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In the rising storm clouds of fascism and the deepening of the Great 

Depression Dr. Hugh Thompson Kerr, during his year as moderator 

of the General Assembly in 1930, was pondering ways to bring 

churches together in a service of Christian unity—in which everyone 

might receive both inspiration and information, and above all, to 

know how important the Church of Jesus Christ is, and how each 

congregation is interconnected one with another.  He conceived of a 

World Communion Sunday. 

Three years later in his home church of Shadyside Presbyterian Church in 

Pittsburgh, PA he conducted a “World Wide Communion Service.”  

The practice spread slowly, but adopted as a denominational practice in the 

Presbyterian Church (US) in 1936.  Churches in other denominations 

were invited to celebrate with us from the beginning, but it wasn’t 

until as the Second World War that the predecessor to National 

Council of Churches promoted extending the celebration to a number 

of churches around the world that the practice became widespread.   

As Dr. Kerr’s son, Donald, later said, “It was during the Second World War 

that the spirit caught hold, because we were trying to hold the world 

together. World Wide Communion symbolized the effort to hold 

things together, in a spiritual sense. It emphasized that we are one in 

the Spirit and the Gospel of Jesus Christ.” 

We have echoes of that time today with political divisions and extremism 

and a world war against COVID-19, so it’s more important than even 

to remember that we are all one in the body of Christ and that all 

members of the body should care for one another. 

Yet that remains a challenge for us. 
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While the Catholic and Orthodox churches celebrate five more sacraments 

than Protestants, we all celebrate two:  baptism and communion, 

both of which we are celebrating today.   

And yet those two sacraments are the very thing that separates not only 

Protestants from Catholics and the Orthodox, but also between 

Lutherans, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Baptists, and others.  Each 

group has its own interpretation of the practice and theology. 

For all baptism is done for the individual.  For Presbyterians while you do 

not need to be baptized to be saved, baptism *is* a sign and seal of the 

covenant of grace made by God through Jesus and extended to us.  

And when done for infants, the parents are making that claim on behalf of 

their child and affirming their commitment to raise the child in the 

Christian faith. 

Communion, on the other hand, is celebrated regularly and together as 

community in Jesus Christ.  And though we may view it and celebrate 

it differently, today Christians around the world celebrate it as the 

writer of Hebrews says in today’s epistle passage:  

“we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, 

now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, 

so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” 

Jesus put himself on the same level of us as a human being to show us the 

way to God both through his teaching and his death and resurrection. 

And the way to God is to be in relationship with God and our fellow human 

beings.  For Jesus our relationship to God could only be as good as 

our relationship with each other.  Jesus was most concerned about 
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the most vulnerable, which is what today’s gospel lesson is really 

about. 

I’ve preached before on this passage from Mark on divorce and its reference 

passage from Genesis, but it bears repeating. 

We are still in the section of Mark where Jesus is leading the disciples 

toward Jerusalem. He is also trying to help the disciples find their 

way into what God desires.  

Interestingly, he is not calling them to acts of spiritual prowess. Rather he is 

asking them to live well in their common human condition and in 

such mundane realities as family, wealth, and their gathered 

community.  

The Pharisees come to test Jesus, so we know they do not seek real insight, 

but want to trap Jesus so that he will alienate some of his followers or 

anger the Romans just as John the Baptist had done and was 

beheaded for it. 

They ask, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?”  Not whether it was 

right or good, but was it legally OK? 

Jesus answers with “What did Moses command you?”  

They say, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to 

divorce her.”  

While the Romans allowed a man or woman to divorce their spouse, in 

Judaism, with perhaps rare exception, only men could divorce their 

wives.  Women were considered property of their fathers until they 

married and then became property of their husbands. 

So if their husbands divorced them, the women had nowhere to go and 

were destitute.  And based on Deuteronomy 24:1 husbands could 
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divorce their wives if they found something “objectionable” about her.  

The great debate was between the conservatives who thought only 

severe cases like adultery constituted grounds and the liberals who 

thought burning their dinner was sufficient. 

But who was doing all the debating?  Men!  Who had no voice?  Women!   

It seems immoral that men could decide on a law that harmed and 

punished women with no say so from the women and no culpability 

on the men’s part for their role. 

Jesus’ does not say divorce is unlawful, but is reminding these men that 

God’s intent is for a man and woman to be in relationship to each 

other, to bond together for mutual benefit.   

The wife is not a servant that a husband can dismiss casually, but, as the 

Hebrew in today’s passage from Genesis says, is a helper companion 

to him, the other half of the human. 

And in talking afterwards with his disciples, Jesus makes it clear that his 

concerned is for the injured party, for the vulnerable.   

And this is further shown in the story that follows of yet another act with 

children, who in ancient society, were on the lowest rung of the social 

ladder. 

In the previous chapter Jesus said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in 

my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me 

but the one who sent me.”  

And a little later says to the disciples, “If any of you put a stumbling block 

before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for 

you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were 

thrown into the sea.” 



“On the Level” 

Sermon – October 3, 2021 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  5 

Children are clearly important to Jesus and yet here, the disciples are still 

trying to keep these “no nothing” rug rats away from the great and 

revered Jesus.  Jesus levels with them saying “it is to such as these 

that the kingdom of God belongs.” 

“Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a little 

child will never enter it.”  

The way to God is to be vulnerable, humble, and trusting with God—and 

with each other in communion with each other treating all on the 

same level. 

And it is so appropriate for today to conclude with the gospel lesson’s 

closing verse: 

“And he took the children up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and 

blessed them.” 

In name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


