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I have managed to set myself up this week – probably not for failure, but almost 
certainly for gross oversimplification. In order to talk about what I want to talk about 
today, I need to start with some church history. I don’t have to go back 2000 years, but I do 
need to go back 300 years. And I don’t need to cover church history around the world, but I 
do need to talk about church history here in what we now call the United States of America. 
And so that I don't bore you to death, I will paint this historic picture with a 12-inch roller, 
rather than the fine-point paint brushes history truly deserves. Oh – and I promise, I will 
bring us back to the scripture reading. In the meantime, please excuse my gross 
oversimplifications as I paint with broad strokes. 

I suspected at some point in some American history class, you heard the name 
Jonathan Edwards. If that name doesn’t ring a bell, then the title of his most famous sermon 
probably will ring a bell (though maybe not much more than that): “Sinners in the Hands of 
an Angry God.” He preached the sermon in 1741, right in the midst of the First Great 
Awakening. Though the First Great Awakening only lasted a couple decades (roughly 1730 
to 1755), it had a lasting impact on American Protestantism. It called Christians to a 
renewed personal piety and a deeper religious devotion, and its focus on individual 
salvation allowed the movement to cross denominations. 

The Second Great Awakening lasted longer – around five decades, from 1790ish to 
1840ish. Spreading largely through revivals and emotional preaching, it built-up newer 
denominations, like the Methodists and Baptists, as the United States moved west of the 
Appalachians, and it sparked a number of reform movements. One of those reform 
movements is known as the Restoration Movement. This movement sought to restore a 
“primitive” form of Christianity. It advocated a return to the Christianity described in the 
Book of Acts and in the letters that are part of the New Testament. 

One important leader in this movement was Barton Stone. He was a Presbyterian 
Pastor who served the Presbyterian church in Cane Ridge, Kentucky, when it hosted a 
week-long revival in 1801. Somewhere between 10,000 and 20,000 people attended the 
revival at some point during the week. In addition to neighboring Presbyterian clergy, 
Methodist and Baptist preachers participated in the revival. And at the end of the week, 
communion was celebrated. Between 800 and 1,000 people received communion (in 
multiple sittings, since the meeting house only held 100), and without regard to anyone’s 
denominational affiliation. 

As unusual as it was to share communion without regard to anyone’s denomination, 
particularly for Presbyterians, it’s not all that surprising that it happened at Cane Ridge. 
Stone believed that followers of Christ should go by no other name than “Christian” and he 
opposed all the denominational division and hierarchy that existed in Protestant 
Christianity. Two other important leaders of the Restoration Movement were Alexander 
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Campbell and his father, Thomas. They championed the idea of “one Church of Christ upon 
earth.” They, too, believed that followers of Christ should not be identified by 
denominational names and asked that only “Disciples” be used. 

Eventually, Stone and the Campbells came together (along with their followers). 
Though, because this movement resisted hierarchy, it had trouble holding together. 
Eventually, this Restoration Movement championed by Stone and Campbell evolved into 
several streams, including the Churches of Christ whose worship typically today does not 
include instruments that are not mentioned in the Bible (a sort of literalist restorationist 
interpretation). The other big group because known as the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ). If you’ve ever wondered what’s up with the parentheses, you can trace that back to 
Stone’s and Campbell’s desire to have all Christians identify themselves with one name. 
Stone wanted that name to be “Christians” and so we are part of “The Christian Church.” 
And our covenant connection between congregations (our denominational identity) is 
what’s in the parentheses – we are Christians who come together under the name Disciples 
of Christ. I think Stone and Campbell would have seen it as a compromise, though an 
improvement, if Methodists called themselves “The Christian Church (United Methodist)” 
and Presbyterians called themselves “The Christian Church (Presbyterian),” and so forth. 

The “let’s all be the Christian Church” movement was bigger than that led by Stone 
and Campbell. As they were leading their movement west of the Appalachians, others were 
gathering in Virginia and Vermont, and they also called themselves “Christian Churches.” 
Eventually, they maintained a fellowship among their congregations through the General 
Convention of the Christian Church, an organization that included an “Afro-American 
Convention” of some 65 Black churches that were part of the larger movement. 

The tug to heal the sense of fracture so many saw during the Second Great 
Awakening never went away. Many of the Congregationalist churches (these were the 
ecclesial descendants of the Pilgrim and Puritans) were connected through National 
Council of the Congregational Churches of the United States. In 1931, a meeting was held in 
Seattle of the National Council of the Congregational Churches of the United States and the 
General Convention of the Christian Church to merge into one denomination. A step toward 
healing the fracture of denominationalism. 

In 1934, the Reformed Church in the United States and the Evangelical Synod of 
North America merged to form the Evangelical and Reformed Church. Both of these 
denominations were formed by German immigrants to the Americas, some coming before 
the American Revolution and some after the Revolution. The words “Evangelical” and 
“Reformed” refer to the Protestant reformers who most influenced their theology – the 
Evangelicals being influenced mostly by Luther and the Reformed folk being influenced 
mostly by Zwingli and Calvin. 

Then, in 1957, the Congregational Christian Churches and the Evangelical and 
Reformed Church merged to form the United Church of Christ. If you look at the official seal 
of the United Church of Christ, you’ll notice the official motto of the church: “That they may 
all be one.” It is taken from today’s scripture reading. (See? I told you I’d bring this back to 
the scripture reading.) 
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Twice in this section of the Farewell Discourse (sometimes called “the High Priestly 
Prayer”), Jesus prays for unity among his followers. “Holy Father, protect them in your 
name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one,” Jesus prays in verse 
11 (as translated in the New Revised Standard Version). And in verses 20 and 21 he prays, “I 
ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through 
their word, that they may all be one.” 

These six little words – that they may all be one – are words that the church 
unification movement has hung onto for over a century, and maybe for two or more.  

One of Barton Stone’s most famous quotes is, “Let unity be our polar star.” Unity is 
the value that Stone thought should guide the Christian Church. Just as “that they may all be 
one” became a motto of the United Church of Christ at its founding, “Let unity be our polar 
star” remains a foundational motto of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Guided by 
the light of this call, the Disciples of Christ more recently describe themselves as “a 
movement for wholeness in a fragmented world.” 

If you’re part of our church Google Group, you probably saw an email I sent last 
week asking, “What do you think Niles Discovery Church’s unifying values are?” I explained 
that by “unifying values,” I meant the values that are held by a sufficient number of us that 
they bring us and hold us together. 

Really, what I was asking is, what is our polar star? 

Eleven of you sent me responses. Thank you. The most common theme that came up 
in those responses was welcome and respect. It was expressed with words like “inclusion,” 
“open and affirming,” “love of others,” “nurturing,” and (of course) “respect” and 
“welcome.” 

The second theme was love and compassion. It was expressed with words like “love” 
(of course), and the object of the love was inclusive, including people, God, the planet, and 
the inhabitants of the planet. Some of the words I just noted also come under this theme, as 
do words like “empathy,” “patience,” and “understanding.” 

A third theme was inquiry, and this was expressed with words like “questions 
welcome and encouraged,” “non-doctrinal,” and “non-credal.” 

Another theme was service and justice. These responses tended to be longer than 
single words, describing the ways we engage in service and the transformative work of 
justice. 

One person pointed out that we value generosity and courage. Another person 
suggested that we sing about our unifying values in our welcome song. Let’s walk together 
for a while and ask where we begin to build a world where love can grow and hope can 
enter in, to be the hands of healing and to plant the seeds of peace, singing, ‘Welcome! 
Welcome to this place. You’re invited to come and know God’s grace.’ All are welcome, the 
love of God to share, for all of us are welcome here. 

I asked the kids who Zoomed with me on Wednesday what they thought our 
unifying values are. They said we value spreading the word of God, unity, community, 
earth/natural world/nature, creation, all the inhabitants of the earth, each other, 
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leadership, music, laughter, learning, helping each other, all people (kids, youth, elders, and 
everyone in between). 

I find it interesting that only the kids brought up the word “unity” – especially given 
that both of our denominations come so strongly out of a unity ethos. At the same time, the 
impacts of unity when unity is truly strengthening a community did show up throughout 
the responses, the impacts of unity that are deeper than unity for unity’s sake alone. I think 
we truly are seeking to build a world where love can grow with welcome, affirmation, 
respect, love, and compassion. And, if I do say so myself, I think that’s a pretty worthwhile 
polar star. Amen. 

_______________ 

Resources:  To learn more about church history, check out articles on Wikipedia on the First and Second (and 
Third) Great Awakenings, this history of the Disciples of Christ, and this history of the United Church of 
Christ. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Great_Awakening
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Great_Awakening
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Great_Awakening
https://disciples.org/our-identity/history-of-the-disciples/
https://www.ucc.org/who-we-are/about/history/

