
During a service at an old 
synagogue in Eastern Europe, 
when the Shema prayer was said, 
half the congregregants stood up 
and half remained sitting. The half 
that was seated started yelling at 
those standing to sit down, and the 
ones standing yelled at the ones 
sitting to stand up.

The rabbi didn't know what to do. 
His congregation suggested that 
he consult a housebound 98-year-
old man, who was one of the 
original founders of their temple. 
The rabbi hoped the elderly man 
could tell him what the actual 
temple tradition was, whether 
standing or sitting for this important 
prayer. So, he went to the nursing 
home with a representative of each 
faction of the congregation.
The one whose followers stood 
during the prayer said to the old 
man, "Is the tradition to stand 
during this prayer?”

The old man answered, "No, that 
is not the tradition.”

The one whose followers sat 
asked, "Is the tradition to sit during 
Shema?"

The old man answered, "No, that 
is not the tradition.”

"But," the rabbi said to the old 
man, "the congregants fight all the 
time, yelling at each other about 
whether . . .”

The old man interrupted, 
exclaiming, "THAT is the tradition!”

Baptists know something about 
shouting at each other. 

There’s an old story about when 
Baylor University, decided to field a 
crew team. Unfortunately, they lost 
race after race. They practiced for 
hours every day, but never 
managed to come in any better 
than dead last. The head of the 
Baylor team finally decided to send 
a freshman named Barney to spy 
on the Texas team. So Barney 
shlepped off to Austin and hid in 
the bushes off of Lake Travis, from 
there he watched the Texas crew 
team as they practiced.

Barney finally went back to Waco. 
"I have figured out their secret," he 
announced. "They have eight guys 
rowing and only one guy shouting." 
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The divisions within the church in 
are nothing new. It’s as old as the 
bible. The problems is churches 
are meant to be diverse. Churches 
like Corinth and churches like us. 
Years ago St. Augustine gave 
advice for Christians in how to deal 
with diversity; he said, “In 
essentials, unity; in non-essentials, 
liberty; in all things, love.” But, 
what are the essentials? Surely, 
more than a piano bench. 

I’ll suggest a few essentials, and 
since this is a baptist church you 
will no doubt make up your own 
mind. At least, I hope that you will. 
I hope that you will examine your 
life, and your life with God in this 
way. So that if your are paying too 
much attention to what is not 
essential, at the core of faith in 
Christ Jesus then you can let it fall 
by the wayside to pick up more of 
what God is leading you toward. 

But, first what’s going on in 
Corinth?

II. 

The tension in Corinth had 
reached a fevered pitch. Paul 
identifies four groups here. But, 
instead of calling out names of the 

groups he obscures the leaders of 
these factions in Corinth by hiding 
them behind the names of the 
Apostles they claim. He doesn’t 
want to enflame the situation 
anymore by calling names. Corinth 
was a diverse place. The city of 
Corinth was a Roman colony in 
Greece. It was a a commercial 
town and the church there would 
have been composed of three 
dominate ethnic groups— 
Romans, Greeks and Jews. 
Dealing with this kind of diversity 
was as tricky then as it is now. We 
are all one in Christ, yet in the 
world of Corinth the Romans would 
have been at the top of the social 
pyramid.

Paul has a message for this 
divided community— breaking into 
ethnic enclaves is unacceptable. 
Also, no group in the church has 
the right to claim that they alone 
are loyal to Jesus. And finally, the 
question is not, “Who is my 
leader?” but “Who died for us?” 

There is one baptism and one 
Lord. And no matter how many 
times we split and divide over 
doctrine to get to the purest most 
unfiltered beliefs and dogma, we 
will never master the mystery. 
Faith is a trust event. We know it 
when it happens, but it’s hard to 
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articulate. The greatest 
theologians and philosophers 
throughout history have struggled 
to nail it down— What is faith? 
Mostly, we see it in people. We 
see it in its purest form in Jesus, 
and we try to follow that. But, if we 
believe that the church is made up 
of people who think the right things 
we may be building a church 
without faith. A church without faith 
is like a pie without crust— it lacks 
the shape and form to be 
distinguishable from an accident.

III. 

One of my divinity school 
professors has a handy way of 
figuring to that crucial questions  
of, ‘What is essential in Christian 
faith?’ It comes from his tradition— 
the Moravian Church— most 
people know the Moravians for 
their thin ginger cookies that arrive 
in round tins at Christmas time. 
Craig says, the Moravians 
distinguish between Essentials, 
Ministerials, and Incidentals. 
Churches need to learn the 
difference between each of these. 
So that we don’t confuse 
incidentals like piano benches or 
praise hymns with what is 
ministerial. Ministerial things are 
tools given by Christ and the Holy 

Spirit to help the church. They 
“minister” to what is essential.

Think about the essentials of faith 
by putting yourself in the shoes of 
a renegade Christian sect from five 
hundred years ago. If the 
Inquisition imprisoned your 
[pastor], burned your Bibles, 
closed your church building and 
prevented you from having 
baptism or Holy Communion, could 
you still be Christian? If you were a 
missionary and shipwrecked in the 
Caribbean and had no Bible or 
Communion set, could you still 
preach the Good News of Christ? 
If so, then none of those things are 
essential. However, if the members 
of a church do not demonstrate 
faith, love, and hope, can you call 
that a Christian church?  The point 1

is that true Christianity is not based 
on a certain creed or doctrine; it is 
grounded in the living experience 
of faith in Christ, active love for 
others and joyful hope.

Ministerials like the bible, like 
baptism and like communion are 
sacred when they lead us to faith, 
hope and love. But, they cease to 
be sacred when they are used to 
devalue or harm people. Paul 
indicates this here in 1 Corinthians. 
The Corinthians are fighting with 
each other and using their 
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baptismal status as leverage in 
their arguments. By doing so they 
negate their baptism. Because 
they weren’t baptized into Paul’s 
baptism, but into the new world 
God is bringing into being through 
Jesus Christ. Not Paul’s new world 
or Peter’s. But, by lifting that which  
ministers to the essential to 
essential status they are missing 
the point. Paul was not sent to 
baptize but to proclaim the gospel 
and to live the gospel so that it 
would be known.   

Christianity has a long history of 
division. Sometimes we get 
stronger when we divide. 
Sometimes the essentials of faith 
are at risk and conscience 
demands we be bold in not 
conforming to religious or political 
pressure. The Corinthians had 
gotten stuck fighting over non-
essentials. Baptists have a long 
history of doing that. We forget the 
essentials of faith that unite us. I’ll 
name three…

First, God creates. This is God’s 
world. God created it through the 
Son in the power of the Spirit. And 
called it good. 

Next, God redeems. I saw a 
bumper sticker the other day that 
said, “Jesus recycles people”. 

Redemption is God’s work not 
ours, and the particulars of 
redemption and creation are 
mysteries. 

These two essentials lead to the 
last — God creates and redeems
— which enables us to love God, 
love ourselves and love others with 
the love we are given from God. 
This is the way we respond in faith 
to the creating and redeeming 
God. I might say this differently by 
saying, “where the Spirit is present 
faith hope, and love flourish.”

These are the things that should 
unite us. It’s when we focus too 
much on the incidentals that we 
risk losing our calling and even 
losing our identity as the church. 
The church of Jesus Christ should 
look like Jesus and reflect God’s 
image. But, too often we choose to 
reflect the image of power or glory 
as defined by culture. 

The next four years offer a great 
challenge to the church. Our newly 
inaugurated President and elected 
officials are taking office in a 
deeply divided country. There’s 
great anxiety over what will 
happen. And here we are trying to 
be people of good news. If we 
have a chance of sharing the 
gospel, if we have a chance of 
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finding unity it will be by leaning on 
the foolish wisdom of God. Foolish 
wisdom that love really is stronger 
than hate, and that we have more 
in common than appears. We 
should be wise enough to know 
how foolish we are and foolish 
enough to believe we can be 
redeemed. In that seed of 
redemption we can watch faith, 
hope and love grow; created as if 
from nothing. Our church will be 
crucial in this— we’re a purple 
church; a church of Republicans 
and Democrats. We don't find unity 
in agreeing on all policy matters, 
but by remembering that we are 
united under one Lord and given 
each other by God’s grace. 

Mother Theresa once said, “ If 
there is no peace in the world, it is 
because we’ve forgotten we 
belong to each other.” We aren’t 
just united for the sake of unity. We 
belong together. We aren’t here to 
get along for gettin’ along’s sake. 
We are here because we belong 
together. Because the body of 
Christ is one. Christ is not divided. 
We are one. And we are many. 
Aren’t so many of our core 
memories those of times when we 
felt we didn’t belong? Mustn’t it be 
true of our congregation? A sense 
of belonging is one of the most 
powerful things a church can 

provide—not simply because it’s 
what the world most needs, but 
because it’s at the very heart of the 
Gospel!

IV.

When my friend Alan was the 
pastor of Metro Baptist Church in 
NYC his first year there he had an 
experience with a church member 
that defined for him what he 
thought church could be. Metro is 
a church in the middle of Hell’s 
Kitchen on the lower west side of 
Manhattan; it’s a diverse 
community with a robust ministry 
to the poor. A man who was a new 
church member living with AIDS 
and serious addiction checked 
himself into a mental health unit of 
a local hospital going through 
serious depression. He spent two 
weeks there, growing more healthy 
and stable, until it was time to go 
home. Alan met this man at home 
to celebrate his recovery. And the 
man told Alan about his experience 
in the hospital, but he also told him 
this: 

He said his roommate was a 
young man, and they had grown 
friendly so when it was time to go 
he told this younger guy, "Look, I 
don't think this is the kind of place 
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where you exchange addresses. 
But I want you to know that if you 
ever need me, you can go to 40th 
St and 9th Avenue. There's a 
church there. You can ring the bell 
and someone is always there. Ask 
for me and they'll know where to 
find me."

Alan said, then he grabbed him 
and wept and said "I want you to 
know that's what this church 
means to me."

This guy went on to become a 
Trustee of the church, and a vital 
lay leader. This was his 
"resurrection" moment, and he 
attributes it to his church. He had 
life because he belonged. Think 
about the power of what he said to 
that young man in the hospital— 
all you have to do is show up and 
because we are connected in 
Christ— They’ll know where to find 
me. 

There’s so much we can get 
caught up in that distracts us from 
what is essential. Living the good 
news is essential. Living the good 
news that resurrection still 
happens— that’s essential. That’s 
the gospel. Christ lives and 
because he lives we can too. 
That’s the message that not only 

unites us, but reminds us we 
belong.

�6



 Craig Atwood, “In Essentials, Unity: Understanding the essential things”, http://www.moravian.org/uncategorized/in-1
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