimbabwe into a “global village.” Worship services 
and plenary meetings were conducted in four languages (English, 
Spanish, French, and German), but informal conversations went on 
in dozens of different languages, during breaks, over meals, and 
long into the night. It was not uncommon to sit down at a table with 
two or three other people and find that each person was from a 
different continent. 
 
While I stayed in Zimbabwe for the entire two weeks of the 
assembly, it felt like I had traveled all over the world, visiting 
Christians in dozens of different countries. The experience gave me 
a more global view of what it means to be Christian and of what it 
means to be Church. As Christians, we are part of a diverse 
community of faith, transcending national boundaries, cutting 



across lines of culture, ethnicity, language, and denomination. The 
Church Universal is a Church of all nations. 
 
The rich diversity of the global Christian community is nowhere 
more evident than in the wide variety of Christian worship styles, 
many of which were represented in the multicultural worship 
services held during the Harare Assembly. African indigenous 
churches incorporate rhythmic drums, marimbas, and whirling 
dances into their worship. Orthodox churches feature icons and 
incense, and the entire Orthodox service is sung responsively 
between priest, choir, and congregation. Pentecostal churches focus 
on the gifts of the Spirit. And evangelical churches are known for 
their fiery, often emotional preaching.   
 
Christians around the world worship in many different ways, 
follow a variety of theologies, have divergent church histories, and 
organize church structures in a number of configurations. But 
whether we are Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox, Evangelical or 
Pentecostal, liberal or conservative, we are bound together by our 
common faith in Jesus Christ and our common calling to work for 
justice, peace, and the integrity of God’s creation. We are one in 
Christ despite all our other differences. That is what the World 
Council of Churches and the wider Ecumenical Movement seek to 
affirm and embody. 
 
I recalled my experience at the World Council of Churches’ 
Assembly as I read the Scriptures for today. 
 
The Psalmist proclaims that “all the ends of the earth shall 
remember and turn to God; and all the families of the nations shall 
worship before God. For dominion belongs to God, who rules over 
the nations.”   
 
This passage reminds us that we worship the God of all nations, the 
God of the whole human family – something I think we too often 
forget. Our nation is fond of the phrase "God Bless America." And it 
is a fine sentiment. I want God to bless America. But too often it 
sounds exclusive, like we’re intending to invoke God’s blessing on 
the United States but not on other countries, as if we thought God 



would somehow grant us “most-favored-nation” status. The fact is, 
God blesses every nation. God loves the whole world, not just our 
small corner of it.   
 
Another of this morning’s Scripture readings (from the First Letter 
of John) expounds upon God’s love for the world: “God’s love was 
revealed among us in this way: God sent God’s only Child into the 
world so that we might live through that Child. . . . And we have 
seen and do testify that the Father-Mother has sent the Child as the 
Savior of the world.” John goes on to say that because “God loved 
us so much, we also ought to love one another.” 
 
This passage tells us that God sent Jesus into the world to save the 
world – the whole world. Jesus’ ministry did not stop with the 
Jewish community; he ministered to Gentiles as well. Jesus' 
ministry was radically inclusive; he was open to people of all 
nations. 
 
Just as God’s love for us transcends national boundaries, so should 
our love for one another. As the renowned Spanish cellist Pablo 
Casals once said: “To love one’s country is a splendid thing, but 
why should love stop at the border?”   
 
Our third scripture reading for this morning (from the book of Acts) 
offers us a case in point. In it, we find the apostle Philip in the city 
of Samaria, where he has been casting out unclean spirits, curing 
the lame, and proclaiming the good news about the kingdom of 
God and Jesus Christ. He attracted crowds of Samaritans who 
listened to him eagerly, came to believe, and were baptized. This in 
itself was astounding given the long-standing enmity between Jews 
and Samaritans. It meant that Philip had overcome the prejudice 
against Samaritans, with which he had undoubtedly grown up. 
And it meant that the Samaritans were willing to give Philip a 
hearing even though he belonged to a group that had traditionally 
despised and marginalized Samaritans. 
 
So Philip was already spreading the good news of Jesus Christ 
across boundaries of nation, race, and ethnicity, when an angel of 
the Lord called upon him to travel south to the wilderness road 



between Jerusalem and Gaza. There, Philip had another cross-
cultural encounter. He came upon an Ethiopian eunuch, an official 
high up in the Ethiopian government. The eunuch served as the 
treasury secretary for the queen of Ethiopia. He was journeying 
home from Jerusalem, sitting in his chariot reading from the 
prophet Isaiah, when the Spirit moved Philip to run up to the 
chariot and ask the eunuch if he understood what he was reading. 
“How can I, unless someone guides me?” the eunuch replied. “And 
he invited Philip to get in [the chariot] and sit beside him,” 
whereupon “Philip began to speak, and starting with [the] scripture 
[from Isaiah, he] proclaimed to the Ethiopian the good news about 
Jesus.” 
 
They continued riding down the road until they came to some 
water. And the eunuch said, “Look, here is water! What is to 
prevent me from being baptized?” The unspoken answer to his 
question was “absolutely nothing – not your nationality, not your 
skin color, and not your sexual identity!” “[The eunuch] 
commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the 
eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him.” 
 
Jack Rogers, a Presbyterian professor of theology, suggests that the 
Ethiopian "belonged to a sexual minority who was not fully 
welcome in the worship community of Israel," and he concludes 
that "the fact that the first Gentile convert to Christianity is from a 
sexual minority and a different race, ethnicity and nationality 
together form a clarion call for inclusiveness, radical grace, and 
Christian welcome to all who show faith." The baptism of the 
Ethiopian eunuch offers good news to all people, but especially to 
those who count themselves part of the LGBTQ community. 
 
The story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch should impress upon 
us the importance of reaching out to all people -- across lines of 
nation and class, religion and race, sexual orientation and gender 
identity – lines that so often divide us. The story offers us a vision 
of "the beloved community," in which no one is discriminated 
against and all people are honored. The church is called to be an 
inclusive community, a loving community, a welcoming 
community, open to the whole people of God. 



 
The values of being welcoming and inclusive are reflected in the 
welcome statement that greets every person who enters the narthex 
of our church building: “St. Andrew Presbyterian Church is a 
reformed and reforming community of faith in Christ where we 
work for reconciliation and social justice and where we can be 
theologically bold, spiritually generous, and radically welcoming. 
We are striving to overcome all divisions that separate the peoples 
of God from God and from one another, whether race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation, marital status, age, physical or mental 
ability, education, socio-economic status, or cultural background. 
We invite you to join with us in creating this beloved community.” 
That statement is not just so many words written on a page, but 
words that are also written on our hearts and practiced in our life 
together. 
 
I was thrilled to attend the 8th Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches. It was the opportunity of a lifetime for me. But you don’t 
have to go all the way to Africa to attend a WCC meeting to be part 
of the Ecumenical Movement. You can be part of it right here in 
New Mexico. Groups like the New Mexico Conference of Churches 
and the National Council of Churches are the lifeblood of the 
Ecumenical Movement. And when our congregation works 
together with other local faith communities through Albuquerque 
FaithWorks, Habitat for Humanity, Family Promise, and 
Albuquerque Interfaith, we are engaged in an even wider 
ecumenical enterprise that brings together not only Christians from 
other denominations, but people from other faith traditions as well. 
 
What sustains the Ecumenical Movement and gives it its power are 
individual Christians, local congregations, and ecumenical councils 
working together across denominational lines as sisters and 
brothers in Christ. We embody the spirit of ecumenism, for in our 
life and work and worship together, in our efforts to bring about 
social change, in our pursuit of justice, peace, and the integrity of 
God’s creation, we affirm our oneness in Christ and our solidarity 
with Christians the world over. 


