SEEING THE BIGGER PICTURE
Will Evangelicals & Catholics Uniting behind Social Stances Fulfill Jesus’ Prayer?
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A medieval traveler came upon three busy stonecutters. Interested in their project, he asked the first what he was doing. "Well, I’m cutting a stone!" was the reply.  “Obviously,” thought the traveler; but hoping for more information, he went to the second mason with the same question, who responded, “I’m cutting this block to make certain it is square and has equal dimensions, so that it will fit perfectly in place in a wall.”  “A wall?” the traveler thought.  Now wanting to know even more, he approached the third who seemed to be the happiest of all of them.  When asked what he was doing, he promptly replied, “I am building a castle fit for a king!”
Sometimes it is all about seeing the bigger picture, isn’t it?  In this story, each stonecutter was doing the same task, yet each responded differently to the question. Each knew how to do his job but something set the third apart: he knew not only what to do, but why he did it. He caught the more expansive vision, the greater legacy and impact, the significance of his work beyond the obvious.  And this, no doubt, contributed to his personal sense of satisfaction.

Our Christian work of raising up the Kingdom of God in the world is much like this story.  A sage once said, “Everyone should fear becoming mentally clouded and obsessed with one small section of the truth”.  Those are wise words.  And they especially apply to us as we extend the Kingdom in the face of our social concerns today.  Believers formed within western culture tend to be issue-driven and results-oriented.  We focus on strategizing to promote biblical principles which we hope the rest of society will embrace.  And there is nothing wrong with that approach per se.  But as we use it to build the Kingdom of God, it can leave us (like the first two stonecutters) still missing a larger picture.  God can have a vision even greater than the “section of the truth” we embody by our strategizing, a vision which would realize His heart’s fullest plan and certainly bring us greater fulfillment.
Christians in the United States now face the prospect of having to swallow the bitter pill of our lawmakers’ health care reform.  In a country increasingly preoccupied with separation of church and state, this legislation crosses that very line by requiring Christian institutions to engage in practices against their moral beliefs.  And it has caused many Christians over denominational divides to band together in the kind of unity which often results from a common opponent.  There have been many Protestant groups supporting the Catholic stance on the health care law.  "We are all Catholics now" has been a slogan used by several mainline Christian groups.  Billy Graham’s alma mater, Wheaton College, recently joined the Catholic University of America in filing suit before a District of Columbia federal court.   

But while this move into greater Christian unity is to be applauded, our approach nevertheless risks being “obsessed with one section of the truth” – namely, a worthwhile battle for religious liberties – while neglecting the larger picture of what this battle ultimately signals.  In the midst of our campaign, God can ask us a legitimate question: “Why does it take a lawsuit against the government for Evangelicals and Catholics to finally meet on the same page?”  In absorbing ourselves with the battle, are we not still “mentally clouded” to this larger question?  Are we missing the issue that the conflict may have come about in the first place precisely because Christian communions have been disunified for so long that we aren’t capable of setting the pace for what happens in society around us?  And would not God be more concerned about that bigger picture?   After all, Jesus did articulate exactly this in his prayer in John 17:23: our unity would be the force used in demonstrating to the world that He was indeed sent by the Father!
While it is necessary and good to strategize, the social issues engaging us also signal that we need to address the groundwork underneath – unity in the Body of Christ.  They call us beyond our usual way of viewing Church-splits (“We’re right, they’re still wrong”), beyond the idealistic platitudes that can characterize so much of our ecumenical talk, and challenge us to take a hard look at the deeper foundational reasons for our disunity.  In this era of societal upheaval, all groups in the calling themselves followers of Christ need to probe further than any “obsession with our own small section of the truth” and use this opportunity to dialogue back toward the oneness which we have lacked for so long – a oneness which Jesus unapologetically declared is the bigger picture necessary for His followers to ultimately impact the world.
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