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Acts 16:16-34; Ps 97; Rev 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21; John 17:20-26 

Yesterday was the first of June. With the first of the month comes another rent payment—and this 

month, notice of our lease renewal. It is time to renew our lease. It’s gone up again, as it does every 

year. I’m not really complaining—I’m just making conversation. That’s what we do here in the lower 

mainland, we talk about the housing values and vacancy rate and the ever-increasing cost-of-living in 

the lower mainland.  

I’ve been following a house on our block that’s for sale. I think the sign changed to “sold” recently. It’s 

surprising because it’s exorbitantly expensive and the house is basically a tear-down. But as I was 

walking by that house the other day I was struck by the concept of “ownership”. What a strange concept 

it seemed to me. Perhaps because, as a renter, my thoughts turn toward property taxes and upkeep and 

major repairs. Why would anyone want to own anything? But there is a reason, of course, for buying 

property. “It’s one of the best investments you can make,” I’m sure somebody respectable said, 

sometime. And as Christians we are concerned with stewardship. We want to make sure that we are 

taking good care of the gifts that God has given us and that we are putting our financial resources to 

good use. And purchasing property, traditionally, is a fairly solid investment. 

But again, it seems strange to think that anybody can “own” land. And I don’t think that my perspective 

is skewed only because property values in this area are so far beyond our reach. It is really strange to me 

to think that any one person “owns” a piece of land the same way that you can own a car or a t-shirt. 

Because it seems to me that the person who “owns” land is the person who takes responsibility for it 

and not the person who benefits from controlling it. 

And this was made clear to me in two ways this week. The first way was through watching a 

documentary produced by the Anglican Church of Canada on The Doctrine of Discovery. The Doctrine of 

Discovery meant that European explorers could claim land that was “undiscovered” on behalf of the 

crown they represented. Most of us know that Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492—set out from 

Spain to find another route to Asia and instead stumbled upon a previously “undiscovered” land. The 

problem was, though, that there were already people living on this “undiscovered” land. Millions of 

them. It would appear that the land had already been “discovered.” It was not “up for grabs”—it was 

already spoken for. The idea of “ownership” for North, South, and Central America (and the Caribbean 

Islands) might not have applied, but they were all “being used” by somebody. Many people, actually, 

with their own governments, trade relationships, agricultural techniques, laws, and societies. 

The second way I was reminded this week of paying attention to who cares for the land as opposed to 

who benefits from controlling it was in reading up for Jerusalem Sunday. This may have caught some of 

you by surprise. Why is today “Jerusalem Sunday” and not “the seventh Sunday of Easter”? The decision 

was made some years ago at General Synod to focus on the city and the diocese of Jerusalem on this 

Sunday. Parishes are encouraged to direct prayers and donations toward this area which continues to be 

in need despite Jerusalem being the primary city of Holy Land. The whole area is often referred to as The 

Holy Land, and the city of Jerusalem is home to many religious sites. There is an ongoing battle over who 

“owns” the land in and around Jerusalem (which I don’t think will be easily resolved) but the more 

straightforward question to be asked is “who controls the land?” and who benefits from this control? 

I’m not going to walk into this minefield today.  



There are, I’m told, many religious sites that are “shared” between many different user groups. There 

are sites in the city of Jerusalem that hold tremendous value, not only among the different kinds of 

Christians, but sometimes even between different religions. Jerusalem is a Holy City for Christians, Jews, 

and Muslims and some sites have special importance for more than one group. I can only imagine the 

challenge of trying to control access to any of those contested or shared sites. 

Within all three of the Abrahamic religions, there has been an importance placed on pilgrimage. For 

Jews even from ancient times it was an expectation that they would “go up” to Jerusalem, make the 

pilgrimage several times a year to take part in the sacred festivals of their people. Muslims are 

encouraged to “make haj” or pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in their life if they are able, and visit that 

holy city. Christians don’t have an obligation to make a pilgrimage once or several times in their lives 

though pilgrimages are growing in popularity. It is fascinating to consider that though there are empty 

churches in Europe and North America as fewer people attend church, the pilgrimage routes are getting 

more and more crowded. It bears some further thought: Jesus told his disciples to go out from 

Jerusalem, and tell the surrounding nations the good news. While we Anglicans are not particularly good 

at that, more and more people (not just Anglicans) are seeing the importance of doing almost the 

opposite—going back to Jerusalem. (I’m not sure if these modern-day pilgrims are spreading the good 

news in Jerusalem or in their homes when they return.)  

But I do understand the appeal of the Holy Land. This is the place where Jesus was born. Where Jesus 

grew up. Where he walked the same streets in his ministry, and, very famously, on his last walk as he 

neared his crucifixion. There is something special about the Holy Land. There is something significant 

about those places. There is a connection that people feel, physically being close to where Jesus walked 

the earth. 

And so we come back to our earlier question. Who “owns” this land? Is that even possible? Could 

anyone ever “own” that land? Certainly, over the centuries, many different people have worked to 

control the land and benefit from this control. 

And when we consider our own land, the area that we currently refer to as “Canada”, most of the land 

that is not “owned” by anyone else is considered “crown” land. It is owned by the nation, which is 

governed by the Queen.  

(I again recommend the film I was taking about to better explain the “Legal Fiction” that this represents 

and how it was based upon the Doctrine of Discovery.)  

And though it may not be helpful to consider the role of “the crown” when it comes to this land we live 

on, (sometimes referred to as “Turtle Island”, sometimes referred to as “Canada”), it may be helpful to 

consider that the true owner of the land, (remember, the one who actually takes care of the land, not 

merely the one who controls access to it) really is the crown. But not Elizabeth II. But rather, God. The 

one who created it in the first place. As the psalm we recited says: “The Lord reigns, let the earth 

rejoice!”  

Perhaps all of us really are just tenants on “crown” land—we don’t really own any of it. And this is where 

we get confused. We want to be good stewards, we want to plan ahead and we want to make good use 

of our God-given resources. Because God has given us this world to live in and enjoy—God has not 

restricted our access. But God also expects that we will care for this earth that sustains our life. That we 



will not exploit the resources of the earth for our own gain—and that we will not exploit other people 

for our own gain—both areas where we can make mistakes, and both areas where we aren’t always 

aware of how our actions are affecting other people.  

And it is about these other people that Jesus is concerned in the gospel reading we heard today. He has 

a very simple but powerful message: “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.” Such a simple concept, so difficult to 

follow. And that is not how we typically behave. Division usually allows for some of us to profit while 

others suffer—and we all want to get ahead. We all have struggles that we face that we wish we didn’t. 

We all have to try to keep up with the rising cost-of-living in the Lower Mainland. And it is so easy for us 

to look out for ourselves—to put ourselves first (and not consider the needs of others). And that is the 

narrative of the world around us.  

Out of this, Jesus calls us to be one. And that is truly to be our aim. Not a larger membership, not to fill 

our churches again. Not to win supreme court battles or elections. Not to have our argument or position 

prevail over another’s. But to be one. One people. “The glory that you have given me I have given them, 

so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, 

so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” It 

is in this distinction from the rest of the world that we show the love of God. That despite our 

differences, despite our disagreements, through the love of God, we can all be one.  

At Synod last weekend we voted overwhelmingly in favour of five affirmations about the marriage 

canon. Many of you will know that General Synod will once again be debating making changes to the 

National Church’s marriage canon to allow for same-sex marriage in the church. Five affirmations will be 

proposed to General Synod in July, but before that, our local (diocesan) synod had the chance to discuss 

and ultimately endorse these same five affirmations. I can’t get into all of them here, (and I encourage 

you to look them up online for yourself), but they affirm that there are different understandings within 

the church but most importantly, they affirm our collective desire to continue to treat one another with 

respect and to journey forward together. As one. It won’t be an easy path, but we will be traveling it 

together. 

As with this and so many other challenges we face, the love of God is made manifest in that, that we 

become completely one, as Jesus and the Father are one. 


