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After a lengthy hiatus our journey through the bible resumes today with 1st Corinthians.  Although, it would be a misnomer to call this letter Paul’s first to the Corinthian congregation in that 5.9 states that he had previously written them.  The whole of today’s biblical book, what we call 1st Corinthians, seems to address the tension between autonomy and community.  This is a topic as pertinent today as 2000 years ago.  For example….

Most do not know that Patty and I have plans to build a new garage this summer.  Like the Rich Fool of Luke 12 the time has come to tear down our smaller car barn and build a bigger one (Lk 12.16ff).   It will be 24 x 24 with poured footings to keep the foundation from cracking and the spring melt from running in, which is the case with our current garage.  Rain barrels are a certainty and we are seriously considering solar panels.  We don’t like oil spills or fracking and we see these as small steps to minimize those blights.   We will raise the barn Mennonite style, which means extracting as much free labour from people as possible.  1st Cor 12 reminds us that there are a variety of gifts in the body, so we will be tapping congregational electricians, framers, and those with “saws alls” to exercise their spiritual gifts.  Patty and I will help where we can, but generally we will try staying out of the way of those who know what they are doing.  These are all interesting facts about our perspective build, and here is how they relate to 1st Corinthians.  Patty and I have asked no one about the moral or ethical dimensions of demolishing our current garage to build a new one.  We hold title to the land; therefore it is our choice to build what we want on our property.  It is our line of credit; therefore it is no one’s business to suggest that these financial resources are better used elsewhere.  Our land, our debt, our decision.  Question:  are there some places where the community should have some voice amidst our 21st century autonomy?  Let us explore 1st century Corinth and the church setting there to see if the Apostle Paul has any suggestions.

Corinth:  Ancient Corinth sat on a narrow isthmus which connected islands (Peloponnesus) to the Greek mainland.  They had a significant harbour.  These two factors made Corinth a prime commercial hub more inclined to trade than war.  The economic opportunities attracted emigrants looking for work, entrepreneurial business men and women, and merchant mariners.   The wealth of residents, transplanted from all parts of the Mediterranean, led to a highly sensual lifestyle—orgies of food, drink and sex were not uncommon.  Even by pagan standards Corinth was reckless and became known as “sin city” (John Davies, A Dictionary of the Bible, “Corinth” entry).
Corinth’s reputation for wealth without [responsibility] and abuse of the poor by the wealthy was so also a part of the social scene.  Paul “objects when the Corinthian Christians use their worldly power and status to get their way in the community of believers.  He severely chides the wealthy Corinthians for having taken poorer believers to court in order to have their own way (ch 6) and for abusing their power as hosts at the Lord’s Supper (11:17-34)…Paul believes Christians can live directly in the world, in the midst of the world’s culture patterns, without the culture determining their stance or moral choices. (J. Paul Sampley, “The First Letter to the Corinthians” (in New Interpreters Bible Commentary Series) vl. X, p. 775-778).  Such decision making requires spiritual discernment. This raises the prospect of individuals submitting themselves to the wisdom of the community.
In Paul’s world we are not independent.  All creation is linked through our connection to the Creator.  The church, in particular, needs to be a place where members are sensitive to each other, accountable to each other.  “Paul recognizes that the very constitution of community requires a sort of give-and-receive transaction between the individuals and the community.  Therefore, believers must be ready to accommodate to the community.  That accommodation always entails contributing to the enrichment of the fellowship by putting whatever gifts one has in service to the common good…  Paul is so committed to the community as the matrix of a Christian’s life that when he sees a conflict between individual and community rights, he will regularly recommend that the individual eschew the pursuit of individual rights and choose the community’s well being instead (Ibid, 786-787).  And he used himself as an example.

Chapter 9 outlines all the rights that normally go with being an apostle and how Paul has consistently turned those perks down.  He has not accepted pay.  He has not accepted female companionship.  He honoured Jewish Christians by eating and living as a Jew observant to the law.  With non-Jewish Christians he did not fuss about Torah regulations.  Personal story….
I think some of you know, but not many do not, that I am headed back to Scotland next month.  My hiking trip there two years ago was such an amazing experience that Patty has given me permission for a second trip.  And listen to this:  she is even willing to pay for it with some of her Osler Mennonite salary.  Such support from her makes me wonder if she really just needs a break from me, but I will take advantage of her generosity regardless the motivation.  I hesitate sharing about my travel plan, though, for several reasons.  First, a lot of people simply can not afford the time or treasure needed for a trip like this.  Secondly, there is this business of burning all those fossil fuels to go for a walk—like we don’t have descent hiking trails in Cypress Hills, in Waterton, or even in the P.A. National Park.  Still, the B&Bs have been booked, the air line tickets ordered, the merino wool base layer purchased.  You see.  It is, at the end of the day, our money.  We give generously to our local churches and other charities; the rest is ours, no?  I haven’t asked any of you about the ethical propriety of my holiday, and I certainly haven’t asked any of the refugees we have sponsored over the last few years about the best use of these thousands of dollars.   It is my money, my time away from work, my choice where to spend that time.  Question:  are there some places where the community should have some voice in our 21st century autonomy?   Back to Corinthians for a wee bit and then a few reflections on the relationship of community and autonomy at NPMC.
In all of his concern for the health of the community, Paul never denigrates the importance of the believer’s individuality.  Variety and difference are not sacrificed for community.  “Paul’s response to those challenges of [Christian unity] is a study in distinguishing genuine unity from uniformity.  Paul labors to help the Corinthians see that they truly belong to one another in Christ despite the differences...they exhibit.  In fact, Paul goes that one better:  It is precisely in the differences they bring to the community that he sees the creative, stimulating work of the Holy Spirit.  The community’s health and growth depend on each person’s contributing what the Spirit offers through him or her...  Without the variety and distinctiveness that each one brings, the faith community would be a pale imitation of what it ought to be”. (Ibid)
Community & Autonomy at NPMC:  I am generally quite impressed with the ways in which this congregation grapples with the tension between community and autonomy.  Take, for example, the fact that this congregation avoids the vote on almost anything of consequence.  Yes we vote on budgets.  Yes we vote on deacon positions.  Yes we vote on pastoral hires.  But in each of these cases the result is usually a forgone conclusion.  The hotter the topic the less inclined congregational leadership is to call for a vote.  I have never heard the rational explained, but I can hazard a guess.  When you vote there are winners and losers, and nobody in this congregation is considered a loser.  Even if a person has a vastly minority position, he or she is not a loser.  In my experience at NPMC the congregation discerns significant topics in a variety of ways over time rather than taking a hasty vote.

Adult Education is one place where discernment happens.  Both individual and community positions take shape as study is done and experiences shared.  Sometimes ideas are planted which take years or decades to germinate.  The really important aspect of this Adult Education meeting is that the group trusts each other enough to speak what they really think.  This is a good thing.  Congregational attitudes around topics like sexuality, spirituality, end of life decisions have been formed (in part) in the venue of Adult Education.

Formal “Table Discussions” is another space where we hear from the Spirit and others.  The last time we did this was about a year ago around—May 20 actually.  And I recall 3-4 other such table conversation over the last eight years.  The topics covered last May included the following:  thoughts about children’s education, a replacement for Anita, transfer payments out of NPMC, and more.  Regarding a new pastoral hire, the input from that day has helped guide the pastoral search committee.  This means that by the time a pastoral candidate comes before the congregation she or he will, in all likelihood, be the kind of person for whom we are looking.  The important work was done around the table groups, not at the ballot box.   These “Table Conversations” are one form of congregational discernment at NPMC.

The women’s bible study is yet another important discernment group within this congregation.  For obvious reasons I do not participate.  In my office at the opposite end of the building, though, I the feel the shock waves.   These women share their doubts and well as their faith; their hopes of our political systems and disillusionment with them; their struggles to be Christian in world and not a pure reflection of the world.  When the women decide something, or decide not to decide something, this congregation has accepted it.  Don’t mess with the women.

In each of these congregational spaces ideas and experiences are exchanged rather than the “right way” outlined.  This, then, comes to Paul’s chief advice for navigating the tensions between autonomy and individuality:  patient love.  Patient love is the “more excellent” (12.31) path which Paul outlines.  The way of love enables congregations and communities to transcend differences in gifts, in wealth, in politics, in theology, or in church tradition.  Love does not vote, but rather “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things” (13.7).  Paul was no legalist who simply affirmed the scriptures with which he was raised.  He followed the Spirit’s lead in discernment, and this meant patience and at times ambiguity.  Those who have not been able to tolerate patient love or ambiguity have tended to leave Nutana Park Mennonite through the years.  I regret their going and also recognize the way of love within a community sometimes requires more patience and suffering than a person can give.
Certainly there are areas in the tension between autonomy and community that we resist exploring.  As my personal examples from earlier in the sermon suggested, we don’t often talk directly about the ethics of international travel, property builds, or vehicle purchases.  We don’t often speak about pornography or the sexualized culture in which we live.  We don’t often talk about the Sabbath, and what it might actually mean to make it holy.  We don’t often discuss our religious vocation to live sustainably or the impact we make on our environment.   These issues clearly affect our love of the Lord our God, our love of neighbour and our love of ourselves.  At times our silence on these topics really does trouble me.  And then I remember that the Spirit has always prompted God’s people to faith filled reflection as they are ready.  So I am patient, and I try to be loving.  And I hope you can be patient and loving with me as well—world traveler and “rich fool” that I am.  If we can practice patient love with each other, Paul suggests, the Spirit will continue to lead us.  This is our hope.  This is our faith.  Amen.
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