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The city of Corinth was a place of constant trade activity and sharp differences of class 

and culture. The Christian community that Paul began reflected those tensions. In his letters to 

the church Paul shared forthrightly about his own limitations and the extraordinary, life-

transforming Word that came to them through Jesus Christ. Today’s reading comes in the Bile 

version titled “The Message”: a new translation in contemporary language.  

1-2 You’ll remember, friends, that when I first came to you to let you in on God’s 

master stroke, I didn’t try to impress you with polished speeches and the latest 

philosophy. I deliberately kept it plain and simple: first Jesus and who he is; then Jesus 

and what he did—Jesus crucified. 
3-5 I was unsure of how to go about this, and felt totally inadequate—I was scared 

to death, if you want the truth of it—and so nothing I said could have impressed you or 

anyone else. But the Message came through anyway. God’s Spirit and God’s power did 

it, which made it clear that your life of faith is a response to God’s power, not to some 

fancy mental or emotional footwork by me or anyone else. 
6-10 We, of course, have plenty of wisdom to pass on to you once you get your 

feet on firm spiritual ground, but it’s not popular wisdom, the fashionable wisdom of 

high-priced experts that will be out-of-date in a year or so. God’s wisdom is something 

mysterious that goes deep into the interior of [divine] purposes. You don’t find it lying 

around on the surface. It’s not the latest message, but more like the oldest—what God 

determined as the way to bring out [the] best in us, long before we ever arrived on the 

scene. The experts of our day haven’t a clue about what this eternal plan is. If they had, 

they wouldn’t have killed the Master of the God-designed life on a cross. That’s why we 

have this Scripture text: 

No one’s ever seen or heard anything like this, 

Never so much as imagined anything quite like it— 

What God has arranged for those who love [the source of life itself]. 

But you’ve seen and heard it because God by his Spirit has brought it all out into 

the open before you. 
10-13 The Spirit, not content to flit around on the surface, dives into the depths of 

God, and brings out what God planned all along. Whoever knows what you’re thinking 

and planning except you yourself? The same with God—except that [God] not only 

knows [those divine thoughts], but … lets us in on it. God offers a full report on the gifts 

of life and salvation that [Christ] is giving us. We don’t have to rely on the world’s 

guesses and opinions. We didn’t learn this by reading books or going to school; we 

learned it from God, who taught us person-to-person through Jesus, and we’re passing it 

on to you in the same firsthand, personal way. 

1   

This week saw the beginning of Black History Month.  
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This week also saw our country’s administration remove from federal tracking programs 

white supremacist and violent extremist groups that have been responsible for stoking racial hate.  

This week also heard one of the strangest of statements from our strange chief executive, 

who said “Frederick Douglass is an example of somebody who’s done an amazing job and is 

getting recognized more and more, I notice” — seeming to speak as though Douglass is still 

productively at work, 122 years after his death. In response, some clever person created a Twitter 

account with the handle @realFrederickDouglass, offering contemporary commentary from the 

great abolitionist and statesman. For example: 

My keynote speech at Emancipation Memorial was highest rated speech with 

biggest crowd ever! DISHONEST CNN chose not to cover it. TERRIBLE! 

 

I will be asking for an investigation into the MASSIVE VOTER FRAUD that led 

to black ppl and women not voting for entire first half of U.S. history! 

We live in a tumultuous time. Social institutions are being gutted. Organisms of the state 

are revealed as more fragile than we had thought. Some religious organizations are promised 

new freedom to discriminate against LGBTQ believers and neighbors. Refugees are banned, then 

the banners insist they never said “ban.” Citizens who had trusted that constitutional protections 

of speech and assembly were inviolate are now seeing those in jeopardy. It’s an uncertain and 

awful time, but as Ecclesiastes famously declares, “There’s nothing new under the sun.” Mr. 

Douglass could have been witnessing today instead of the 19th century when he wrote:  

If there is no struggle there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom 

and yet deprecate agitation, are [persons] who want crops without [disturbing] the 

ground, they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want the ocean without the 

awful roar of its many waters. This struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical 

one, and it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle.  
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St. Paul knew this, too. Imagine the situation he faced in Corinth, where God’s Spirit led 

him to establish a church. The city lay on the narrow isthmus that connects the mainland of 

Greece with the Peloponnese, which meant at the crossroads between two major trade routes, the 

north-south land passage and the east-west sea passage. Like all port towns, Corinth had a 

constant pulse of economic activity, both legal and illegal. It had influences from the multiple 

cultures of the ancient world — a heady and often unruly mix of traditions, foods, tribes, and 

religions. It had the sharp, social divisions of class. So much so that elsewhere in his letters Paul 

berated the Corinthian Christians for bringing their social hierarchy even into church dinners, 

with the rich eating sumptuously and the poor eating poorly.  

This is the context in which the text of God’s living word was spoken. This was the rocky 

soil in which the seed of Christian faith was planted. This was the society — broken, brutal, 

frightening — in which the Christian community struggled to create a different way of living 

together as neighbors.  
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The Bible may be an old book but the scene in which St. Paul did his church building 

may look awfully familiar to our contemporary eyes. Including the ways in which the church that 

carries the name of Christ often behaves in stunningly unChrist-like ways.  

If all Christians followed the Christ who proclaimed the liberating word of the prophets 

we probably would not have to have a Black History month, because the first histories we learn 

would be of the people who have been assaulted and denigrated in the name of Jesus.  

If all Christians followed the Christ who declared that each person is beloved of God, 

including the foreigners of foreign faith — sometimes especially the foreigners of foreign faith 

— if we all followed that Christ, every church and the home of each Christian would be 

sanctuaries for refugees.  

If all Christians followed the Christ who said love makes a family, not the other way 

around, and whatever or whoever gets in the way of loving relationship is ungodly, we would not 

have to call ourselves Open and Affirming because “church” would already mean that.  

But we’re in a broken world, more similar than we would like to cruel Corinth, less 

different than we would like than our own 19th century history, when Frederick Douglass also 

wrote: 

"Between the Christianity of Christ and the Christianity of this land, I recognize 

the widest possible difference—so wide, that to receive the one as good, pure and holy is 

of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt and wicked."  
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Small wonder that Paul wrote so much to the church in Corinth. There was a lot of work 

to do. He said,  

We, of course, have plenty of wisdom to pass on to you once you get your feet on firm 

spiritual ground, but it’s not popular wisdom, the fashionable wisdom of high-priced 

experts that will be out-of-date in a year or so.  

In order to survive and even thrive in this world that has so much toxicity in it, so much 

vindictiveness, so much fear, Paul brings what is most needed. Paul brings the living Word of 

God. That essential word that says: you can choose fullness of life or you can choose death. Dig 

deep to find the essential, God-given grace that is your best, true self — so you can give it away. 

It’s almost like Paul is a detective, God’s gumshoe, treading his way through the streets 

of the city alongside the downtrodden and desperate, seeking to reveal how God is at work right 

now, striving to get through our hard heads and broken hearts to reveal the gift intended for us all 

along.  

God’s wisdom is something mysterious that goes deep into the interior of 

[divine] purposes. You don’t find it lying around on the surface. It’s not the latest 

message, but more like the oldest—what God determined as the way to bring out [the] 

best in us, long before we ever arrived on the scene. The experts of our day haven’t a clue 

about what this eternal plan is. If they had, they wouldn’t have killed the Master of the 

God-designed life on a cross. That’s why we have this Scripture text: 

No one’s ever seen or heard anything like this, 
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Never so much as imagined anything quite like it— 

What God has arranged for those who love [the source of life itself]. 
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What God has arranged is, in part, the church — which, sisters and brothers, is the only 

Christ we know. That’s right: the church is the body of Christ, and that’s why it is the gathering 

where we keep on practicing loving each other. Regardless of whether one of us talks too much 

or that one doesn’t say much of anything. Regardless of whether that one is so lonely it breaks 

your heart, or this one is carrying so much hurt you don’t know how to help. The church is the 

body of Christ, so we keep on practicing loving each other. Like a musician playing scales, like 

an artist sketching, like a surgeon practicing knots, like a carpenter sharpening her saw, like a 

typesetter typing, like a textile worker weaving, we keep practicing loving each other.  

It may not do away with — to borrow some words — the murderous and maniacal 

machinations of megalomania. But loving each other will help to heal us from the inside out, and 

set us free to be light and leaven for the world.  

That’s why, when we pass the peace of Christ every Sunday, we don’t say “How are you 

doing today and did you get to go where you wanted to and are you going to watch the 

Superbowl?” We pack all of our heart, all of our best intention, into just a few words: “The peace 

of Christ be with you.” “And also with you.” Because when we say that to each other we are 

going deeper into God. With those words, through us God is changing the universe. Through us, 

God is extending the reach of the moral order that insists on welcoming every hungry, hurting, 

hoping creature.  

No one’s ever seen or heard anything like this, 

Never so much as imagined anything quite like it— 

What God has arranged for those who love [the source of life itself]. 

What God has arranged is what we saw on the cross: that God’s own self would not 

compromise but kept giving away wholeness, giving away harmony, giving away justice, giving 

away joy, until even death itself broke against the seeming powerlessness of love.  
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In case this is the first sermon you have heard, and in case it turns out to be the last, let 

this be my closing word: especially now, dig deep for the love from which God made you — and 

resolutely, joyfully, give it away. 


