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It seems to me that in joining a church you leave home and hometown to join a larger 

world… By joining a church you declare your individuality in the most radical way in 

order to affirm community in the widest possible scale. 

— William Sloane Coffin 

 

Ancient Witness:  Matthew 18:20 

 

About 15 years ago in Cincinnati, Ohio, I’m not sure how my fledgling congregation settled on 

the name, “The Gathering,” but I think it was somewhat accidental.  I think it was shorthand for 

“that group that gets together on Sunday mornings” first in people’s homes, then at Old St. 

George, a former monastery, and then in Over the Rhine.  A few years ago they merged with a 

Unitarian congregation and now call themselves The Gathering at Northern Hills.  Names are 

funny things.  They tend to evolve.  I think that The Gathering was meant to be a temporary 

designation, but it has stuck.  And it kind of grew on me. 

 

It wasn’t intentional, but that word really has roots in the tradition.  Throughout the Christian 

Bible, congregations are referred to as ecclesia, those who have been “assembled” or “gathered” 

or “called together” by God.  God’s spirit gathers, pulls people together and calls forth groups.  

And each one of these gatherings prefigures the vision of the prophet that great gathering of all 

people “upon God’s holy mountain.”  Every time people come together in God’s name, this 

points to the day when all will be gathered in peace and unity, and there will be no more pain or 

tears. 

 

In our text today, Jesus is remembered as saying, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, 

there I am in the midst of them.” 

 

What greater goal is there?  I mean sure, we can have aspirations for big programs, mission 

projects, classes, budgets, attendance, and so forth.  But what is more important than having the 

spirit of the great teacher, Jesus, in the midst of us?  That alone should be enough.  That alone 

should be sufficient.  To experience this in our midst—Jesus, who points us to the Sacred, the 

Divine Presence—without this, all other goals become hollow. 

 

To be a gathering—brought together by God—is the essential core.  If all we ever do is simply 

gather in the name of an amazing spiritual leader, it is enough.  Just a few—even only two or 

three—and the amazing spirit—peaceful, upsetting, challenging, compassionate, life-giving, 

joyful—will be there.  Anything else we might do will be fine—icing on the cake, but in 

comparison, insignificant, really.   

 

When I’ve reflected on this idea that the Sacred is manifest when people come together, when 

they gather, I thought of that motto that is printed on our money:  e pluribus unum.  It is 

translated, “out of the many, one.”  Like that other great motto, “In God we trust,” it is too often 

ignored and sadly misconstrued. 
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The notion that out of the many there is a oneness, a unity, is so important a reminder in a culture 

of individualism.  It sounds quaint, these words from a different age, a different world from our 

“I’ve got mine, you get yours” society. 

 

And then we must ask, What is it that makes us one?  Is it our ideology?  National pride?  

Xenophobia?  We can be united, but for all the wrong reasons, too. 

 

Here is what I suggest.  It is not an original idea.  I’ve heard it from Jesus and other mystics of 

many different traditions.  What makes us one, what gathers us and unifies us, is our original 

Oneness. 

 

That is, the flip side is true: “Out of the One, many.”  Over 17 billion years ago, there was a 

single, unified, undifferentiated, super-compressed mass.  Perhaps you could describe it as a 

single, physical/spiritual, material/non-material entity.  And then—Kaboom!  A mysterious, 

primordial explosion. 

 

One could say that every time we gather, come together and worship, it is a ritual re-enactment 

of the Big Bang.  Kaboom!  And we go flying into the universe, into our different worlds and 

directions.  Out of the One, many. 

 

According to John, “In the beginning was the Word,” a single entity.  In the beginning was One. 

 

Let me read to you now, from a book by Willigis Jager, The Search for the Meaning of Life: 

 

The essence of God is One.  In creation the One divided itself into an unlimited number of 

possibilities, manifesting itself in the many.  It divided itself into a boundless number of 

manifestations, which remain related to one another and yet are an altogether individual 

expression of the One. 

 

Thus in the beginning is the One, The One is the Holy, the Intact, the Undivided.  All pain 

is pain of separation.  All redemptive pain is a drive toward completeness, the longing of 

the part for the Whole, a longing to overcome the primal suffering of isolation. 

 

We still have an inkling of the Whole, and it awakens yearning in us.  We feel 

homesickness only because we know that we have a home.  All love is the entrance to, 

and the beginning of, the path to home, that is, to God, to the One… 

 

We have given this longing for Oneness a name—the name is love.  Love shatters the 

limits of loneliness in which each one of us is trapped, and liberated him or her for the 

Whole.  Love is longing for lost ones, for our original condition. 

 

Now Jager is talking in a way that the mystics have talked for generations.  The One was split 

up, but it still remained at the heart of each separate piece.  It is as if when the One exploded, all 

these pieces were still connected by this invisible piece of string.  The mystics are the ones who 

can see this string, this magnificent web of connection to the Source. 

 

And so, love is this reminder, this remembering, of the original Oneness, which is our deepest 

essence.  Matthew Fox talked about this as the blessing of the beginning or “original blessing.”  

Love calls us to make visible these invisible connections, these hidden reminders of our original 
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Oneness.  Love is another word for homesickness.  It is to remember and to be drawn toward this 

complete and utter Unity. 

 

“No matter how broken our world may be,” wrote Thomas Merton, “there is a hidden wholeness 

just beneath the surface of all visible things.”  He said, 

 

We are already one and we imagine that we are not.  And what we have to recover is our 

original unity. 

 

One of my favorite preachers, William Sloane Coffin, who was at the Riverside Church in New 

York City for years, said that our problem 

 

is only and always that we put asunder what God has joined together.  Human unity is 

not something we are called on to create, only to recognize and make manifest. 

 

And so, it seems to me, we are gathered around this teaching, this impulse—to remember, to 

recover, to recognize and make manifest our original Oneness.  As Thich Nhat Hanh said, “We 

are here to awaken from the illusion of separateness.” 

 

I’ve read several accounts that Native American culture has a high regard for dreams.  And 

among the first questions a Native American mother might ask her child in the morning is:  What 

did you dream? 

 

In or modern, technological world, we’ve lost contact with dreams and visions.  We ask our 

children, did you do your math homework?  This makes it very challenging to touch the deep 

memory of our primordial Oneness. 

 

And so, this is all the more reason it is important for temples, synagogues, mosques, churches 

and spiritual communities to gather together.  William Sloane Coffin says in his pithy way, 

 

It is often said that the Church is a crutch.  Of course it’s a crutch.  What makes you think 

you don’t limp? 

 

The paradox is that the ecclesia, the gathering, helps us on our own individual journey.   

Bonheoffer said:   

 

Let the one who cannot be alone beware of community… Let the one who is not in 

community beware of being alone. 

 

There is a balance, and each leads to the other.  In order to be alone we need the help of 

community.  And in order to be a healthy part of community, we need to be strong enough to be 

alone.   

 

And so the church can help us in our experience of Oneness, even though this experience is 

intensely personal.  To be in touch with the invisible, inner union with the Sacred Source and all 

things, one must go deeply within.  This intensely inward experience is what the Greeks called 

ek-stasis, a stepping out.  It is a state of being “outside oneself.”  And so the way outside, to 

experience Oneness and Unity is to go inside.  The path leading outward is inward. 
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In his book of short stories, Wild Birds, one of Wendell Berry’s characters says, 

 

The way we are, we are members of each other.  All of us.  Everything.  The difference 

ain’t in who is a member and who is not, but in who knows it and who don’t. (p. 136) 

 

We are members of each other.  All of us.  Everything.  The way to realize this is to go within.  

When we gather, this helps us to do just that.  It helps us remember that we are one.  It is a re-

enactment of our great cosmic unity. This unity to which we point has nothing to do with 

morality—who is good or bad—who is faithful or not.  It includes all of us.  Everything. 

 

As a nation, as a civilization, when we build walls or wage war or ignore the suffering of others, 

we deny our oneness and violate our unity.  And as a spiritual community, we think it’s 

important to come together in our diversity and to rediscover our original oneness, our common 

humanity and our connection to all creation, before it’s too late. 

 
And so we are committed to this: to gathering so we can remember and manifest the Oneness, 

even when we don’t feel like it sometimes, even when it’s difficult or frustrating or even painful. 

 

And so, when we gather, it should remind us that what calls us together and makes us one is our 

original Oneness.  It’s like breathing—in and out.  We gather and then scatter again.  Out of the 

One, many.  It’s as simple and necessary as that. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail 

from this manuscript version.) 

 


