Texas-Maroa Combined Worship

“That They May All Be One”

Psalm 133:1-3

In 1832, a local preacher named Hughes Bowles formed a congregation of Christians between what is now Kenney and Hallsville, Illinois. Hughes did much of the preaching early on. The first meetings were held in the log-cabin homes of the people and in groves. The first chapel was built of logs in 1838, and was used by the Disciples, Baptists and Methodists, and the church became known as the “Old Union Church.” In 1864 a frame building was erected, owned and used exclusively by the Christian Church.

The Old Union Church drew worshipers from all over western De Witt County. In time, neighboring families sought to begin local churches in their own community.  Several households in Texas Township expressed their desire to launch a new assembly of disciples. Hughes’ son Walter P. “Wattie” Bowles teamed together with friend and fellow preacher W. G. Springer in holding evangelistic meetings in Texas Township.
Texas Christian Church was born in 1850 as a result of the efforts of Bowles and Springer. Originally there were twelve charter members. In the early years the church met in the homes of various members. As the infant church grew, they found a temporary home at the Baptist church located on the southeast corner of Texas Cemetery. The Baptists were happy to allow them to use their building three Sundays out of the month, for they had only a preaching service one week per month. On the Sunday when the Baptists held preaching the Christians met in the local school building. (The Baptist church reportedly burned down, but no record as to the date of this event survived.)

By the early 1860s, Texas Christian Church had grown to over sixty members. Many of these lived in an around the growing village of Maroa, and in 1862, it was decided to begin a new church there. After a weeklong revival by A. N. Page of De Witt County, a meeting was called on Sunday, May 4, 1862, at 9:00 a.m. in order to organize a new church. The group met at the home of Dr. J. W. Thayer.

Hiram Dotson, an elder of Texas Christian Church, chaired the meeting. Joseph Clough and Madison Thomas were selected as elders for the new congregation, with Oliver Harlan and Samuel Potter as deacons. Dr. Thayer was chosen to be the clerk. All told, 24 charter members were added that day, 21 of whom came from the ranks of Texas Christian Church. At 11:00 the same morning, the new church met at the school house in Maroa, where Brother Page preached once again. After “breaking bread” (communion) they gave each other the right hand of fellowship, a symbol of welcoming a new member to a church family. At 6:00 that evening the elders and deacons were officially installed

In the years to come both congregations would see significant growth—a sign of spiritual health—as well as a cordial relationship between the congregations, such as evidenced by a combined church picnic (called a “grand basket dinner”) between the Union, Texas, and the Maroa churches. Following the launch of the Maroa church, the Texas congregation was left with about twelve families who regularly attended. Times were lean but they remained faithful.

Today, one hundred sixty-three years later, both Texas Christian Church and Maroa Christian Church are going strong, representing the Kingdom of Jesus Christ in their communities. Today these two church families come together to worship our one Lord and Savior as brothers and sisters in Christ. Today we stand as examples of what Christian unity is all about, a shining light amid the darkness of sectarianism, competition and bitterness between congregations. Jesus prayed in John 17:20-23,

My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.
We are an answer to Jesus’ prayer! That is what we celebrate this day.

I invite you to turn to my text this morning is Psalm 133:1-3, the passage read earlier.

How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity! It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes. It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion. For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life forevermore.

This psalm has been described as “a beautiful little gem”
 and as “a wisdom psalm that celebrates the oneness of God’s people.”
 Chuck Swindoll comments, “If there had been a Hit Parade of Psalms back then, that’s one I would have voted for. The longer I live, the more I realize the value of that imperative, ‘brothers live together in unity.’”

Many Bibles ascribe this psalm to David, and there is no real reason to reject that claim. There is nothing in the psalm, however, to help us date it. It could date from the crowning of David at Hebron when the leaders of the nation were, for a time at least, of one heart and mind. After the divisive years of Saul’s reign, the ascension of David would have marked an exciting beginning, and it would have been appropriate to celebrate it with these hopeful words. The Hebrew text (though not the niv) begins with “behold,” drawing attention to what must have seemed an extraordinary reality at that time.
 This morning I want to emphasize three elements of Christian unity celebrated in this brief psalm, and what it means for us as Christians and churches today.

Christian Unity is Required

First, Christian unity is required. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:34. “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” Paul commands in Ephesians 4:3, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” Maintaining the spiritual unity of God’s people is the work of every believer, in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Our world is broken. Fences and walls are the symbols of our age. All of this is a consequence of sin. We now live separated from God and separated from each other. We not only have to think of the continuing conflict of the super powers, but of a thousand smaller conflicts as well. Since the end of World War II, there have been 285 armed conflicts on the planet, hardly a witness to the United Nations, or to a united earth. The real scandal, though, is not the brokenness of the world but the brokenness of the Church. The truth of this is not merely seen in the expanding number of denominations and independent congregations. The real truth of this is in the brokenness of relationships within those congregations.

No wonder Psalm 133 begins with an exclamation: “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” Eugene Peterson paraphrases this as, “How wonderful, how beautiful, when brothers and sisters get along!”
 Difficult as it may be for some to believe it, God planned it so that we might relate together even though we are different in taste, preference, style, culture, color, education, and language. It is “good and pleasant” that we live in unity—all our differences notwithstanding.

Another Scriptural requirement is seen in Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” This must not be treated as something to put up with, one of the inconvenient necessities of faith in the way that paying taxes is an inconvenient consequence of living in a secure and free nation. It is not only necessary; it is desirable that our faith have a social dimension, a human relationship. God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with people in community.

Unity among Christians is a sight to behold. However, unity does not require that they see eye to eye on everything. On matters of fundamental importance they agree. On subordinate matters there is liberty for differing viewpoints. In all things there should be a spirit of love. There can be unity without uniformity; we are all different but that does not prevent our working together. All the members of the human body are different, but as they function in obedience to the head, there is a glorious unity. There can be unity without unanimity; God never intended that everyone should agree on matters of minor importance. It is enough to agree on the basics. On everything else we may disagree as long as we can do it without being disagreeable. The real enemies of unity are jealousy, gossip, backbiting, censoriousness and lovelessness.
 Christian unity is required.
Christian Unity is Revealing

Second, Christian unity is revealing. Psalm 133:2 states, “It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.” This “sacred anointing oil” consisted of a mixture of oil and four spices (myrrh, cinnamon, calamus and cassia) uniquely combined by the special skills of a perfumer.

At his ordination, the high priest was anointed with this special oil. When the high priest was anointed, the oil ran down his beard to the front of his body and over his collar. This suggests that the oil “bathed” the twelve precious stones that he wore on the breastplate over his heart, and this “bathing” is a picture of spiritual unity. When God’s people walk in the Spirit, they forget about the externals and major on the eternal things of the Spirit. Externals divide us—gender, wealth, appearance, ethnic prejudices, social or political standing—while the Spirit brings us together and we glorify Christ.
 As David wrote, unity is like oil. It removes the friction in relationships so that brothers and sisters can live closely without fighting.

Just as the anointing oil revealed the identity of the high priest, so Christian unity reveals the identity of those who are in Christ. Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” How interesting that the one quality that reveals who we are in Jesus Christ is not our knowledge, our convictions, or our opinions! The world will not recognize that we are Christians by the size (or the translation) of the Bible we carry, how often we attend church, or our doctrinal stance on when Jesus will return…let alone our views on political, social, or economic policies of our age! No, the one quality that reveals to the world that we belong to Jesus is that we love each other. That’s it! And that is the basis of true Christian unity.

Even as we gather around the Lord’s table we demonstrate this unity. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:16-17,

Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.

We may not literally share a common loaf of bread or a common cup (for health reasons), but we still display the unity we have as brothers and sisters in Christ.

One last thought about how Christian unity is revealing. Remember how we saw that everything about the Bible is for the glory of God and by the grace of God? Well, “oneness reveals God’s glory unlike anything else,”
 while “it is by the grace of God that a congregation is permitted to gather visibly in this world to share God’s Word and sacrament.”
 

Christian Unity is Refreshing

Finally, Christian unity is refreshing as seen in Psalm 133:3, “It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion. For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life forevermore.” “Hermon" refers to one of the highest peaks in Israel’s northern mountain region, it was well watered by rain, snow and dew, making it cool and lush. Vegetation in the dryer regions of southern Israel, where Jerusalem and Mount Zion were located, depended on dew and what little rain it received. Thus, for Mount Zion to experience the dew of Mount Hermon pictures conditions of refreshment.

Resting in the shadow of Mount Hermon today, Israel’s Hurshat Tal National Park offers beautiful lawns, rolling streams, and groves of centuries-old Tabor oak trees—a beautiful setting for families and friends to relax. Hurshat Tal means “The Dew Grove,” a name derived from this verse.
David compared the blessing of unity to the “dew from Mount Hermon,” which refers to the mountain range’s abundant rainfall—averaging sixty inches annually. As Israel’s highest peak, Mount Hermon has snowcapped hills year-round, and its snowmelt feeds the headwaters of the Jordan River. The dew of Hermon never falls on Jerusalem, but David’s words would have caused his readers to imagine the blessing of all that water on the Holy City, which had a modest water supply.

David compares the blessing of people dwelling together in unity to a multitude of cool, refreshing streams that flow in dry places. David knew firsthand the difference between simply dwelling together and living “together in harmony.” His words come from painful experiences and offer us timeless wisdom. Unity comes at a cost—like expensive oil to anoint a priest. But the cost of unity is a lot cheaper than the painful fallout from prideful hearts.

In Scripture, dew symbolizes the life-giving Word of God, as in Deuteronomy 32:2, “Let my teaching fall like rain and my words descend like dew, like showers on new grass, like abundant rain on tender plants.” When things are “dry,” they begin to wither and fall apart, but when the dew comes, it brings new life and things hold together. Life means unity, death means decay, and the difference is the dew from heaven. The dew speaks of fruitfulness and the anointing oil speaks of fragrance, for the unity of God’s people is both “good and pleasant.”
 Some things are good for us but not pleasant. Other things are pleasant but not good. But the unity we have as God’s people is both good and pleasant. It is even a bit of heaven now.

This is not to say things are perfect for either Texas or Maroa Christian Church. But back in 1862 these two congregations showed how brothers and sisters in Christ could work together to double their impact for the Kingdom of God. Even today our two church families demonstrate how we work together, not against each other, like we are on the same side…for, in fact, we are.

As Psalm 133:1 says, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” Now let’s live in it!
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