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Do you ever wonder if Jesus could come back and do it all again if he would start the church? When you think of a movement that was supposed to bring unity, peace, acceptance and non-judgment in the world, do you think there might be some mixed feelings if Jesus came back and saw how often we judge and hurt each other?

What is amazing when we look at our passage today is to realize this has always been the case. That the church began with some infighting. It is important to remember because a lot of people blame everything on the church that a lot of this is human nature. When you get human groups together we tend to discover a pecking order that seems to be natural law. We seem to find the bad people and the good people and of course we are always on the good people side. It just seems to be a trap that we fall into very often and the church is intended as a remedy to that and you see this in the writings of Paul.

In the early church, the two factions that are talked about here Greeks vs. Jews are not what we would call the Greeks or the Jews. They are symbols Paul is using for factions that have always been in human groups and probably always will be. That is the Traditionalist group who don’t want to let go of the past which has nothing to do with being Jewish at all. And then the people who think they are so wise and clever that they don’t really need tradition and symbols. They are just going to live in the truth and just be reasonable, logical people. This would be great if they weren’t mammals, which makes that rational thing occasional. What Paul wants to do is take the best of both of those and put them together into something new that we can actually live out in our daily lives.

The early church was not yet a clique, it wasn’t a club. It was a movement. And what it did was take people who were rejected from all over their culture, slaves, uppity women, people who would not obey and do what they were told to do, people who had strength, intelligence and courage and wouldn’t give that up but that made them freaks in their culture. Have you ever realized how often that happens all through history that people who are really strong and won’t meld into the group become the objects of the group’s scorn? So the church was made up of people who were called in another scripture “the stones the builders rejected have become the cornerstone of a new temple.” But the church forgets that. That we are people who have been called out of the prestige, the power, the glory all of that stuff to be real human beings in service of the whole.

The symbol of this new church was the cross. There are three bits of jargon I would like to try to decode a little bit today. One of them is the cross, one is the gospel and one of them is the church. All of those words we assume we know what they mean but they were very different terms in the beginning. The cross was a method of execution, obviously, that the Romans used on people. It had not yet become jewelry. If anybody is wearing jewelry I am not saying that in a critical way. But it would be like a symbol of an electric chair or a gurney with a shot by it. It still had that sense of a threat. That is what it was intended to be. The reason the Romans put crosses as you came in and out of a town was so that you knew if you got out of line that is what would happen to you. The church, Paul is saying, was born out of that threat and a love that was so deep that it would not betray itself. That it would stand up to that threat and transcend it. I think the model in our day if you weren’t an American would be the drones that we use for war. The machines we use to shoot bullets into people. That sense of something mechanical and inhuman that threatens peasants around that world if they get out of line would be very close to both the threat and the promise of people saying I will not submit to that, I will not say no to my humanity.

There was an election this week in Maine, a vote. One of the things on the docket was weather gay and lesbian citizens, even though they pay their taxes, whether they should be able to commit the civil ceremony of marriage. In other words should people who pay all of their taxes get all of their rights? And of course the answer was no. That was not the surprise. The surprise was the voice of the church that came out of that. There was a person who works as the publicity person for the Catholic Church who was commissioned to help crush that movement in Maine. His expertise was publicity in this kind of thing. And when the vote went down he said something very interesting. He said, “God has spoken.” Right? When we speak that is God speaking, right? When we win that is God winning? So he said, “We need to be humble about our victory.” Too late! Somebody thinks they speak for God directly. Humility is the last word that comes to my mind. The other words I probably shouldn’t say because this is recorded. Megalomania perhaps?

This is what was happening in the early church. People that got in by grace, in other words whatever you have done we will forget that, instantly started cliques, started clubs. Instantly they feel like they are better than somebody else. This publicity guy from the church said, “We are the little guys and we beat up the big guys.” Isn’t that a wonderful image of the poor little institutional church? You know the Pope lives in a mobile double wide. I don’t know if you knew that. He is a little guy, so powerless. And the people we are crushing are the big Goliath. Did you know Goliath was gay? So the big bullies, they can’t get married, they can’t insurance, they can’t serve in the army, but they are the big ones and we are the little bitty helpless people. We have always done that in the church. Every tyrant that has ever breathed has realized the boon in saying we are the persecuted ones. That is what Hitler said that the Jews are this big monstrous force and if we don’t rally us poor little Germans and crush them this will happen. It has happened since the beginning of time. The church can fall into that trance. Paul is trying to equip you and I to step out of that institutionalism.

The word church means ‘called out’. Ekklesia in Greek means to be ‘called out of’ which means to be called out of your culture, out of your nation, your economic status or at least be willing to do that. So the church really would not be as popular I don’t think if people realized it’s not a cultural icon. And the cross is not something we put other people on but a symbol of a love that is willing to suffer for others. It is not a cross we hold up to vampires, it is a suffering we are willing to take on behalf of the world which is why the church started off very small and it really in many ways has been small all along when it is not at the service of the empire. Paul wants to defuse that kind of trance. He says I am so glad I did not baptize anybody into the church because people are fighting saying “I am a student of Paul” or “I am a student of Apelles.” He says, “I am so glad I did not baptize anybody. I just preached the gospel.”

Now realize that this was before the Bible was written so it doesn’t mean the books the church says to memorize. This is before that. The gospel is a message of hope for the afflicted in the world and that really comes first, the Bible was born out of that. But the church has replaced that calling, that gospel with another gospel where you are supposed to memorize things about Jesus and you are supposed to love Jesus and you can hate people but love Jesus.  John said that was a lie. John said if you say you love God and are hateful to people then that is a lie. I know a lot of people say “We don’t hate that group. We hate their sin but don’t have that group.” But if you are in that group where somebody is hunting after you day after day and taking your children from you and threatening to do so and keeping you from getting medicine and keeping you from getting married that is hate. It is hate even if it has felt wrapped around it.

So here is what Paul is going to say to all the factions that are fighting and think they are better. He says, “I am not here to do religion, to do baptisms and things.” We are going to do a baptism pretty soon and it is important to do baptisms but what he is saying is that all of the symbols are born out of this message for the weak, the poor, and the rejected. He says, “I have resolved to know nothing but Christ and Him crucified.” Christ can become an idol. Christ lived for a message for the gospel but Christ can become an idol that replaces that calling. Paul is saying “I have resolved to erase all the symbols of this movement and hold up the cross.” The cross is what transmits the message into real life. When you face your cross it won’t look like that probably. It may look like a scowl on somebody’s face. It may be the pressure of a group at your work that says “participate in the oppression of someone else and just turn your head that is all we are asking.” That is what you cross will look like possibly.

Paul is saying it is the people who don’t turn from the suffering of love that change the world. When Paul said that the cross is central what he is saying is that they way that Martin Luther King became an irreplaceable symbol was that he loved so much that he wouldn’t turn away. It wasn’t the suffering. It was the love that is willing to suffer. It is a real person living it out that builds the bridge for other people. So when you read about Rosa Parks or Tiananmen Square that is the cross. Lovers of human kind who are too brave to run away or maybe they just run away more slowly because you don’t start doing this all at once. It is just keeping your heart open a little bit longer or listening to that insult a little bit longer or not. This may mean confronting abuse earlier.

The point that is being made is to really have Christ alive in your life, at some point you have to get Jesus out of the way. It is a baby religion that carries Jesus around. An adult religion sees Christ in other people, in your self and other people. Jesus died into the movement for which he lived. And when the church got up as a response to that and said yes to that calling Christ lived. The resurrection is not just bodies getting up. The resurrection is the power behind Jesus. It is the power behind Mahatma Gandhi. It is the power behind Martin Luther King. That power which even when the vessel is struck down the love becomes even brighter and more powerful and deeper and understood more. Because you realize when that person doesn’t turn away what that love means for you.

The cross was intended as a threat and the church took it up as a sign of hope, unconquerable hope. When you are not afraid of the rejection of culture, it may start off as fear but it grows into joy, strength and courage. As long as I run away from what I fear life bruises me and I feel alone and I don’t feel my worth. Paul uses the word calling throughout this passage. You have a calling and you have to go slowly. You have to go at your pace to find it but it is keeping your heart open and saying yes to love and not letting the culture’s “no” silence that voice within you.

The early church was a family of choice. It was people who had been rejected by everyone else or rejected the oppression and stepped out of their privilege to be together and they became a family where every person had worth and was seen with respect and dignity. Would Jesus do it all again if there was a second coming? I hope so because we need a family of choice. We need in our human failings to be able to pick up the pieces again. We need sometimes to just run a little more slowly from what we fear and have people who will embrace us and hold our hands as we turn back to say yes to life and yes to love.

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project. 
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