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“One Body, Many Members Part 3” 
 
If you were to turn onto a quiet, tree-lined street in the east end of Pittsburgh, 
and if you were to make your way down that street past 100 year old homes, you 
would eventually come to a large stone Presbyterian church building on 
Westminster Place: Shadyside Presbyterian Church. 
 
Inside Shadyside, there is a brass circle set into the ivory marble floor of 
Shadyside’s chancel.  Surrounded by a design reminiscent of a compass, the circle 
is inscribed as follows: 
 
World Wide Communion Sunday 
Was originated in 
Shadyside Presbyterian Church 
By Dr. Hugh Thomson Kerr 
In 1933 
 
What was the world like in the autumn of 1933, that 1st World Communion 
Sunday?  Think about what was happening . . . 
 

 The country was in the throes of the Great Depression 

 The cloud of Nazism and Fascism hovered all over Europe and threatened 
the entire world. 

 And anxiety about the economy, the world order, and the future enveloped 
the people. 

 
As a faith response to those fears, a group of leaders at Shadyside sought to do 
something both real and symbolic to proclaim that God is God indeed, in spite of 
politics, economics and future shock.  So they conceived of a day when Christians 
would gather around the Lord’s Table in a show of unity to counter the pessimism 
and walls that were dividing them.   
 



The idea caught on, and in 1940 WCS was endorsed by the National Council of 
Churches.   
 
Personally, I think it’s one of the better ideas to spring from a Presbyterian 
Church, or any church, for that matter.  We need the reminder that there’s unity, 
a oneness given to us in Jesus Christ.  We need the reminder that God’s will for 
creation is peace and harmony.  And we need the reminder because there’s a 
great deal of disunity within the Church.   
 
We do not welcome one another at the Lord’s Table.  In some churches, a place at 
the table is reserved for members only.  Some Lutherans exclude other Lutherans.  
And of course, the Eucharist is restricted in the Roman Catholic Church.  I’ll admit 
to feeling a great deal of sadness over the fact that the Catholic school we 
welcome into our building and have very good relations with, would exclude us 
from celebrating communion with them in our very own sanctuary.  And I’ll 
confess that prior to allowing them to worship in our sanctuary, there was a small 
part of me that wanted to say no, knowing that they say no.  But the bigger part 
of me prevailed to say yes, because I just don’t believe for one second that Christ 
would ever say no.  And, truth be told, I think some of them would say yes even 
though the Catholic Church says otherwise. 
 
And, of course, Protestants and Catholics aren’t the only ones with 
disagreements.  Protestants do a fine job disagreeing among ourselves, 
sometimes even within our own denominational family.  It’s a pretty sad day 
when Presbyterians won’t even sit down and talk with one another.  And it’s an 
even sadder day when someone asks the question: “Are we really not welcome 
anymore because we’re conservative or evangelical? Is there not a place for us?”  
Someone asked me that recently.     
 
Friends, I don’t know about you, but I don’t need to stand in an echo chamber 
and only hear the voices of people who sound like me.  And there is room at the 
table for everyone.  Christ invites everyone to pull up a chair and sit down.  God 
delights in diversity.   
 
And yet, with few exceptions, society prizes conformity . . .and the Church seems 
more than willing to go along with it. 
 



In 1955, Donald McGavran of Fuller Seminary published the book The Bridges of 
God, in which he set forth the idea of the “homogeneous unit principle”.  That 
principle says that if you expect a church to grow and people to convert to 
Christianity, you must appeal to a common denominator around which they can 
gather, such as ethnicity, language, level of education, and so on.  McGavran 
wrote: 
 
“People become Christian fastest when least change of race or clan is involved.  It 
takes no great acumen to see that when marked differences of color, stature, 
income, cleanliness, and education are present, men understand the Gospel 
better when expounded by their own kind of people. They prefer to join churches 
whose members look, talk, and act like themselves.” 
 
I’ll admit when I first read that, I cringed . . .until I realized that it’s true.  If it 
weren’t, then why do so many churches lack diversity of color, thought, or socio-
economic status?  Now, to be fair, McGavran didn’t necessarily see this as how 
things ought to be, but rather that the homogeneous unit principle is a 
reasonable concession to human nature.  You know, birds of a feather flock 
together, and all that stuff.   
 
But God in Christ calls us to spread our wings, and hang out with people whose 
feathers sport different colors than our own.  On a day like today, we would do 
well to remember that the most public activity of Jesus was his practice of eating 
meals with people who didn’t look, talk, think or act like him.  Granted, it got him 
into a whole lot of trouble, to say the least, and maybe we aren’t willing to go into 
that much trouble but . . . 
 
Wouldn’t it be something if we were known for that, too?  Wouldn’t it be 
something if the Church were known for subverting boundaries rather than 
erecting them?  Or, as someone else once said, “wouldn’t it be something if we 
started to measure ourselves by whom we include rather than whom we exclude?  
Wouldn’t it be something if our energy were invested in the hospitality of our 
table rather than the moral purity of the guests or the orthodoxy of their 
theology?”  (John Buchanan, “To Dwell in Perfect Unity”, October 1, 2006) 
 
Wouldn’t it be something? 
 



The same person who asked that question also wrote (and I couldn’t agree more): 
 
“In the Bible, the unity of the church is based not on everyone agreeing, singing 
from the same hymnal, reciting the same creed, worshiping in the same style, but 
on God’s love for all.  “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body,” 
Paul says, and not because we all got together and agreed on a singular 
ecclesiology, Christology, or theology,” but because this is what God desires.  
(John Buchanan, “To Dwell in Perfect Unity”, October 1, 2006) 
 
Right after saying this, Paul then delves into his most famous metaphor of the 
church as a human body.  Now, the comparison of a community to a body wasn’t 
original to Paul.  Plenty of classic literature used the metaphor.  But Paul gave it a 
particular twist, a revolutionary one.  Instead of using the metaphor to imply 
some sort of hierarchy, where the head is more important than the lowly organs, 
Paul inverts it to assert that diversity is needed, because no one part of the body 
can get along on its own.  We need one another, and we need our differences.  
Conformity is not the goal.  Unity with diversity is.  To three different churches 
Paul writes: “There is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, slave or 
free, male or female, but Christ is all, and is in all.” 
 
World Communion Sunday is a reminder of of this; a reminder that there is unity 
within diversity because there is a oneness given to us in Jesus Christ. 
 
But World Communion Sunday is also a reminder to us as to how far we have to 
go to achieve unity not only despite our differences, but also in celebration of our 
differences.  There’s an old Japanese proverb that says: “the nail that sticks out 
gets hammered down.”  Can we live with a protruding nail, as hard that sounds?  
Or will we learn to live with it, as Christ – our Savior who is so very familiar with 
nails – calls us to do? 
 
Friends, I don’t know if there’s a more pressing question for our day and age than 
that one.  For everywhere we turn, we see people verbally attacking another 
person’s differences – and in extreme cases we see people physically attacking 
others because of their differences.    From Ferguson to Kirkwood to Hong Kong to 
Israel/Palestine, We see people struggling to live with differences. 
 



The question for our time, for today, on this World Communion Sunday, is 
whether or not we can affirm, trust and live the unity that is ours in Christ enough 
to extend it to others despite our differences? Can we reach across boundaries, 
across the dividing walls of nation, ethnicity, religion, gender, race, theology and 
socio economic status to be, as one person said, “advocates and agitators and 
practitioners” of Christ’s and show the world what Christ was really up to when 
he sat down and shared the meal with his disciples, knowing he was facing death 
because his wide welcome couldn’t – and wouldn’t – be tolerated.  Can we do 
that?  Or will we live with that homogeneous unit principle, because it’s easier, 
and it’s what makes people feel comfortable? 
 
“Do this in remembrance of me,” Jesus said.  Will we only remember he said that 
when we come to the table, or will we remember it and live it, too?  Will we 
welcome everyone to the table, will we extend the hand of hospitality?    
 
I want to close with a story, told by a minister – a true story – about a time he 
served one summer at a little church in Scotland.  Another minister there 
befriended him, a man by the name of Johnny Dunlop.  Johnny shared with him a 
story about something that happened in his life, a story that made him realize 
how important this reaching across differences things really is, because 
sometimes it’s a matter of life and death.   
 
Johnny says he recalls the story every time he presides at the Lord’s Table; maybe 
you’ll recall it, too, every time you’re privileged – we’re privileged – to come to 
the Lord’s Table and break the bread and share the cup. 
 
Johnny was in the infantry in the British Army in World War II. His unit was 
surrounded, and he was captured and ended up in a prisoner of war camp in 
Poland. It was dreadful: cold, wet, filthy, and worst of all, there was almost no 
food, just a bowl of thin soup and a scrap of bread once a day. Prisoners lost 
weight, until they were skin and bones, contracted diseases, and began to die.  
 
The war was not going very well for the Allies, and there didn’t seem to be any 
reason for hope. As the tide began to turn and Germany’s fortunes diminished, 
the conditions in the prisoner of war camp became worse, until some prisoners 
didn’t want to go on living. One easy way to end it all, he told me, was to throw 
yourself against the barbed wire fence as if trying to escape and be shot instantly 



by the guards. Johnny said that one night, deeply discouraged, depressed, and 
sick with despair and hunger, he slipped out of the barracks and walked toward 
the fence, not quite sure whether he ought simply to end it all. He sat down on 
the bare ground thinking. He sensed movement in the dark on the other side of 
the barbed wire. It was a Polish farmer. He had half a potato in his hand. He 
thrust the potato through the barbed wire. As Johnny Dunlop took it, the man 
said, in heavily accented English, “The Body of Christ.”  (John Buchanan, “Shared 
Meal”, Christian Century Magazine, September 26, 2013) 
 
“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all members of the body, 
though many, are one, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit, we were all 
baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to 
drink of one Spirit.” 
 

May it always be so. 

 

Amen. 
 
 
 

    


