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Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-16


It has been quite a week, has it not? There has been a startling, shocking, and disturbing surprise from Wall Street. Lehman Brothers? Gone. AIG? An $85 billion bailout. If you have been watching the news or listening to the media, there is one familiar theme that is being broadcast, “We do not know what is going to happen because we do not know what is going on.” People who are normally considered experts are being forced to admit, “We do not know.” 

It has been quite an election season, has it not? Polling results regarding the presidential candidates are see-sawing back and forth. The ads and attacks are becoming more personal and the polarization of the electorate does not seem to be easing. The promises and plans of the candidates are being discussed as if they will be implemented – completely and without modification – on January 21, 2009. Analysis is only a mask for advocacy. The experts all having talking points, but the theme is being broadcast, “We do not know what is going to happen because things are too fluid to know what is going on.” People who are normally considered experts are being forced to admit, “We do not know.” 

We have had some interesting weather in this last year, have we not? From the wildfires here and the floods in the upper Midwest to Hurricane Ike, we have come to the recognition that our best protections are minute against macro events like wind, rain, and fire. Ah, you say, it is global warming that is causing this – and the fix? “We do not know what is going to happen because we do not know everything that is going on.” People who are normally considered experts will ultimately concede, “We do not know.”

We are in an interesting time in the life of the church, are we not? In the Anglican church, the bishop of Pittsburgh was ousted from ministry on the charge of “abandonment of the communion of this church.” Both political parties are pointing at and criticizing the others’ religious beliefs – whether it be Rev. Wright or Sarah Palin’s Assemblies of God roots. Presbyterians are not exempt: churches are filing lawsuits in civil court to take control of property – before even talking with their presbyteries.  Financially, there is reason to wonder what the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) will look like in a few years. 

Things are a mess and the experts do not seem to have answers – or, more to the point, they all have answers and none of them agree.  

Things in the Corinthian church were a mess, too. The more you read this book, the more it could be mistaken for contemporary America. The Corinthians valued education, valued wisdom, valued and battled about what they thought they knew – and then the Apostle Paul heard about how their “knowledge” was dividing them and wrote to say, “You do not know what is going to happen because you do not know what is going on.”

Paul makes the point God’s wisdom is not the same as human wisdom. God’s wisdom is very, very different and often does not resemble human wisdom at all. 

1. Wisdom begins with the understanding of what God has done. 

To address the messiness, Paul takes them back to the very beginning of their relationship. The first two verses set the tone. “When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.”

Paul’s testimony is grounded in what God has done. It is not an idea. It is not a concept. It is not a hypothetical. Paul’s testimony is about the facts and meaning of the event – the historical reality – of Jesus Christ and him crucified. Paul brings them back to a very concrete event.

For Paul, the crucifixion is the pivot point in history. This one singular event changed everything. The way to think of it is like a high school science project in the lab, where a catalytic change alters everything. The elements are still there, but the result and consequence are dramatically different.

Understanding the meaning of the cross – validated by Jesus’ resurrection – is the key to wisdom. Jesus knew what he was doing by going to the cross; if you reject the reasoning of it, you cannot begin to understand the full meaning of who God is; nor can you fathom how it continues to impact what is happening in the world.

Make no mistake, the cross of Christ continues to be controversial today. Most people do not deny Jesus’ crucifixion. They are willing to accept that there was a historical Jesus, who was convicted, tortured and nailed to the cross. However, there is real debate about how important the cross is. Consider this: 

Christianity is an abusive theology that glorifies suffering. Substitutionary atonement looks a lot like "divine child abuse”. . . God the Father demanding and carrying out the suffering and death of his own son so that God can forgive our sins. I would join to their voices that of womanist theologian Delores Williams. Williams, in Sisters in the Wilderness, has brought to our attention that the substitution and sacrificial suffering do not play themselves out as "good news" for people accustomed to roles of surrogacy and sacrifice and suffering.

If it is the case that our interpretation of the cross has become a glorification of suffering, then it seems to me we have badly misrepresented the meaning of the cross. Theology goes awry from time to time.

Perhaps we should begin again at the beginning. We affirm with I Corinthians 5, "God was in Christ reconciling the world." This story is not about God punishing or causing or requiring the suffering of some other. It is rather about God in Christ, a co-sufferer in solidarity with human beings, in a way that offers healing and emancipatory hope. The crucifixion is a social and political response to the challenge that the life that Jesus lived presented to principalities and powers. Dorothee Soelle, in her book Suffering, has pointed out that there is nothing distinctive in crucifixion; people are, in a sense, "crucified" everyday. What is distinctive is in the life that Jesus lived, in love of God and neighbor, a life that seems to call us to stop the crucifixions! It is time to reclaim the cross--not as a glorification of suffering but as a scene of "dangerous remembrance, empowering resistance, and emancipatory hope."

What would happen if our doctrine of the atonement took the life of Jesus the Christ, in its redemptive power, more seriously? Consider for a moment the birth narratives and how incarnation -- as such -- is in itself redemptive. It is this divine embrace of our lives in the incarnation that accomplishes our salvation. The incarnation would be enough!
(http://www.covenantnetwork.org/sermon&papers/case-winters.html)

That was delivered to a conference of Presbyterians a few years ago. Theologians embarrassed by the cross; theologians looking for any way around the meaning of the cross. They miss the mystery of the Trinity as if the persons were operating for opposing purposes, instead of recognizing the majesty of God incarnate, taking on our sins and drawing us to himself.

Contrast what the theologians say with Paul’s conviction to “know nothing but Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” Contrast that with Jesus’ words in the Garden of Gesthemene praying, “if it were possible, that this hour might pass from him.” (Mark 14:35-36) There was no other way. 

This is why Paul is frustrated with the division among the Corinthians regarding wisdom. Paul is not being falsely humble when he wrote that he came to them in fear and trembling, and not with lofty words or wisdom. He is making the point that the message of the power of the cross of Christ was what convicted their hearts – not his preaching rhetoric. Their very existence as a church – our very presence here today – bears witness to the power of the cross of Christ and not to Paul’s prowess as a preacher or ability as a teacher of great wisdom (or mine). 

2. Wisdom yields the ability to see what God is doing

Wisdom is not an endpoint. Wisdom is a consequence of a relationship with the living God. God’s wisdom reveals God’s ways, which often look very different than expected. 

In the Old Testament, we read about Samuel going to anoint the person who would replace King Saul. It was a revolutionary action. Saul was tall, was attractive, commanding, and powerful. Samuel went to Bethlehem and met with Jesse, to see which of Jesse’s son’s the LORD would select. The first was brought and Samuel thought to himself, “This must be the guy.” The LORD’s response is revealing, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.” (1 Samuel 16:7)  Samuel went through Jesse’s seven sons – at least those seven who were home. The eighth, a ruddy youngster who was tending the sheep, was named David – the man after God’s own heart, the man who would receive the promise that his line would be on the throne eternally. 

Receiving the message of the power of the cross of Christ makes us see things very differently than those who do not. There is a humility of spirit that comes with recognizing that our righteousness is not something we have earned, but it is something that has been reckoned to us – given to us – as a gift that cost a great price. There is an awareness of God’s hand moving in the world around us, that we are to look and see. 

Who are the wise people in this congregation? Who are the people whose lives demonstrate a richness and a fullness that you admire? What is it that draws your attention to them? When I think of some of those people – and I am not going to embarrass them by naming them, though I could – I marvel at their perceptiveness, their peace, their ability to simply speak a word into a moment that changes everything. None of those things will ever bring out the news cameras; however, for anyone whose life has been touched and transformed, it will have made all the difference. 

3. Wisdom informs the use of the gifts God is giving.

We have been given gifts by the Holy Spirit for use. Those who are spiritual recognize these gifts for what they are and contribute them for the building up of the body. Those who are not spiritual do not even recognize what is going on. 

Having eyes to see is an important part of the story. It is a gift. Having words to speak is an important part of the story. It, too, is a gift. We are charged with the responsibility of being witnesses: sharing the gifts given by seeing and telling. The problem is that we in the church have allowed the world to make it very difficult and uncomfortable for people to use the language of faith. The truth is that today we have trouble recognizing it.

Paul writes the truth when he says, “Those who are unspiritual do not receive the gifts of God’s Spirit, for they are foolishness to them, and they are unable to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.”

Last night after dinner, my father-in-law and I were out on our back porch, sitting by our fire-pit. It was one of those great times of just being together. They have just come back from a long, two-month RV adventure around the country. Part of that trip was going to a high school reunion. We started talking about reunions and, as I will do now with you, I confessed that I had no desire to go back to not remember people. He understood, but then told me a story from one of his reunions. He went back hoping to see a neighbor, someone with whom he had spent a good deal of time driving to and from school. When he got there, he talked about how difficult it was to recognize anyone without nametags. (This is my nightmare – not only the inability to recognize people, but the inability to recall the names, either.) At one point he finally came across the nametag he was seeking. “If it had not been for that nametag, I would have had no idea.” 

They began talking and catching up. Slowly, mannerisms, facial expressions, speech patterns all began to re-emerge, so that by the time they were through talking, my father-in-law said, “I could not figure out why I had not recognized him before. It was so clear.” 

Think of prayer in this manner. The language of prayer is not the exclusive domain of the pastor. In fact, the act of praying is one of those mannerisms, facial expressions, and speech patterns by which our identity as followers of Jesus is revealed. Many people are afraid of looking or sounding foolish if they pray out loud.

I say this in the most loving way, “Get over it.” And I mean that, too; get over the shy-ness, get over the embarrassment, get over whatever it is that is a stumbling block for you communicating intimately with the God who loves you, who has redeemed you, who has claimed you as his own for eternal life. I am inviting you to a gut check. 

There is this old story about the evangelism conference where the pastor is standing up front and asks the question, “What have Presbyterians contributed to the cause of evangelism?” and the whole conference is silent. Asked again, “What have Presbyterians offered to the cause of evangelism?” Nothing. Finally a gentleman in the back stands up and says, “Restraint!”

Please do not let that be the testimony of Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. Instead, let us practice speaking the language of faith – going back to remembering and talking about the cross. Let us look for the movement of God in our midst, pushing outward the consequences and meaning of that cross. Let us be witnesses, telling what we have seen.

Conclusion

As we look at the messiness in the church and wonder what we can do about it, Paul provides us with a clear word: go back to the beginning. What unites us is not what we do, it is not what we think, it is not where we live, or how we are governed. In our own strength, we are not that wise. What unites us is the power of the cross of Jesus Christ. 

It is in receiving the grace of God expressed in Jesus Christ, and him crucified, that we begin to see the Kingdom of God developing within our experience. We begin to look and see what God is doing all around us. Without it, we cannot see anything clearly.

Elsewhere, Paul will write, “whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.” How do you know? How can you measure those things? Begin with the cross of Christ, and build on that foundation stone. 

On Christ, the solid rock I stand, all other ground is sinking sand; all other ground is sinking sand.
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