The picture on the front of our order of service is a picture of the ruined cathedral of Ani.
Ani is a ruined city whose site now lies in the territory of the Republic of Turkey.  In the tenth century, when it was the capital of the Kingdom of Armenia, it was one of the largest cities in the world.  It was called the city with 1001 churches.
But then it was sacked by the Mongols; and then it suffered a devastating earthquake, after which trade routes bypassed it and the city was finally abandoned in the seventeenth century.  This and many other churches now lie in ruins.
The Armenian church is a very old church.  Armenia claims to be the first nation to adopt Christianity as its national religion.
But the Armenian nation has always been a small nation and vulnerable.  There hasn’t always been an independent Armenian state.  And when there has been an independent Armenian state, it hasn’t always covered the same territory.  Armenian states have existed from time to time in the Caucasus, in Anatolia and in Cilicia.
The start of a twentieth century saw a terrible genocide of the Armenian people committed by the Ottoman Empire.  Millions were killed and the remnants of the nation were scattered across the world.  There are significant Armenian communities in France and Lebanon, Palestine and North America as well as a small community in this country.  And the intercessions that have been written for us include prayers for Artsakh, an exclave of Armenia that lies in Azerbaijan from which many Armenian people have only recently been expelled.
So, the Armenian church has a long history of vulnerability and a well-developed awareness that things have been better in the distant past than they are in the present.
The liturgy this church is sharing with us tonight comes, therefore, from this place of vulnerability and exile.  I wonder whether it speaks to a sense of vulnerability that we have as churches in Alderley?  I wonder whether we too feel sometimes that we are a church in exile?
If you do not know this church, you may not have noticed the substantial vicarage just on the other side of the drive.  There used to be a full-time vicar living in that vicarage.  And then there was a part-time vicar living there.  And now it’s a private house and doesn’t belong to the church.  The vicar of Birtles now lives in Alderley Edge.
And if you came down Birtles Lane from the top end to attend our service you will have gone past a Methodist chapel.  Except it’s not a Methodist chapel anymore.  It has been converted into a private home.
At least our local landscape is not dominated by a ruined cathedral.  Let us give thanks for that.
So, what does our service tonight say to us? From one vulnerable church that has seen better days to another group of vulnerable churches that have seen better days?
We have these words of Jesus.  Telling his followers that they must learn to live as children of light.  Why?  So, we are able to walk in darkness.  So, we know how to pass through dark times.
For God, darkness and light are all the same.  But not for us.  We need God’s light to be able to survive the darkness.  
A little later on in our service we are going to fill this church with light.  And when we do, we will sing a hymn written by an Armenian saint asking God to shine his light upon us all, to fill us with his radiant light, so that we too, will know darkness, so that for us also, darkness and light will be all alike.
What else have they shared with us?
Words of hope from the prophet Isaiah, speaking from his exile to an exiled people, reminding us of the faithfulness of God.
And then the proclamation from Saint Paul.  
There is one body and one Spirit, one hope, one calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.
It’s a call to unity.  Division leads us to darkness.  Unity leads us into the light.
One of the stories of Birtles Lane is that this church was built first as a private chapel and only later became an Anglican parish church, partly in order to establish an Anglican presence to act as a counterweight, shall we say, to the Methodist Chapel up the road.
Look where that got us.  Let us look at that and repent.
The church has to unite.  We must continue to move in the direction of unity.  
Jesus said, ‘When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to myself.’   And Paul reminds us that Jesus descended into hell to bring all those held captive by death into the light of God’s presence.
We are talking here about the unity of all people – we are talking here about the salvation of all humanity, living and dead.  This is a unity that goes far beyond unity among churches.  This is no mere ecumenism.  
This is the unity into which all creation is being drawn.  
In this unity, there is simply no room for division between churches.
So let us always remember this one hope of our calling.  There is no theological basis for pessimism, even when we see a picture of a ruined cathedral on a barren hilltop.  And neither is there any basis for division.  
Only unity. And hope.
So let us walk in the light.  We are children of the light and the darkness will not overtake us.
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