
FROM INDIVIDUALS TO COMMUNITY
1 Corinthians 1:10-18

DIVISION

“I myself am with Paul. [Put on shawl.] I remember those first meetings in our house when Paul first came to Corinth. Oh, it was wonderful. We had such a close fellowship then. Paul ate often in our home. He baptized me, you know. Oh, those were wonderful days when the church was first starting. We got along so well before all of those others came in. It’s just not the same anymore. Paul has gone now. He’s in Ephesus starting another church. There will never be another pastor like Paul. I wish our pastor were more like Paul.”


“I’m with Apollos. [Put on glasses.] Apollos is very educated, you know--went to one of our best schools for his theological training. Has a doctorate in philosophy. This Christianity is very complex. It’s not as simple as some make it out to be. Some here in Corinth are very simple--very theologically naive. Apollos didn’t preach sermons with a lot of fluff. He asked us to think. I like that. I wish our pastor were more like Apollos.”

“I’m with Peter--the Rock. [Clutch pulpit Bible.] Peter goes all the way back to Jesus you know.  Paul and Apollos don’t. Peter is just like that [fingers close together] with James in Jerusalem.  Peter stands for tradition, for what’s right, for order and correctness. Jesus called Peter “the Rock” and promised to build a church on Peter. There’s too much immorality and looseness here in Corinth and we need some rules, some guidelines, someone to tell us what’s right and what’s wrong. We must get back to the Bible and that’s what Peter taught us. I like that. I wish our pastor were more like Peter.”


“I just follow Jesus. [Put on reading glasses.] Why, I get up at 4:30 every morning, open my Bible, and ask Jesus what he wants me to do that day. I don’t need all of those intellectual Bible studies and I don’t need to know about the 2000 years of church history. I just have Jesus in my heart. He just tells me every day what to do and what to say. Why just the other day I was just praying to Jesus and just saying that I just love Jesus and that I just hope that Jesus will help me just quit saying “just” so much in my prayers. I like Jesus. I just want Jesus and wish our pastor would just go away.”


Sound familiar? I hear, “Oh, how I wish today’s church would be like the church of the first century. Well, here is a church started in March, 50 C. E., just twenty years after the crucifixion of Jesus. And here is Paul writing in 54 C.E. to a church he started four years earlier, and look what’s going on. The Greek text of verse 12 has no verb, so translations supply verbs such as “belong,” but the text reads literally, “I myself am with Paul, I of Apollos, I of Cephas, I of Christ.”  The Jerusalem Bible translates, “I am for Paul,” “I am for Apollos,” “I am for Cephas,” “I am for Christ.”


Members in that church rallied around their favorite preachers and factions formed. Sound contemporary to you? The Greek word for divisions in verse 10 is schismata, which means literally a tear or a crack--a division but not a break. It is not as strong as the English schism. In Corinth there are divisions but they have not yet split into four separate churches; yet there is trouble. They argue a lot in the church in Corinth. 

I heard a story about a young rabbi who finished his seminary training and went to his first synagogue. He was full of idealism and everything was going to be wonderful until he walked in the door and discovered that he is now the rabbi of a quarreling synagogue. About half the people in his synagogue believe that when it comes time for Friday prayers, you pray standing up. And about half believe that when it's time for Friday prayers, you pray sitting down. And the ones that stand shout at the ones that sit; and the ones that sit scream at the ones that stand. And the poor young rabbi didn't know what to do with these people.


So he made an appointment to go see the aged rabbi who was the founding pastor of the congregation. The old rabbi was ninety-nine years old and lived in a nursing home. The young rabbi came in and got straight to the point. He said, "Rabbi, is it the tradition that we stand when we pray?" The old rabbi thought a moment and said, "No, that is not the tradition." So the young rabbi said, "Well, is it the tradition that we sit when we pray?" The old rabbi said with great dignity, "No, that is not the tradition."


The young rabbi said, "Our worship is chaos, half the people are standing and half the people are sitting and they're all yelling at each other." The old rabbi said, "Now, that’s the tradition!"


Division and arguments and disagreements seem to be what congregations do best. According to Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth and according to church history, we can say that Vienna Baptist Church stands in a long tradition in the history of the Christian church--not being harmonious all of the time. We, too, have had and will have our divisions. How do we respond to such divisions? How did Paul respond?
VISION

Like a good leader, Paul responds by asking questions: Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? (1:13). Paul points out that church unity rests upon Christ as the one foundation—in other words, upon the proclaimed rather than the proclaimer. To prove the point, Paul says that he didn’t baptize many. Of course, the way Paul says it sounds like he is dictating a letter and is not intending to write sacred scripture. Paul says, “I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so that no one can say that you were baptized in my name.” Then his memory kicks in: “Oh, I did baptize also the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else. Anyway, Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel” (1:14-17a). 


Paul has a vision for his life. He has a vision for the church that he helped start: Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power (1:17). Paul is a person of vision. That’s what leaders need to give to their group: vision. Leaders are persons who stand up and say, “Here is a vision for us. Will you go there with me?” 


Years ago our family drove during the Christmas holidays to see for the first time the lighthouses on the Outer Banks. On Monday we stopped for lunch and I was sitting in an eatery called The Fish Market there in Kill Devil Hills. Has anyone here been to that restaurant? I was waiting for them to cook the fried shrimp sandwich I had ordered. (Monday was shrimp day for me that week.) While waiting I noticed a sign on the side of the television set mounted over the bar. In dark letters on a white sheet of paper the sign read, “No basketball, no football, no baseball during NASCAR events.” No need to ask. They have a clear vision. You know where they stand. You know immediately their priorities. I like that. 

That’s what Paul says the church needs to be. A local church needs a vision. It doesn’t matter who comes up with the vision or how often it is changed. The important thing about vision is that we write it in black and white on the side of the television so that whoever comes in for a fried shrimp sandwich knows where we stand during NASCAR events.

Beginning February 3 we are offering a vision for this season of Lent. The vision is summed up in this sentence: “Transformation is the promise at the heart of the life of faith.” During Lent we will propose Forty Days of Transformation. Our Generous Living Team, our church staff, our Christian Education team, our deacons and our Leadership team are inviting you to experience the transformation which is at the heart of Lent and at the heart of the life of faith. For this time in the life of Vienna Baptist Church we believe that placing ourselves in the position to be transformed by the Holy Spirit is one of the best ways for us to experience more unity in our faith community.

Diana Butler Bass has studied churches like ours. She sees persons who feel like homeless nomads who are seeking a faith community which will encourage them on their quest to be faithful pilgrims following Jesus. Like many churches she studied, Vienna Baptist church is very diverse in theology, worship styles, and preferences. Bass notes that churches like ours do not try to form unity by asserting ministerial dominance or doctrinal authority but instead by opening up to more voices and a multiplicity of perspectives. Sounds like what was going on in Corinth in Paul’s day with the four divisions there. 

Bass writes, “As a result of embracing variety, the worshiping community generated spiritual authority—shifting Christian leadership away from external and distant sources to the inner work of paying attention to the Holy Spirit. By moving more deeply into diversity, they formed the New Testament vision of church as Christ’s body in the world.” She quotes Pastor Lillian Daniel of Redeemer UCC of New Haven, Connecticut: “Our church is a place of transformation and I think I’m always being transformed.”  1

Paul knows that what unites us is not a favorite preacher or staff member, past or present. What unites us is not our theology, our favorite worship styles, our favorite hymns, our favorite type of music, our favorite memory verse, and our favorite color for the worship room carpet. What unites us is not our political affiliations and not our views of the Bible.

Nothing unites Vienna Baptist Church except the crucified Christ: For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power (1:17). This means that, contrary to the makeup of social groups in Paul’s time and social groups in our time, what unites us is not that we think the same, vote the same, live the same, or even worship the same. What unites us is not what we do but what God does. It’s not about me and it’s not about you. It’s about God. 


Paul names God six times and Jesus eight times in the first nine verses of 1 Corinthians 1. God is the one who calls Paul and all Christians, who wills Paul’s ministry, who assembles the community of faith, who sanctifies every believer, who imparts grace and peace, who receives thanks, who enriches them, who equips them with every spiritual gift and who strengthens them for the journey. In verse 9 Paul adds the exclamation point: God is faithful.

It’s not about what we do; it’s about what God does through Christ. We don’t make the unity and we do not maintain it. What unites us is the crucified Jesus who shows us the love and power of God. The power of the church’s unity—the church in Corinth and the church in Vienna—is in the vision that the crucified Jesus is the one who transforms us. We don’t have to do the uniting and we don’t have to wait for the power to be united; for the resurrected Christ is already here to heal divisions and to transform us as individuals and as a faith community. 

My good friend, Father Phil O’Kennedy, was the pastor of the Roman Catholic Church there in Montevallo, Alabama, where I served University Baptist Church.  I don’t know whether he said it first or I did. Neither one of us can remember who started it; yet we often said to one another, “What unites us in Christ is much greater than what separates us by denomination or theology.”

We have a vision for Vienna Baptist Church. We will claim our unity, but not a unity based on social level, income, race, heritage, sexual preference, political affiliation, church background, views of the Bible, worship styles, or favorite preacher. We have a vision: “Transformation is the promise at the heart of the life of faith.” We don’t do the transforming; the Lord does. Our self-constructed walls mark our boundaries, but our task is to gather around this table and submit ourselves to the practices of the transformed life in the hope that the Holy Spirit will work a miracle in my life, in your life and in the life of this faith community. We exclaim with Paul, God is faithful!
SOLO: Walls Mark Our Bound’ries (Ruth Duck)

HYMN 494 They’ll Know We Are Christians By Our Love
1 Diana Butler Bass, Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church is Transforming the Faith, HarperSanFrancisco, 2006, page 234
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