







January 15, 2017








1 Corinthians 1:1-9


One of the things that happens to us—to those of us in our middle years--is that we start looking at the past with greater fondness—anybody who’s stuck in the middle, like me, noticed that?  It’s a subtle thing--one we never thought would happen to us--but one day we start turning into, like, our parents—and suddenly the phrase “the good old days” has crept into our vocabulary…  
A while back, somebody sent me an email—had the heading, “Do you remember?”  (And my apologies to those for whom this list shows your age!)  But here goes: 
· Do you remember when it took five minutes for the TV to warm up?
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· Or when you went to this place called a “filling station”—you got your windshield wiped, your oil checked, your gas pumped--all for free—every single time?  
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(And you didn’t pay for putting air in your tires, either!)
· Do you remember when nobody asked where the car keys were (because they were always in the ignition)? 
· Remember playing basketball when there were no adults to explain the rules—you just figured ‘em out on your own?  
· Do you remember Blackjack Gum or Lincoln Logs or Erector Sets or 15-cent hamburgers at McDonalds or gas at 35 cents a gallon?  (It’s true!)
· And finally, do you remember when mistakes in your neighborhood got fixed just by calling for a “do over”?  
Well, if you can--remember, that is--then I guess you really are old—older than dirt…  It’s like that old Duke Ellington song… I thought I’d get our musicians to help me out, here—this one called: “Things Ain’t What They Used To Be.” 
~~ Musical Interlude ~~

Of course, Duke was actually talking about the danger of nostalgia in that tune, right?—the danger of the “good old days” becoming the enemy of the rest of our days--because we all know people who’ve done that, right?—people who’ve stopped living in the present--chosen to live in the past—and how tragic that is—to miss out on the moment at hand...  
At the same time, I think of a twin danger, here—one just as perilous as nostalgia--and that’s the assumption so many people make about the future—that everything’s becoming better--more efficient, smoother, less hassled today than yesterday.  It’s the idea that since we’ve come so far (over the past however many years)—that we must therefore be better off—better educated, more sophisticated—know a whole lot more--our ability to access information almost beyond comprehension.  But is it necessarily better?  Because we don’t have to look far to see way too many of the same social issues going on—the same struggles going on—find ourselves fighting the same battles, the same blind spots…  I mean, if Dr. King were still alive today, why, he’d still be having to point out to us what human nature does to itself--what needs changing—still be reminding us that:

· injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere;

· (that) change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but comes through continuous struggle;

· (that) darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that; (that) hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that…
And that reality—our amnesia about what change really requires--is why we so desperately need to nurture a biblical memory—the kind of understanding able to see the world as God sees it—able to remember both the mistakes and the grace of our past—the high calling of our past…  And again, I think of a song—this one made known by the great Mahalia Jackson—one called, “I’ve Got to Live the Life I Sing About in My Song.”  Debbie, might you favor us with a little of that? 
~~ Musical Interlude ~~

(I know it’s a jazz service, but we just had to get in on a bit of the blues, this morning, too!)


See, all that’s important to think about—especially when we come to a letter like this one--what the Apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthians…  History tells us Corinth was destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.C.—got rebuilt a hundred years later—was made into a kind of colony—place where the “dregs”—the losers--of Roman society were sent—the people in power needing someplace to park the people they wanted to displace--and so Corinth was reborn—became a kind of refugee camp...  But because of where it was located--on this narrow strip of land joining southern Greece with the rest of the country--why, the city grew like a weed--became a major trade route--anything passing through, whether by land or sea--whether goods to be traded or ideas to be tried—it all passed through Corinth--meaning that--in such a short time--this reborn city became large and prosperous—sophisticated—and yet also a place of deep, moral corruption.  So much so, that the Greeks had a word for somebody leading a life of debauchery—the word “korinthiazein”—meant, “to live like a Corinthian.”  Here were people caught in the grip of hedonism—that pursuit of pleasure as an end in itself.  


According to the Book of Acts, the Apostle Paul spent a year and a half in Corinth—trying to persuade people to live like Jesus taught—to live not in the service of self, but in the service of others—and yet the letters we have preserved for us in the New Testament show just how difficult that was.  It was a mess, this church--people at odds over just about everything--divisions over leadership—over who to follow—over matters of what was appropriate sexual behavior--divisions having to do with the legal system…  Here were people who couldn’t agree about how marriage or singleness--about whether to eat certain kinds of meat—even what your hairstyle’s supposed to be when you come to church.  


So Paul writes—tries to address all these problems—all these blown up issues causing all this pain and acrimony—all this division and separation among people.  But here’s the amazing thing--before he gets to any of that--before wading into that acrimony—first, he offered them this message of hope--tells them there was something they could count on—tells them that they were (quote) “not lacking in any spiritual gift” (v. 7).  In other words, everything needed to tackle these seemingly impossible problems, God had given to them—I mean, ain’t that something?  It’s what we so need to remember, especially when we’re tempted to discouragement, or even despair, over the conflicts we’re facing as a nation (conflict brought into razor sharp focus this Inaugural Week).  It’s a promise that’s still true (that): God has indeed given us what we need to weather these troublesome waters.  It’s like a poem I’ve shared with you before—one posted on my office door--a good reminder for me, just now—this by the Irish poet, Sheenagh Pugh: 
Sometimes (she writes) 
sometimes things don’t go from bad to worse.  
Some years, the grapes face down frost; 
green thrives; the crops don’t fail, 

sometimes a person aims high, and all goes well.  

A people will sometimes step back from war; 

decide they care enough, decide they can’t leave 
some stranger poor.  

Some people become what they were born for.  

Sometimes our best efforts do not go 

amiss; sometimes we do as we meant to.  

The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow 

that seemed hard frozen: may it happen for you.

God promises we’ll be given what we need—promises that he will strengthen us--all the way to the end…  
See, I don’t know about you, but that’s something I need to know, because just having the resources isn’t always enough.  The strength to persevere in the use of those gifts is also what we need--because following Jesus is hard, especially in a permissive, self-seeking culture like first century Corinth (and like twenty-first century America).  It’s hard.  It’s like that disturbing statistic I heard—the fact that the average child in this country will see more than 40,000 commercials in 2017—and virtually every one of them aimed at convincing our kids that ¹ they are the center of the universe--that ² they should not have problems—and that ³ if they do have problems, they can find the solution by buying a product.  That’s the prevailing message of our culture.  And we wonder—how is our discipleship as followers of Jesus supposed to persevere through the likes of that?  We’re going to need strength to withstand it—the strength of our convictions--the strength of God’s Holy Spirit…  But thanks be to God, that is the promise of Scripture—that kind of strength...       

So, given what we need, and the promise of strength, and a reminder: God is faithful (v. 9 says).  You talk about cultivating a biblical memory, why, here it is!  Ours is a God who keeps his promises, improbable as that may seem sometimes.  Like when God told Abraham--who happened to be a hundred years old at the time—told him his wife, Sarah (at the age of ninety), was going to have a baby--why, Abraham fell on his face busting out laughing.  And Sarah--eavesdropping behind the door--she hears that news and she almost splits a gut laughing, too!  But God did not hold those outbursts against them.  To the contrary, God told them their baby was gonna be a boy—told them they were to name him Isaac (which in Hebrew means “laughter”).
And why did those two old coots laugh?  They laughed because they knew only a fool would believe that a woman with one foot in the grave was about to have her other foot in the maternity ward!  They laughed because God expected them to believe it anyway.  They laughed because laughing felt better than crying.  They laughed because if by some crazy chance it just happened to come true, why then they really would have something to laugh about!  And guess what?  The joke was on them, because it did come true; because God is faithful.  That’s the promise, and faith is laughter at the promise of a child called “Laughter.”  Faith is “taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.”
  Faith is the bridge between where we are and the place God is taking us.  It’s being unsure of where you’re going, but going anyway—like being on a journey without a map…  And we can take that step because God’s gone ahead of us--God was faithful first…    

� From the lost speech of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., given at the Park-Sheraton Hotel in NYC at an event commemorating the passage of the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, September 12, 1962. 
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