God’s Servants, Working Together
I Corinthians 3:1-9
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When I was young, I read passages like this one and others in which Paul chastises the Corinthians or the Galatians.  I noticed in his list of the ways of the flesh he mentions “party spirit.”  I used to think this was a warning that we not get to carried away with our socializing and celebrating.

This became a very problematic text when I got to college!

Actually, with such terms Paul is warning against divisions and splits among those who claim to be followers of Jesus.  Paul writes as though the unity of the Body of Christ is of utmost importance.  Somehow, Paul seems to think that the way we settle differences and agree to disagree and get along (or don’t) with each other is crucial to our witness in the world.

In other words, says Paul, if we cannot think and serve and love together with the mind of Christ, we are no different than the groups, communities and nations of the world.

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body - Jews or Greeks, slaves or free - and we were all made to drink of one spirit.    12:12-13

Now you are the Body of Christ and individually members of it.  12:27

So, when we sign on for this gig … to be a follower of Jesus … we are grafted or formed into the Body of Christ.  This is not negotiable!  This comes with the territory!  And this can be our challenge!

For many reasons, we tend to want to go our own way.  A certain rugged individualism cuts deep into the psyche of our national heritage.  Entertainment icons from John Wayne to Clint Eastwood to Superman to Rocky embody this notion that a single person with enough personal strength and righteousness and cleverness can win the day and conquer the bad guys.

While that may be well and good for the movies and for our fantasy, Paul never once writes about following Jesus in such terms.

In fact, we find our strength and assurance and salvation by covenanting to be part of something bigger than ourselves, something more important than our individual whims and personal needs.

When we let that Body of Christ shape us, says Paul, we look and behave different.  We become God’s field or God’s building.

Living into this truth takes a lifetime.  Some of my earliest memories of learning what Paul was talking about go back to Scouts.  My home Troop 4 in High Point just celebrated its 90th anniversary.  My Scoutmaster Lawson Ingram just celebrated his 90th birthday.  Mr. Pace still has a way to go!

As young Tenderfoot, one of the first things they did was put us into patrols.  This was the basic unit of 7-8 boys who would camp together, hike together, earn skill awards together and move through the ranks together.  I quickly learned to pay attention to the older boys so I could prepare well for our monthly camping trips.  I also learned that the campsite ran much more smoothly if everyone understood and took care to get his job done.  The important thing was the patrol, therefore the Troop to do well as a whole.  If hauling water, carrying a load, tending the fire, cleaning the site or handling trash helped the Troop thrive, then we were to gladly complete these tasks no matter how difficult or unpleasant or mundane.

Some of our challenges were more sophisticated and brought the importance of working together into bold relief.

When our patrol was assigned to build a three story tower using only wooden poles and rope, we all knew we had better know our knots and that each boy’s lashings had better be triple checked to ensure they were tight and secure!  Our whole patrol had to climb that tower and perch on the top!

Later, when we took turns helping each other with our Eagle projects, we re-learned the importance of cooperation and mutual respect and counting on each other to make sure everyone excelled.  After all, we were members of  one body!  When one did well, all rejoiced!  When one struggled, all pitched in to lift him up.

Later, I came to understand that Paul’s words applied to more than Scouting. In fact, the Methodist movement itself had been begun by a man who called followers of Jesus together to pray, study the Bible, worship, love one another and serve their community through small groups called bands and classes and societies.  John Wesley insisted that those early Methodists help each other and be accountable to each other and pray with each other.  He knew we grow into the likeness of Christ best when we grow together!

To this day, United Methodism seeks to make room at the table, to welcome folk of differing theologies and worship styles, to heed Mr. Wesley’s dictum: “If your heart is as mine, give me your hand.”   And, today United Methodism is known much more for serving and impacting the world with the love of Christ, than for a particular set of theological tenets or a common worship tradition or any ecclesiastical characteristic.

We are simply so impressed by and convinced of the grace of God that we seek to live graciously and gracefully, as the hands, feet and heart of J.C.

We are, as Garrison Keiller has noted, those people who love to sing in 4 part harmony, show up with a casserole at just the right time and offer steady, faithful friendship when you need it.  We are not the greatest scholars, theologians or spiritual giants, but we understand loyalty and we are in it for the long haul.

We agree wholeheartedly with that corporate CEO who observed that it is amazing how much can be accomplished when it does not matter who gets the credit!

Actually, it is amazing what can be accomplished when we are clear that is all about God and to God’s credit, God’s glory!

I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.  So neither the one who plants not the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.

You see what Paul is up to here?   When our eyes and heart are trained on Jesus, we will not become pre-occupied with ourselves, with getting the credit, with getting our way, with looking good, with justifying ourselves (like the lawyer in the beginning of Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan).  We will let God be God and take care of those things for which God is responsible … namely, everything!

We will seek first the Kingdom … all the rest will follow.

As a result, the Church of Jesus Christ exists to remind the world of those values and ways that truly matter.  We offer an alternative perspective to that of the world:

The world finds security in wealth and force and size and might.

Followers of Jesus affirm that our security and salvation are found only in the Lord God.

The world says have confidence in yourself and healthy self-esteem.

Followers of Jesus find themselves in high “God-esteem.”

The world says our hope is in dying with the most toys, the least pain and the best reputation.

Followers of Jesus say that our hope is in a God who dies to save.

Our assurance is in a living savior who has overcome the world!

