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Sermon for Sunday, September 24, 2017 
 

JUST ONE THING 

Phil. 1:27-29 

 
During my sabbatical this summer, I participated in a week-long writing workshop for Jewish and 

Christian clergy at Kenyon College about an hour North-East of Columbus, OH. Each day was dedicated to a 

different genre of writing. We looked at lyrical essays, poetry, and blogging. The genre of “Writing letters,” 

though, captured my attention. Remember what it was like to write a letter? I know some of us do. 

Remember paper, envelopes, pens, and stamps? Remember sending a letter and waiting for the coveted 

response, waiting sometimes for weeks if it had to travel overseas and back? Hard to imagine in an age of 

instant communication that now only takes nanoseconds. 

 

Our workshop instructor had us read several letters spanning millennia. Beginning with the Roman 

writer Pliny the Younger, we made our way to Paul’s letters in the New Testament, then on to Emily 

Dickinson and Martin Luther King Jr. We ended up in our instructor’s attic, where he found a love letter 

written by his late grandfather to his grandmother. When we were finished reading, we got our daily 

assignment: Write a letter to one of our class participants … not on our laptops, but by hand. With a pen! All 

of which got me thinking … what is a letter anyway? And why did the apostle Paul choose to write letters? 

Well, the closest I think I can come to answering my own questions is that Paul wrote what we would call 

today an “open letter.” Unlike a personal letter which is meant to be shared only between two people … 

between lovers, an employer and a job applicant, a parent and a child, friends … an “open letter” is often 

addressed to one other person but is shared in a public forum so many others can read or hear it. An open 

letter might try to sway political opinion, set a moral tone, or problematize an issue that impacts a 

community. 

 

Let me give you some random famous examples. In 1898, the French writer Emile Zola publicly 

addressed and scolded President Felix Faure for jailing the army officer Alfred Dreyfus for being Jewish, and 

falsely accusing him of treason. In 1917, the English soldier Siegfried Sassoon called upon the British 

military leadership to cease an armed conflict which “I believe is being deliberately prolonged by those who 

have the power to end it.” In 1963, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote from a cell in a Birmingham 

jail that “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” And in 1950, the physicist Niels Bohr 

appealed in an open letter regarding atomic energy to the United Nations that “placing formidable means of 

destruction into the hands of man, presented our whole civilization with a most serious challenge.” In our 

own time, perhaps one of the 

most prolific open letter writers is Howard Schultz, former CEO of Starbucks, who has tackled issues such as 

gun violence and immigration. 

 

So, what then was the purpose that prodded Paul to pick this particular form of communication to the 

faithful in the city of Philippi? Paul wanted them to consider just one thing: “Live your life in a manner 

worthy of the Gospel.” He further elaborated that he expected them to be “standing firm in one spirit, striving 

side by side with one mind,” 1 not in order to advance their own agenda, but to bear public witness to the 

“faith of the gospel.” In other words, Paul admonished them that their own faith did not make them, as he put 

it, “worthy of God’s good news.” What enabled them to live such a life, was the faith of the good news, 

which means the faith of Christ. 



 

 

 

Paul had good reason to address the faithful in Philippi with an “open letter.” They lived in a time of 

deep division and potentially damaging disagreements among themselves. They struggled to be faithful and 

worried about the future and needed help to discern what to do. Not only did they face a fractured religious 

community, but also a complex and diverse religious, political, and socio-economic mess. Into this situation, 

Paul had to speak, employing a medium that would reach as many people as possible, and an open letter that 

would be read and heard in community was just the thing. 

 

What we can easily misunderstand when we read Paul’s exhortation in English translation is the 

phrase “your life.” Unless you are a Texan. “Live y’alls life,” or even better, “Live all y’alls life in a way 

which honors what God has done for all y’all in Jesus Christ,” would be a good Texas translation. Paul refers 

to our life in community, to life as citizens. Or, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer would have said, simply as “life 

together.” Paul wanted the Philippians, and us, to remember that we are citizens of a new order, baptized 

children of God who belong to a different kind of society that is called “The Kingdom of Heaven” or “The 

Reign of God.” 

 

One of my teachers, Daniel Migliore, translated our text today in the following way, which makes a 

lot of sense to me: “You are citizens of God’s new order. Let your life reflect the way of your Lord, not the 

prevailing way of life in a colony of the Roman Empire. Live like the people you truly are in Christ. Show 

that you are a new community in him. Live together ‘in a manner worthy of the Gospel.’” 1   According to 

Bonhoeffer, such a life is not theoretical but concrete. “It is not abstract argument, but example that gives 

[the church’s] word emphasis and power.” 

 

If we take this seriously, if we take Paul seriously and even more so, if we truly take seriously what 

Christ has done for us, how would we live our lives today in a way that honors not our own wants, wishes, 

and desires, but also God’s? It’s a vital decision we have to make. We, too, are confronted with the dilemma 

that God’s new order looks very different than our current prevailing way of life in the United States. No 

matter our political, religious, or social persuasion, we are all implicated in this. In another open letter to the 

faithful of the church in Rome, Paul had this to say: “All y’all have sinned and don’t measure up to God’s 

standards.” That again, would be the Texas translation. Paul is also and always a realist. He knows that 

anyone who lives his or her life in a manner worthy of the Gospel, will face some serious headwind. “Don’t 

be intimidated by your opponents in any way, shape, or form,” he says. He is a realist in that he understands 

that we encounter opposition to the gospel not only “out there,” but sometimes also in our own families, or 

even in the church. Sometimes this feels like having to stand our ground in a hurricane, a picture with which 

we are painfully familiar in the aftermath of Harvey and Irma. 
 

When I meet with couples about to get married, I send them home after our first meeting with a 

homework assignment. And I want to send us home with an assignment today as well. No, I am not treating 

us like school children. This is much too serious. My assignment for us is this: Given the divisiveness in our 

country right now, given the divisiveness in our city, given the divisiveness in the church, write an “open 

letter” to the Post-Dispatch addressing our mayor, our governor, our Executive Presbyter, our community, as 

a citizen of God’s new order, as a citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 

Don’t do this on your laptops. Look for some paper, and a pen, and write it in long-hand. And if you 

get stuck, if you experience writer’s block, you can reference Paul’s words: “If then there is any 

encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and 

sympathy, … be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing 

from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look 

not to your own interests, but to the interest of others. Only, life your life worthy of the Gospel.” Just this one 

thing. That’s all. 
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