
Paul has a particular way of 
greeting people in his letters. His 
letters in the New Testament 
almost always open with great 
flourish— offering the grace of God 
to his intended audience, 
reminding them of their purpose, 
their gifts. We are tempted to skip 
past this formulaic beginning, to 
get to the “meat of the letter”, but 
we might be missing something 
important if we do.

We’re going to spend three weeks 
looking at 1 Corinthians 1. It’s a 
rich chapter with much to teach the 
church of the 1st or 21st century. 
Our focus will be on three 
questions— what is hospitality? 
Next, what are the essentials of 
faith for the sake of unity? Finally, 
what is wisdom? Hospitality, 
Essentials, Wisdom. This one 
chapter has a lot to say about 
these three.

Greetings matter don’t they? Even 
though they vary culture to culture. 
In the Polynesian Island nation of 
Tuvalu the natives there greet 
each other by pressing their face 
to the cheek of someone else and 
sniffing. In this country that could 

get you arrested. If you’re greeting 
someone older than you in the 
Philippines, you should bow and 
press your forehead against his or 
her knuckles. You can say "Mano 
po" before doing the gesture, if you 
want to be extra respectful—this 
means "Your hands please.” In 
some countries people choose to 
greet each other with a kiss. Once 
again, that can get you arrested. 

There’s a blessing in being seen or 
in being noticed. How we do so 
says a lot about what we value. It 
says a lot about the culture of the 
community doing the welcoming. 
Greeting and welcoming is sacred 
work. At it’s deepest it’s 
recognizing that the other is made 
in the image of God… and that we 
might even experience God 
through this other that we are 
welcoming. 

I was at a conference a few years 
ago. It was a small conference of 
about 35-40 people. We started 
our time together by circling up in a 
big circle and greeting each other. 
But, we introduced ourselves to 
each other by saying our names 
and then staring silently into the 
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eyes of our neighbors for several 
seconds before saying, “I see you”.  
It was an uncomfortable greeting 
to say the least. Bridging the space 
between us can be intimidating. 
How we do it matters. This is why 
most churches don’t ask guests to 
stand up in worship and introduce 
themselves anymore.

For such a small word, Hello can 
have a huge effect. The word 
“hello” comes from an Old German 
word “Hala”. This German word 
was used for hailing a ferryman to 
cross a river. It’s interesting that 
the word we know as “hello” 
derives from a word used to cross 
a distance. Isn’t that what we are 
doing when we greet each other. 
We are crossing over the divide 
between us to say hello—we are 
connecting. That may seem small, 
but the Spirit works through those 
connections. Places where the 
distance has been crossed. 

Paul knows he has his work cut 
out for him in bridging the many 
divides among the Corinthians. He 
also knows that most churches 
aren’t much different. So he 
addresses his letter to the 
Corinthians together with all those 
everywhere who call on the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. This 
really is an incarnational letter. 1 

Corinthians is a letter rich in 
theology articulated through local 
church experience. It’s a “glocal" 
epistle— it’s global in that it is so 
local. 

Paul knows that greetings matter. 
He begins each of his letters with a 
proper salutation where he thanks 
God for the people of the church 
he is writing to and he reminds 
them of the grace of God that is 
theirs. Through this act of greeting 
he teaches us that we are all 
endowed with the grace of God. 
This grace is given freely by God, 
it is not of our own merit. It is not 
something we can work to obtain, 
it is ours simply by what it is…
grace. Yet, the more we try to hold 
on to the grace of God as if it is 
ours…as if it is something we 
could manipulate…the more it slips 
away from us. Because grace is 
best known by passing it on. Paul 
reminds the Corinthians that they 
have been enriched in Christ 
Jesus and that they are not lacking 
in any spiritual gift. Now, for we 
Christians in America who tend to 
read the bible through our staunch 
individualist lens— hold on a 
second— the “you” is plural. As in: 
Ya’ll aren’t lacking any spiritual gift. 
The Corinthians as the body of 
Christ are not lacking any of the 
gifts of the Spirit… and also to all 
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who call on the name of Jesus the 
Christ… ya’ll too are not lacking 
any spiritual gift. You have all you 
need. But, the gifts of the spirit are 
not to be competed for; they aren’t 
meant to be used as entitlements 
or even to determine ranks or 
classes of faithfulness within the 
church. They are given to be 
shared. The gifts of the spirit, like 
the gift of grace, are activated 
when they are shared. Gifts of the 
spirit aren’t meant to be hoarded. 
They should be shared. You don’t 
own spiritual gifts; they are given 
through grace to be given away. 

We pass on this grace and 
welcome others into this grace 
through ministries of hospitality. 
Eating together, greeting each 
other genuinely, even just keeping 
our facilities clean and well marked 
with signs, receiving children and 
making space for them, and 
inviting people into engage with 
the church. All of this is a part of 
greeting and hospitality. Hospitality 
doesn’t come from the pastor or 
the outreach committee or even 
the deacons. The ministry of 
hospitality comes from you. 

It is a central practice of christian 
life, as central in scripture as 
prayer, worship and study. It was 

through welcoming three guests to 
his tent that Abraham and Sarah 
found out that they would have a 
child. It was by welcoming a 
stranger into their house for a meal 
that those two disciples on the 
road to Emmaus learned Jesus 
was alive again. And it was 
because of a lack of hospitality that 
Sodom and Gomorra was 
destroyed— fear of a few outsiders 
led to a panicked and enraged 
mob leading God to destroy the 
city. Welcoming isn’t just 
something churches do because 
we want new members. We do this 
because this is what we see in 
scripture as the right way to live in 
this world. We do this to be shaped 
as disciples of Jesus. And when 
we do this right, we welcome 
people to the new world— the 
world God began again in Jesus 
the Christ. 

Greeting each other in sacred 
intentionality is a defining symbol 
of the church. It’s a reminder of the 
Spirit’s presence. Hospitality is a 
symbol of the blessing of 
belovedness. Hospitality is 
intentionally recognizing the dignity 
of every human life. It should be 
generous and inclusive, if our 
greeting is not than it is not the 
kind of sacred hospitality that Paul 
practices here in Corinthians. This 
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kind of hospitality should be a sign 
that things are different in the 
community of Christ. Do we live up 
to this high calling? Christian 
community should shape how we 
live in other communities, not vice 
versa. 

Henri Nouwen once said, 
”Hospitality is the virtue which 
allows us to break through the 
narrowness of our own fears …
with the intuition that salvation 
comes to us in the form of a tired 
traveler. Hospitality makes 
suspicious owners into generous 
givers, and makes closed-minded 
sectarians into interested 
recipients of new ideas and 
insights. Hospitality requires first of 
all that the host feel at home in his 
own house, and secondly, that he 
create a free and fearless place for 
the unexpected visitor.”

We’re taught to be careful. Don’t 
talk to strangers. Don’t stop to help 
the guy with the broken-down car. 
Don’t eat the homemade 
Halloween candies when you trick 
or treat. Don’t offer to buy coffee 
for the guy at the street corner with 
the harsh stare holding the “End is 
Near” sign. Be smart. We have a 
lot to lose. But, the less we know 
the people around us, the less we 
trust and the more we fear. 

Everything we see on screens 
heightens our fears. How much 
fear can we endure and still 
function as loving creative human 
beings? Is fear keeping us from 
engaging, imprisoning us in 
isolation? Are we destined us to 
live in a heightened sense of 
anxiety? The cultural codes of the 
ancient Jews and even in the first 
century where Paul is writing used 
hospitality as a means of security. 
Their impulse was to engage the 
other to remain safe, ours is to 
detach. What will happen to the 
human community when we 
continue to isolate ourselves from 
one another, separate ourselves 
from community and live out of 
fear of the other (or “them”)?

The very idea of God as Triune is a 
reminder that within the life of God 
there is otherness. Even within the 
unity of God there is an other— the 
Son— who is welcomed and 
accepted into the life of the Father. 
It’s the Son that comes to us as 
the other— and who continues to 
come to us through others today. 
This is why hospitality is central to 
Christian faith. How can we 
welcome the Christ into our lives if 
we cannot welcome his brothers 
and sisters? How can we 
experience the love of God or the 
life of God if we are not practicing 
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the practices of God? The father 
welcomes the son, gives him the 
keys of the kingdom… this self-
emptying of the father is matched 
only by the kenotic (or self 
emptying) love revealed in the life 
of the Son. 

Everywhere you look right now 
there’s great fear of the other. Can 
we go a day without a report of 
how polarized we are as a 
country? Can we go a day without 
arguing about the results of the 
election last November? The 
sitcom Blackish on ABC pictured 
our situation perfectly following the 
election of Donald Trump. Dre the 
show’s main character works at a 
marketing and advertising 
company. The day of the election 
they got a bid for business from a 
great prospective client; the next 
day that had almost completely 
forgotten about the project. They 
needed to finish their project and 
get it off to the company by 5 pm 
the day after the election. But, all 
they could do is sit and argue 
about what happened. 

Distracted, angry, divided. It’s the 
same conversations so many had 
at tables this past Thanksgiving 
and Christmas. The left calls the 
right crazy, racist, ignorant. The 
right mocks the left’s incessant cry 

for political correctness. Both sides 
lack the necessary empathy to 
interact with each other as real 
people. So instead of engaging 
with the other, we retreat to our 
hallowed bases seeking approval 
of our conscience in the collection 
of information as ammunition, 
rather than truth. Nothing to rock 
the boat, keep with those like us… 
always looking for ourselves in the 
other instead of the intrinsic 
difference… looking for the 
likeminded so that we won’t have 
to be on guard. We unfollow 
opposing views on Facebook, stick 
to Fox or MSNBC, and retreat to 
friends that agree with us about 
who is wise and who is foolish. We 
slowly detach from opposing views 
as we grow more and more 
entrenched in our ways. 

Every now and then we have to 
leave our foxholes— at work, for 
church or a PTA meeting. And we 
realize soon after saying ‘hello’, we 
wonder if we even speak the same 
language anymore? There’s a long 
way across the disparate gap 
between us— a long fairy ride 
across the divide. Maybe it would 
help if we were like those people 
on the island of Tuvalu and 
pressed our cheeks together every 
time we meet… just to remember 
we’re all made of the same stuff. 
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Church is meant to be different. 
We are called to be a people of 
sobering hope. We remind people 
of the larger tapestry upon which 
our lives are fixed. It doesn’t mean 
everything is going to be ok for us 
(that we will be unscathed), but the 
church is here to remind us of 
Christ’s victory. We, this people, 
this body of Christ, are the symbol 
open to the world of God’s 
suffering love that crosses the 
divide between us.

We can’t skip past the greeting. In 
this simple greeting we notice that 
Paul has a co-writer— Sosthenes. 
We don’t know for sure who that is, 
but we know of another Sosthenes 
from Corinth who shows up in 
Acts. Sosthenes was  the head of 
the synagogue in Corinth. Under 
his leadership the synagogue 
initiated a case in the Roman 
courts against Paul before Gallio, a 
famous Roman judge. Gallio 
dismissed the case, publicly 
humiliating the Jewish community 
which then took out its frustrations 
and ensuing anger on Sosthenes 
by beating him in front of the court 
for having led them into this public 
debacle. Could it be that this is the 
same man? Could it be that God’s 
reconciling love has worked to 
bridge the gap between Paul and 

Sosthenes? We don’t know for 
sure, but we know that is what God 
does. When we enter these doors 
we are coming into a new world 
that doesn’t play by the same 
rules. This community is needed 
more than ever now. These kinds 
of bonds are need to go beyond 
these walls. Because Christian 
community should shape how we 
live in other communities, not vice 
versa.

Sometimes we get distracted by 
obligations— pass out the 
bulletins, get a seat for worship, 
make it to the meeting, don’t forget 
the potluck, stand, sit— we miss, 
we forget what’s happening here.

The Church is called to be a part of 
God’s new creation. You may think 
we just gather to sing hymns, listen 
to sermons, and have committee 
meetings. But, each time we 
gather for worship or meetings or 
work on a Habitat House or gather 
for potlucks we do so as a part of 
the new creation God is bringing 
into being in Jesus Christ. Every 
time we say hello we welcome 
each other into God’s new world. 
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