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         It is clear from this morning’s readings, that all was not peaceful in the early church in 
Corinth.  People were fighting among themselves, arguing over whose lineage they belonged to, 
which depended on who baptized them.  "I belong to Paul," or "I belong to Apollos," or "I belong to 
Cephas," or "I belong to Christ." And it wasn’t enough to know whose line they descended from, 
they were actually arguing about which lineage was the best one, the most true and honored one.  It 
is ironic then, that they put Jesus right into the competition alongside those who were his 
followers.  They really didn’t know what they were saying, and had little understanding of what 
being baptized was really all about. 
         It is kind of interesting that back during Jesus’ time on earth, there were many wandering 
preachers and each of them had their own slant on what was right and what was wrong.  They each 
had their own message that their followers would cling to.  And each of these itinerant preachers 
baptized his, maybe even her, followers.  Baptism was a sign that the follower had died to their old 
self and become born anew into the ideas and vision of their favored preacher.  People didn’t 
always differentiate between Jesus and all of these other wandering preachers. It took some time 
before they recognized that Jesus was more than just another guy with some intriguing ideas.  It 
took some time before people started seeing him for who he was, the Messiah who had come to 
bring God’s love alive in the world in a radical way.  
         The Letter to the Christians in Corinth was written not so very long after Jesus had died - 
maybe 30 -40 years.  Hardly any time had passed, and already Jesus’ followers were splitting off 
into warring factions.  Even though they could agree on the basic truth that Jesus was the Messiah 
for whom they had waited, they still could not agree when it came to what they should be doing, 
teaching and preaching now that he was gone.  Arguments over inconsequential issues were taking 
up their time and energy, rather than the ministry that should have been their focus.  As Paul put it, 
“Has Christ been divided? … For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel”…  
Even something as central to the faith as baptism could be a divisive issue, when it got in the way of 
sharing the gospel.  Arguments weren’t fruitful then and they are rarely fruitful now. Paul said to 
the people in Corinth, “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be 
united in the same mind and the same purpose.” Paul wanted the people to remember what united 
them, to remember what was important to their faith, rather than arguing about inconsequential 
things. 
         The political times were fraught with tension when Jesus began his ministry, and it was no 
easier after his death.  During Jesus’ lifetime, the disciples made the choice to follow him, even 
though they knew it would not be easy or risk-free.  But they, like so many people then and now, 
were hungry for what Jesus offered to them.  They were hungry for good, strong teachings about 
God and about living one’s life well.  They were hungry for the kinds of healing Jesus offered, the 
healing of disease and sickness as well as healing of the soul.  Jesus offered them this deeper 
healing that responded to the needs they barely dared to admit they had, even to themselves. 
         The healing that Jesus offered, especially this depth of healing, is what we need in our world 
today as well.  In some ways, our need for this kind of healing is reaching an almost desperate level.  
People are hurting, in fact we talk about it often, especially when more and more people come to 
the doors needing help of all kinds.  When it is cold outside, we worry about the people we know 



who have to sleep outside.  When we close the kitchen at the Rutland church on Thursday, we pray 
that everyone will find enough food to carry them through the next few days.  This is the pain of 
watching the news and hearing about a new virus affecting millions of people in China.  It is seeing 
the devastation of the fires in Australia and knowing that animals are dying, possibly going extinct.  
But there is pain that is more expansive, and somehow difficult to pin down, as well.  This is the 
pain of loneliness that so many of us feel.  This is the pain of living in a world that moves so fast 
and demands so much of us, that we cannot keep up with it.  If things had already started to 
unravel for the Corinthians, so soon after Jesus walked the earth, we all know how much more 
desperate they seem to be right now.  
         In general, we are pretty good at holding things together and making it seem as though we 
are just fine.  As individuals, particularly in American society, we learn from an early age just how 
important it is to be strong, how admirable it is to “pull yourself up by your own bootstraps.”  As 
children, we are praised when we do things on our own, rather than turning to anyone else for help.  
Competition happens at almost every level of human society from the football field to children’s 
board games, from politics to spelling bees, and from SAT scores to beauty contests. As we grow up, 
this sense of the importance of being the best and of taking care of oneself just increases and 
spreads to other aspects of our lives.  So when we read the letter to the Christians in Corinth we 
may not see right away what has Paul so upset.  We may not understand why it is a problem that 
the people have divided themselves into factions.  Some people say that when we compete with one 
another it brings out the best in all of us.  But I disagree, and I believe that this is not what God 
wants of us.  Jesus, if you remember, sent his disciples out two by two.  Their main work was to 
preach and teach and heal as Jesus had taught them, with love, God’s amazing, all-embracing love, 
at the heart of all they did and said.  In a similar way, we are not meant to compete in trying to do 
good on Jesus’ behalf, but rather to work together doing the very best we can to represent God’s 
love and compassion to all the people we encounter.  We are meant to bring healing to places where 
there is divisiveness, and this means we have to make peace with one another first, so that we can 
then go out into the world as worthy representatives of Jesus’ own love and compassion.  As Paul 
said, we need to be united in the same mind and the same purpose, which is the mind and purpose 
of Christ Jesus. Because the bottom line is that when we work together, we are able to do so much 
more good than when we argue with one another about petty things or when we strive to be better 
than the other.  Jesus prayed that his followers would be one in Him as he and the Father are one, 
maybe we can start by holding this prayer in our hearts as well. 
 

Loving God, may we be one in you, and one in Christ Jesus.  May we love as one.  May we 
care as one.  May we unite in your compassion so that we may accomplish amazing things in the 
name and spirit of Christ right here and right now, and in the days and years to come.  Amen. 
 

	


