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 My son Greer didn’t have a baseball game yesterday morning, even though that is what 
he usually does on Saturday mornings in the fall.  He did have one on Friday night, but a couple 
of his teammates were not able to be there.  The reason?  The Jewish holiday of Yom Kippu, also 
called the “Day of Atonement.”.  Considered the most holy day of the Jewish year, it is 25-hour 
period marked by fasting, prayer, and repentance for sin.  As a child, my only awareness of the 
Jewish holidays came from reading books about Jewish families.  Does anyone remember the 
“All of a Kind Family” series?  I think there were four of them.  They were children’s novels 
about a Jewish family with six children living in New York City in the early 1900s.  Those 
stories were my exposure to Jewish faith and culture.  I’m glad that my children a growing up in 
a world where people from different faith traditions are not so separated, and they can be 
exposed to other belief systems and cultures.       
 It was a week or so ago when I realized that the universe gave us a unique gift this year 
when Yom Kippur and World Communion Sunday fell on the same weekend.  Jewish holidays 
migrate according to their calendar, kind of like our season of Lent and our Easter celebration.  
Yom Kippur comes ten days after Rosh Hashanah, known as the “Jewish New Year.”    
 I’m not equating Yom Kippur and World Communion – to do so would run the risk of 
diminishing BOTH practices.  But the two of them occurring within 24 hours of each other does 
offer us an opportunity to reflect on repentance and on unity and on how one can inform the 
other.  Christian or Jewish, we all need to turn away from sin, we all need to be forgiven and 
redeemed.  Christian or Jewish – or Buddhist or Muslim or Ba’hai – we are all loved by God. On 
this day when we celebrate our unity as followers of Christ, we can reflect as well on our 
essential unity as human beings.  We can repent of the ways we have diminished and harmed one 
another and consider how we can do things differently.  We don’t have to give up our identity as 
Christians to love our sisters and brothers.  We can trust God to work in us AND in our 
neighbors.            
 “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing of 
the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete, be of the same mind, having 
the same love, being in full accord and of one mind…” These words to the church in Philippi 
give us pause.  How often have we ever been of one mind about ANYTHING?  There’s an old 
saying that if you have three Presbyterians in a room together, you have four opinions.  The 
Philippians may have had a similar dynamic going – Paul goes on to call them to humility and 
remind them to work together for the good of the whole instead of pushing their own interests.  
This section of Paul’s letter is known as the “Christ hymn,” and one of the reasons for that is that 



this passage is a place where Paul uses poetry and imagery to set Jesus before us as the ultimate 
example of the grace and mercy to which we are all called.     
 These instructions from Paul are more important than ever.  We live in a time when 
division among Christians is only one of our worries.  Our culture (and often our leaders) make 
every effort to push us apart from each other instead of finding ways to draw us together.  We are 
encouraged to focus in on one thing about someone else that we disagree with or do not 
understand or would do differently, and use that as an excuse to dehumanize the person.  We 
assume that there is no common ground that we can stand on together.  It is terribly distressing, 
and the culture around us fans the flames.        
 Paul admonishes the Philippians to resist efforts to tear the community apart.  Such a 
thing is possible if we hold our convictions with firmness and clarity but at the same time 
humility.  Even though Paul was addressing a specific congregation, and that group was probably 
coping with some source of tension that was unique to that place and time, I think it is a fair step 
to consider Paul’s words as a blueprint for living together in the world.  There will always be 
people with whom we feel there can be no meeting of the minds.  As I was saying a few weeks 
ago, perhaps we are better off leaving them to God and doing no harm to them.  But, there are 
vast numbers of people with whom we can find places to connect if we make some effort.  
Relationship does not have to be all or nothing.       
 “That’s all well and good,” we might say to ourselves.  “Jesus obeyed God to the point of 
becoming a vulnerable human being. We can all work on being obedient and humble. But how 
are we supposed to all be of one mind and still get anything done?  We’ll spend all our time 
trying to persuade others to our viewpoint instead of actually feeding the hungry, visiting the sick 
and loving our neighbor.  How are we supposed to actually do this unity thing?”     
 That’s a valid concern, and I maintain that when Paul wrote about “being of the same 
mind, the same love, and the same accord, he was not so naïve as to think that the church (or any 
individual congregation) would ever agree on everything all the time.  That’s not how human 
beings are created and frankly it would get really boring really fast.  I suspect that Paul meant for 
people to approach differences of opinion with kindness and humility and a commitment to 
staying in relationship, and for the Philippians to be of “one mind and one love and one accord” 
in their love for Christ, the belief in his goodness, and in their desire to be bearers of his love and 
justice in the world.  There is an old quotation attributed to St. Augustine (although no one 
knows if he was actually the one who said it) that goes “In essential things, unity.  In non-
essential things, liberty.  In all things, charity.”  Whoever came up with it, it makes a lot of sense 
to me.               
 So here we are, the day after the Jewish Day of Atonement, when our cousins 
acknowledge their failures to be the people God created them to be and ask God’s forgiveness.  
We celebrate Christian unity and at the same time recognize how very far we have to go before 
Paul’s vision for the church is fully realized.  I think one step toward the relationship Christ 
wants for us is borrowing a page from our Jewish neighbors and repenting of our own sins.  A 
chief cause of the discord and strife and even violence in our world is our need to be right all the 
time.  And for us to be right, in our limited understanding we think everyone else has to be 
wrong.  When we gather around Christ’s table in a few minutes, we will be partaking of eight 
different kinds of bread from countries and cultures around the world, prepared by the children 



of this congregation.  As we share the sacrament, I hope that we will hold in prayer our 
neighbors nearby and far away who are doing the same thing, and pray that we will find ways to 
live together and love each other as Christ has loved us.      
 And one other thing-repentance is always part of the ritual of communion.  In the liturgy, 
we acknowledge the ways that we have failed and the ways God continually brings us back into 
the fold.  Today, I ask that we honor our Jewish sisters and brothers by intentionally considering 
how we need to repent of our own divisiveness – not only with other Christians, but with other 
human beings.  If we can all turn to a different way of living, maybe we can find our way to each 
other.             
 I was proud to learn recently that it was a Presbyterian who started World Communion 
Sunday in the first place.  I did a little research into how it came about, mostly because it is 
something that I’ve never questioned, it has just always taken place, on the first Sunday of 
October, in every congregation I’ve ever been part of.  It turns out the custom has not been in 
place all that long, relatively speaking.  The Reverend Hugh Thomson Kerr, Pastor of Shadyside 
Presbyterian Church, started in in 1934 as a means of promoting Christian unity and ecumenical 
cooperation.  It was adopted throughout the entire northern Presbyterian Church in 1936, and the 
National Council of Churches began promoting it in 1940 and, via organizations such as the 
World Council of Churches, it spread throughout the world.  Even as an adolescent, I remember 
being fascinated by the idea of the sacrament taking place in other languages and cultures, 
bringing us together in ways we can only begin to understand. When I learned this little bit of 
history I got cold chills, thinking about what else was going on in the world at the time.  When 
World War II started and the United States became immersed in it, did celebrating communion 
with other Christians across the world bring any solace to those grim times?   
 World Communion Sunday is visible evidence that God is at work in us, but it also sets 
expectations that we can and will live differently in the world.  Paul told the Philippians to “work 
out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who is at work in you.”  I like that 
paradox.  God has already given us the gift of salvation, we do not have to earn it.  But – we are 
still called to engage the world, love our neighbors, and work tirelessly for the common good.  
We don’t do that to earn points on some kind of cosmic scale, but because we love God and are 
thankful for all God’s gifts to us.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel translated of portion of the 
Talmud that says something like “There is so much to be done in healing the world.  The work 
will not be completed in your lifetime.  You do not have to finish the work, but neither are you 
free to abandon it.”  That motivates me.  I’m not concerned about anyone’s personal salvation 
(including my own), so much as I am aware that all of our salvation is bound up together.  When 
we participate in restoring the world, we heal ourselves.      
 In closing, I want to raise the possibility that when God works in us, we are better able to 
trust that God is at work in others too.  We are free to love each other wholly and without 
reservation, because we know that God’s ultimate vision is for all of us to gather around the 
table.  Whether everyone has to follow the same set of beliefs and practices for to be invited to 
the feast is not for me to say.  It’s God’s meal, and I trust God to be more invitational than I can 
ever comprehend.  We’ll just have to keep building bigger tables.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 



  

   

 

 

  

  


