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Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
691
“Come, let us sing of a wonderful love”



467
“Break thou, the bread of life, O Lord to me”



258
“Jesu, thou joy of loving hearts”



   1
“All people that on earth do dwell”

READINGS:

Matthew 13:10-17



1 Corinthians 8:1-13

“THE LIVING WORD”

We have had two strange readings this morning – both of them set readings for today.

The first one from the Gospel of Matthew is a passage about parables which leads into the parable of The Sower. We are used to thinking of parables as stories where Jesus tries to explain his teaching by reference to ordinary everyday events or activities. Here we have a puzzling passage in which Jesus seems to be saying that he teaches in parables so that people will hear but not understand.
The second reading from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is a passage dominated by the theme of food offered to idols. Well this seems pretty irrelevant to our lives – indeed, we might ask, why should it even be included in our lectionary readings. But let us not dismiss it that easily. Let us try to understand the context and what Paul is saying before we switch off and pay no attention to the passage.

Paul, as always in his letters, is responding to a concern of the Christian community, in this case in Corinth. These were first generation Christians, many of whom would have spent their early lives involved in pagan cultic worship or in the imperial cults of Rome. These first groups of Christians lived in the midst of a pagan world. They were surrounded by people who worshipped idols or the current Roman Emperor.

Those of us who have recently been on a pilgrimage to Rome visited places where first generation Christians worshipped and those places have given us a glimpse of how life must have been for those people. We went to a Church close to the Coliseum, called San Clemente –St Clement’s – it was a journey into history as we, quite literally descended through the centuries, through layers of history and layers of religious belief.

Beneath the present-day Church, which is mostly 12th Century, there is an older place of worship dating back to the 3rd or 4th century. Below this again is a first century house – possibly the site of an early Christian house church. And below that again is a temple for the worship of the god Mithras.

San Clemente is not unusual – all around the Mediterranean – in Corinth, in Philippi, as well as in Rome, Christian places of worship were often built over sites of pagan worship. This is true here in Britain, too, but in Rome we were able to see these layers of history wherever we glanced.
So the people who wrote to Paul about food offered to idols were writing a problem which was close to them day by day as they sought to live Christian lives in the midst of worship to so many other deities.

Temples were, in fact, restaurants. People cam to the temple with animals for sacrifice and after being killed these animals would be cooked and eaten – by the family offering the sacrifice, by friends and visitors and then any surplus meat would be taken for sale in the market.
It is quite possible that in Corinth as in Rome most of the meat in the market would have been meat from animals offered in sacrifice. So the question Paul is dealing with for the Christian community in Corinth is, ‘is it acceptable to for them to eat meat that has been offered in pagan sacrifice or not?’ 

I am pretty sure that many of those Corinthians would liked to have had a simple ‘yes’ of ‘no’ from Paul but Paul, like Jesus n the passage we heard in our first lesson, knew that the Christian life of faith cannot be lived out faithfully merely by following a set of rules. Pau, like Jesus, is not happy with absolutes.
In fact, if we recall the first sentence of our reading, the Corinthians claimed to have ‘knowledge’. By that they meant that, as Christians, they knew the one true God and knew also that idols had no power. So their attitude was – we can eat the meat offered to idols, we see no problem in that because we don’t believe in idols anyway. That meat is just meat to us .Paul probably sympathised with their point of view, probably even ate such meat himself from time to time.

But Paul has words of warning for his Christian friends in Corinth – for him such freedom as they are asserting has to be seen within the context of responsibility and love for others. He writes, ‘knowledge puffs up but love builds up.’ Within the Christian community love is to take precedence over the exercise of individual freedom and even over a whole groups’ belief that they are acting correctly.
Paul goes on to explain that those who are young in faith could easily be drawn back into pagan worship if the Christian community  takes an easy line on eating food offered to idols. He cautions them to think about those who are weak in conscience so that nothing they, the so-called ‘knowledgeable’ will lead others astray.

If people are turning from worshipping idols, from the eating and debauchery associated with pagan cults and turning to the worship of the one, true God – it will take time, it will be difficult, there will be backsliding and like the Exodus Israelites of old, there will be times when they want to return to the old ways, to the fleshpots of Egypt.
So Paul is saying to the Corinthians who are confident and grounded in their faith, that they must take the situation of others into account and empathise with their position.

It is as if he is saying, ‘it is not so simple as being right, but it is doing the right thing that is important – taking the other person’s situation seriously and caring for them.’ ‘So, knowledgeable Christians of Corinth, abstain from eating the meat offered to idols where this is the right, generous and sensitive thing to do for your fellow believers.’
And what is saying to these first generation Christians, is just as applicable to us. When getting everything right is the foremost thing in our minds that is when we get relationships wrong. People matter most. Correctness according to the law or knowledge or doctrine must be considered in the setting of the overarching doctrine of love for others.

Winning an argument is one thing, working through the relationship with the person with whom you have had the difference of opinion can be quite another thing – most families know that only too well. Paul preached a Jesus-shaped understanding of God where love matters most and is the very basis of our identity.

I referred earlier to our pilgrimage to Rome. We had people from different churches –Roman Catholic, Anglican, Lutheran and Methodist. Most of the people were used to mixing with people of different denominations but there were a handful, especially of Catholics who were not. Indeed we had a priest and 2 men, a father and son, from a Catholic Church near Northampton, who knew nothing of the closeness of our relationship as churches here on the edge of the City of London. They were very wary at the beginning of our time together. Indeed it had come as a complete surprise to them to find that they were on an ecumenical pilgrimage as they had been added to our group by the Catholic travel company. Over the 6 short days we were together we got to know each other, refrained from doing or saying anything thoughtless or provocative and established trust.
At our final service held in the Chapel of the English (Catholic) College summer residence at Palazzola, Father Peter from St Joseph’s, Katharine Rumens from St Giles’ and myself said the blessing together – a Roman Catholic priest, between two Protestant s and not only that but two women clergy! If we had done that at our first service together we could so easily have shocked these three people to such an extent that we would have driven them and perhaps, others out of the group. But after six days our relationships had become so well formed that this could happen without it causing a major problem.
Right relationships – rather than doing what one wants or thinks is right – took precedence. As Paul says in that famous passage in Corinthians 13, ‘love does not insist on its own way.’
And is this not why Jesus taught in parables? These were stories that people had to enter into, stories where they were drawn in and related to what was going on, where they were drawn in by the familiar only to encounter the unfamiliar. Parables far from confirming our world view disrupt it, forcing us to rethink and place kingdom values at the centre. Parables do not give us statable teachings rather they stand us before the mystery of the Kingdom, a kingdom always beckoning us into new understandings and new insights.

Jesus did not want people living according to the immutable written word but by the Living Word – his life and the teachings he gave.
The pagans in Corinth and Rome sacrificed animals to their gods and ate the meat. They sacrificed to propitiate their gods, to ask for health and well-being, for riches and fertility. In eating the meat they believed they were at one with their gods.

For the Christians of Corinth and of Rome, of London and New York, of Accra and Harare such sacrifice is not necessary. Jesus, God’s own son, has given himself as a sacrifice for us – the one, full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice. And we eat bread and drink wine today, to re-enact and remember that sacrifice and to be at one with Jesus, our Risen Lord. But we are not puffed up with our knowledge rather we open ourselves as we gather around this table, to be built up in love, a love that reaches out to all whom we meet. Amen
