
CALVIN 39

The HARMONY of FAITH
Is Christ divided? 1 Corinthians 1:13

Sixty-four years ago (the year is 1944, the last full year of World War II) I would
have given the answer to Paul’s question put in the first letter to the Corinthians,
chapter 1, verse 13 with a resounding ‘yes.’ Christ was quite obviously divided.
The Lutheran chaplain in the prison with hard labour (Zuchthaus) in Halle,
Germany insisted on making the gospel relevant to his Nazi audience by equating
the German conquests with saving civilization as God’s global purpose. The
gospel of salvation through faith in Christ was obviously shaped (made relevant
for, determined by) what his audience needed or at a minimum wanted to hear.

Simultaneously in the same institution at the same time, my nine Norwegian
friends (to a man serving heavy sentences for underground activities) held their
visiting Norwegian Lutheran chaplain in highest esteem as he had managed to
bolster their anti-Nazi convictions by getting permission from prison authorities
to locate them together in a separate section of the prison. Here too the gospel
of salvation through faith in Christ was made relevant for, determined by, what
my Norwegian underground workers needed, or at a minimum wanted to hear.

Earlier that year in the middle of a typhoid epidemic an old guard daily visited
my cell with a well thumbed Bible inspiring me with stories from the Book of
Revelation pointing to Jesus ruling a world of golden streets with trees laden
with delicious apples. He was an active Lutheran churchgoer and to him the
gospel of salvation through Christ was made relevant for, determined by, the
appalling prison conditions.

The gospel of Christ’s redemption was obviously interpreted entirely differently
for the Nazis, the Norwegian underground workers and the old evangelical
guard. Christ was obviously divided according to what people wanted him to
be in their specific, yet totally different, set of circumstances, the real threat of
death hanging around both prisoners and their guards.

And yet Paul’s answer to the question (is Christ divided?) is just as resoundingly:
‘No!’ The gospel of Christ’s redemption is not divided, according to him, in spite
of the leadership divisions in the Christian congregation in Corinth. Before
attempting to solve the puzzle of my negative argument and observation
compared with St Paul’s positive optimism, let us first look at the lectionary
readings for today after also giving a full hearing to Calvin’s suggestions.

Psalm 27:1-9 is all about confidence in God and a sense of His presence in the
temple. Verse one calls the Lord ‘my light and my salvation’ and therefore there
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is nothing to fear. He is ‘the refuge of my life.’ God also provides the temple ‘to
keep me safe beneath his roof in the day of misfortune; he will hide me under
the cover of his tent (verse 5).’

Calvin stresses the importance of God as the ‘preserver of our life’ in verse 1.
He thinks that ‘all our fears arise from the terrors of death and that we are too
anxious about our life.’ ‘We can have no tranquillity, therefore, until we attain
the persuasion that our life is sufficiently guarded, because it is protected by
his omnipotent power.’

But then he moves to verse four where the psalmist draws his strength from the
beauty of the temple and addresses himself to those who rubbish the ‘value of
the sight of the external edifice’ and the idea that ‘God could be enclosed by
wood and stone.’ He feels that this is going too far. We live in ‘very different
circumstances from the ancient fathers, but … God still preserves his people
under a certain external order and draws them to him by earthly instructions,
temples still have their beauty, which deservedly ought to draw the affections
and desires of the faithful to them.’

Then he strengthens his argument as follows: ‘As the fashion of the temple was
not framed according to the wisdom of man, but was an image of spiritual things,
the prophet directed his eyes and all his affections to this object.’ Yet, we can
overemphasize ‘the purity of holy things’ and he therefore warns: ‘The Word,
sacraments, public prayers, and other helps of the same kind, cannot be
neglected, without a wicked contempt of God, who manifests himself in these
ordinances, as in a mirror or image.’

Our gospel reading comes from Matthew 4:12-23. It is all about Jesus selecting
Peter and Andrew, John and James as his disciples. Jesus says he wants to make
them ‘fishers of men’ (verse 19). All four of them were originally fishers. Calvin
therefore assumes that Jesus suggests a change of occupation. Instead of gathering
fish, they would from now onwards assist humans ‘straying and wandering in
the world as in a great and troubled sea, (to be) gathered by the Gospel.’

Calvin admires the ‘ready obedience of the disciples who prefer the call of Christ
to all worldly affairs.’ He adds: ‘The ministers of the Word ought, in a particular
manner, to be directed by this example, to lay aside all other occupations, and
to devote their selves unreservedly to the Church, to which they are appointed.’

Calvin also thinks that it is not accidental that Jesus selects ‘rough mechanics –
persons not only destitute of learning, but inferior in capacity, that he might
train, or rather renew them by the power of his Spirit, so as to excel all the wise
men of the world. He intended to humble, in this manner the pride of the flesh,
and to present, in their persons, a remarkable instance of spiritual grace, that
we may learn to implore from heaven the light of faith, when we know that it
cannot be acquired by our own exertions.’
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Yet this is not all. Calvin also is convinced that our Lord chose the unlearned
‘not because they preferred ignorance to learning, as some fanatics do, who are
delighted by their own ignorance.’ No, he chose ‘contemptible persons, in order
to humble the pride of those who think that heaven is not open to the unlearned.’

The other New Testament reading is 1 Corinthians 1:10-18. Like the other
readings it stresses the inclusivity of the gospel. Paul addresses himself here to
the actual problem of leadership divisions in the circle of Corinthian Christians
(verse 10-12). Then in verse 13 he draws attention to Christ being the unifying
frame of reference. The next three verses explain that this unity is given concrete
expression in baptism. Therefore Paul is grateful that he did not do much
baptizing as their divisions would nullify the very basis for what baptism was
all about (verse 14-16). Paul finishes with the good news of Christ’s redemption
as illustrated by his crucifixion and resurrection (verse 17-18).

Calvin accuses the Corinthian Christians of ‘tearing asunder the true unity of
faith. ‘By contrast what they ought to do is love Christ and ‘aim at promoting
harmony.’ He adds that ‘the safety of the Church rests and is dependent on this
harmony.’ Christian unity is as important for the mind ‘as the members of the
human body are connected together by a most admirable symmetry (comment
on verse 10).’

To Calvin ministers have an important duty. Good ministers must not be
‘influenced by ambition, that man gathers disciples, not to Christ, but to himself
This then is the fountain of all evils – this is the most hurtful of all plagues –
this is the deadly poison of all Churches, when ministers seek their own interests
rather than those of Christ (comment on verse 12).’

Calvin thinks that their divisions ‘disfigured the simplicity of the gospel and
(obscured) the pure and unadulterated knowledge of Christ (comment on verse
17).’ Both simplicity on the part of the gospel and humility on the part of
believers are the ever recurring elements in Calvin’s comments.

How can we summarize our Bible readings? The Christian faith is the harmonizing
link between the actual circumstances of existence and God’s overarching,
concern with that existence. It is like a string binding a loose package together.
Yet if it is too exclusively tied to specific items, such as the wood and stone of
a building, strong concrete commitment, attachment to the narrow bases of
nationhood, personal ambition, physical/social wellbeing/survival, occupational
status, any other sort of circumstance, it may improve its relevance yet
simultaneously loose its potency and value. Then it usurps, takes away from,
God’s power. Then it digs its own grave of meaninglessness. Then it denies the
wideness of God’s mercy and love.

Is there any social scientific significance in our readings for today?
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Yes there is. Societies, like individuals, have a built-in instinct for survival. It
(survival) depends on marshalling all the available resources for cohesion,
integration or salvation as it is called in the Bible. Traditionally religion has
always been a major resource for accomplishing that very feat. That’s why Calvin
compares the symmetry of our physical bodies (also a product of the age-old
process of integration) with the mind (comment on verse 10).

Yet the opposite, a break in that symmetry, synthesis or integrity is just as real.
Our faith, God’s love, understanding and concern battle the consistent breakdown
of what holds us together, not just in the physical, but even more in the spiritual,
immaterial, divine sphere of existence. The Bible calls that sin, or Satan.

Therefore St Paul almost naturally slides into emphasizing the cross in verse 17
of our reading of 1 Corinthians 1. This is to be expected. The cross represents
to him the basic image of destruction of the very synthesis of what is represented
in Jesus, God’s infusion of integrity/order in humanity.

And just as natural and expected is the ultimate celebration of the defeat of the
destructive (yet also sometimes ‘adaptive’) elements in cultures and civilizations.
The stress on the resurrection of Jesus in St Paul’s and Christian theology is
therefore also an image of ultimate Christian optimism regarding that future. It
is not just an intellectual apology for the centrality of the crucifixion and
resurrection by Christians. It is much more the realistic and strongly experienced
indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

Calvin’s sense of academic/rational superiority (his innately held belief in the
Athens perspective of individual rationalism) seems insufferable when he calls
the ‘unlearned’ inferior and contemptible. But then he makes up for this by
condemning the very pride of the learned in their learning and knowledge.

From the purely social scientific point of view situations or circumstances shape,
determine healing, overarching, synthesizing interpretations. Therefore a picture
of transcending and strongly believed in, order mitigates very real predicaments
and other events.

Yet the poverty of the social scientific argument consists of its refusal to rise
above the analytic posture. It confines itself to observing functions. It refuses
to become non-scientific. It has to hide itself (to use terminology of Psalm 27,
verse 5) in the tent of the sacred principle of objectivity, standing imperiously,
overbearingly, beyond the human veil of tears.

The analytic posture divides (cutting up is the original meaning of analysis). By
contrast synthesis combines; builds up (the original meaning of synthesis). This
is rather similar to the gospel’s stress on the crucifixion (cutting up Christ’s
body) versus the resurrection (restoring that body).

That’s why, ages ago, in my Christianity In Chains book (originally called ‘the
shackled vision’ published as long ago as 1969 by Nelson in Melbourne) I
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suggested that actual commitment is less idolatrous than merely talking about
it, as we have to do in order to be acceptable to scientific establishments and its
scientific canons of objectivity.

After all, both our social scientific establishments and my 1944 experiences,
mentioned at the beginning of this sermon, seem to draw our attention to God’s
promise of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ into the not so pure concrete
swamp of daily living and the so-called realism of the scientific enterprise.

Where does all this leave us? Did we resolve our puzzle of Paul’s insistence that
Christ is the unifying element in the specific Corinthian congregational divisions
and my own personal 1944 experience of the contrasting, basically divisive,
interpretation of the Christian gospel by the clergy?

Maybe that the answer lies in what follows today’s reading of 1 Corinthians
1:10-18. Here St Paul speaks about the doctrine of the cross as sheer folly to
humans, yet the power of God (verse 19). The doctrine transcends the teaching
of the wise and the learned because it is limited to ‘this passing age’ (verse 20)
or as we have expressed it ‘local and present-day circumstances.’ Isn’t the whole
issue of relevance of Christianity as expressed by the critics of Christianity and
Bishop Spong on the wrong track, because it is not transcendent enough? Or
because it takes the issue of Calvin’s ‘purity of holy things’ not seriously enough?

Maybe that both the popular pro- and anti-Nazi chaplains, insisting on being
almost exclusively relevant to the fervent hopes of their different constituencies
were less in tune with the time and place spanning gospel of salvation than the
old simple guard on the third floor of the Magdeburg Prison, despised by all
the other SS guards for what they regarded as his, naive, outdated, evangelical
convictions. After all the images of Revelation clearly pointed for him to God’s
salvation, integrity and wholeness eventually prevailing over man’s puny,
divisive, disparate and fractured world of 1944 Germany.

All this boils down to solving the puzzle mentioned at the beginning of this
sermon. There may be awesome and, as Calvin calls them ‘poisonous’ divisions
within Christian churches, illustrated by the actual differences in biblical
interpretations. These differences may be thoroughly grounded in political,
national and military conflicts and circumstances. They may even ‘crucify’ Jesus
as he obviously stands in the way of human and religious establishments. Yet
the gospel of the living, resurrected, Christ and the Holy Spirit unite what seems
foolish (verse 21) to the world. More importantly it represents God’s rather than
human wisdom, because it harmonizes the faith.
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