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  I have to admit that I really struggled this week with the sermon.  Not because there was 

a lack of resources and commentaries.  Not because the text is a particularly difficult text to work 

through or study.  No, the reason I had difficulty with what to say this morning was because I 

think this passage of Scripture is a sermon in and of itself.  There is not a whole lot that I can add 

to it to expound on what Paul is trying to say to the church at Philippi.  Be like minded, having 

the same love, be one in spirit and mind.  Be humble, value others above yourselves – look out 

for others.  Empty yourselves so that you can be in a position to be a servant to others.  Work out 

your salvation – continue to seek God with fear and trembling for God works in each of us who 

seek Him in order to carry out God’s plan and purpose.  Pretty straight forward.  Not much left to 

say, right?   

But how easy is it to live out every day – when we are at work or out and about?  How 

easy is it to be humble in these times of quarantine and wearing masks?  What about being in one 

spirit and mind amidst the divisiveness of our country in lieu of the upcoming election?  How do 

we empty ourselves and take the form of a servant in the same way that Jesus did?  Where can 

we be more humble, more loving, more obedient to God?  I want to share with you this morning 

a story I read in a fiction book written by a Presbyterian pastor.  I think this is where we might be 

able to tie Paul’s words to the Philippians to our lives today. 

“Somewhere in the Middle East, ages and ages ago, there was a monastery with only a 

handful of monks.  It was a tired old place, this monastery.  Time and relentless labor, isolation, 

the hot sun, and the sameness of the days had ground the place down.  Spirit had been drained 

from their life together.   
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The abbot is the only one who notices this slow erosion.  He laments it, but is just too 

tired, too worn out to do much about it.  God seems to have moved to the other end of the 

universe, leaving them alone to go through the motions.  The abbot is also the one among them 

who most often leaves the monastery, usually to go to the nearby desert town to do errands.  He 

happens to strike up the acquaintance of the rabbi of the town’s synagogue, a community as 

dwindling and lifeless as the monastery.  They are drawn together mostly by a common despair.  

The two friends spend hours together lamenting what used to be, mourning the poverty of spirit 

in both their places and their own lives. 

One day, as the abbot is headed into town, he meets his friend wobbling toward him, 

exhausted from trying to run the distance from the town to the monastery.  He finds the rabbi 

animated, speechless, and gesturing madly, obviously bearing some urgent news.  The abbot sits 

him down under a scrawny tree at the side of the road and tells him to relax.  The rabbi first 

manages to communicate that he is losing his voice, and then that he has had a dream, a dream 

more vivid than any he has ever had – sharp and clear, an incontrovertible word from on high – 

and it has to do with the monastery. 

Again his voice leaves him, but his passion to tell his friend of his dreams will not be 

deterred.  With a trembling hand, he grabs a sharp stone and scratches a few Hebrew words in 

the dry dirt in front of them.  The abbot, also a scholar, reads the words and gasps in horror and 

incredulity.  ‘Are you sure?’ he asks.  The rabbi nods his head vigorously.  The words in the sand 

read, ‘The Messiah – among you.’ 

The abbot shakes his head and laughs out loud, laughter edged with bitterness.  ‘The 

Messiah!’ he says, ‘one of my pathetic crew, not likely.’  But the rabbi is fanatically insistent 
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about the clarity of his dream.  He presses upon his friend that what he has dreamt can be no 

other than a divine word. 

After bringing the rabbi home to his worried family, the abbot heads back toward the 

monastery, finding himself haunted by the unyielding conviction of this no-nonsense man whom 

he knew to be an even scholar never given to flights of religious fancy.  By the time he arrives 

home, some small part of the abbot has been captured by the rabbi’s dream.  He neither believes 

nor disbelieves it.  He tells the story to the other monks flatly, by way of sharing the days events 

over a meal.  As he tells it, he cannot help but look into their eyes – the same eyes he has looked 

into a thousand times – and ask himself, ‘What if…?  What if…?’ 

As the days pass by, all the monks find that the rabbi’s dream haunts them as well.  They 

look at each other and ask, ‘What if…?’  And imperceptibly, they find that they are beginning to 

treat each other more graciously.  At first, it is only that they catch each others’ eyes more often; 

then they find themselves offering needless smiles or unnecessary kind words.  Soon the sharp 

edge of their daily life has been softened by something approaching mercy. 

As the months pass by, they find themselves more ready to serve and even defer to one 

another.  They look out for each others’ needs and little daily pleasures, a favorite dish carefully 

prepared, flowers set on the table, a younger hand assisting an older member into his chair.  And 

they neither believe nor disbelieve the rabbi’s dream. 

As the years pass by, two things happen in the monastery: first, the rabbi’s dream is 

forgotten; there is no more talk of the Messiah among them.  But even though the dream is 

forgotten, their life together has been imperceptibly transformed.  Its day-to-day routines, its 

prayers, the meals together, daily work, all are lit with a glimmer of kindness and mercy, a bright 

reflection of grace, all because of a suspicion that they should perhaps regard each other not 
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simply from a human point of view” (from Michael L. Lindvall.  Leaving North Haven.  New 

York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2002.  pp. 244-46). 

 How can we regard others not from a human point of view, but from the view God sees 

His creation?  What if we lived our lives as if we thought the Messiah – Christ Himself – might 

be among us?  How would it change our outlook, our interactions with one another, our posts on 

social media?  Our prayers each Sunday – and at the prayer meetings on Wednesday evening – 

are for our nation, which is deeply divided.  Prayers are prayed that we could come together, 

unite under common bonds, and live in harmony and love with one another – even if we disagree 

with them about politics, theology, or social issues.   

 I think that is what Paul is saying here.  “Therefore if you have any encouragement from 

being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if 

any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the 

same love, being one in spirit and of one mind.  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 

conceit.  Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but 

each of you to the interests of others…Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed – 

not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence – continue to work out your 

salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to 

fulfill his good purpose.”  In humility, let it be so – today and always.  Let us pray… 

Compassionate and loving God, we thank You for this sermon from Paul in his letter to the 

Philippians.  There is so much wisdom and guidance in his words.  Help us, we pray, to be 

humble – to value others above ourselves, especially those whom we find it difficult to value or 

like.  Give us the mind and the heart of Jesus, who served others and emptied Himself unto You.  

In His name we pray, Amen. 

 

 

 


