	So last week I started with Episcopal Church 101 – today I’m going to start with some Bible study.  I don’t want to miss a teachable moment!  And I’m going to do something unusual this morning – I’m going to preach on one of Paul’s letters.  I hardly ever do – mostly because so many of our passages from the Pauline letters are long and convoluted, and I can’t always make heads or tails of them.  But this morning’s passage is different, so I’m going to take advantage of that!
	We heard this morning from Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth.  You’ll see in the bulletin it’s called 1 Corinthians – the first letter of Paul to the Corinthians.  Corinth was in the Roman province of Achaia – we would now say that it was in Greece – but at that time it was in the Roman Empire.  Following his conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul went on three lengthy missionary journeys throughout the Mediterranean region, establishing churches throughout the area.  And, because it was in the days before cell phones and email, once he had moved on, the only way that he could communicate with churches and they could communicate with him was through letters.  And these letters, at least a handful of them, ended up in scripture as the Epistles – which is another name for a formal letter.  These letters were written to individual churches, and they answered or dealt with very specific questions or situations.
	And so, we have in the New Testament the letter of Paul to the Romans, two letters to the church in Corinth, a blistering letter to the church in Galatia, the letter to the Ephesians, a letter to the church in Philippi, a letter to the Colossians, two letters to the church in Thessalonica, and then several letters to individuals – Timothy, Titus and Philemon.  
 	Paul established the church in Corinth on his second missionary journey – he was probably in the area around the year 52 or 53.  Sometime after leaving, the people of the church wrote to him with a series of questions and issues – sadly, that letter is lost to history.  We can only guess at the questions and issues based on Paul’s answers that we hear in his letter to them.  As I mentioned before, Paul’s letters are very specific and very personal, and there’s a danger in taking some of his pronouncements as applying to all cases – but I think this passage is pretty darn universal.  We should recognize ourselves in it.
	“For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.”  No!  Quarrels in the church?  Quarrels among Christians?  Paul goes on, “What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.”  Has Christ been divided?  Was Paul crucified for you?  Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?”  Yes, indeed, quarrels in the church.  Factions in the church.  Folks aligning themselves with one leader and bad-mouthing those folks who have aligned themselves with another leader.  Christians placing their human allegiances above the unity that they are called to as the body of Christ.  We know that this kind of division is happening on a secular level, we’re incredibly divided – but sadly it’s happening at a spiritual level as well, and I’ll be the first to confess to being guilty of it from time to time – guilty of feeling very distant and removed from those Christians with whom I disagree.  
	And there are many – I can give you a list of Christians and Christian denominations that I have serious disagreements with.  But what is Paul really asking of the Corinthians?  Is he asking them to be in agreement on all things?  He says to them, “I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.”  Now, you might then take that as meaning we’re to never disagree with one another on any thing – and here’s where we need to take all that we know of St. Paul into consideration.  Paul himself disagreed with people all the time.  We have it recorded in scripture.  His disagreements are legendary – and I don’t think he’s being hypocritical here by calling for unity – do as I say and not as I do.  He goes on to say, “What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos.”  These are not questions of how things are to be done.  These are questions of a higher purpose – the mission of the church in the world – and he is calling us to unity in that mission.  
	Because that mission cannot be served by division and factionalism.  The mission of the church, to bring all people into unity with God and each other in Christ, cannot be served by division – if for no other reason than we look like fools and hypocrites to non-believers.   That is the unity to which Paul is calling the Corinthians.  He is calling them and us to what I’m going to call spiritual hospitality.  Spiritual hospitality, just like plain old hospitality, is being open and gracious to others, and being receptive and generous in spirit, especially to those with whom we disagree.   
	And I’m not going to pretend that it’s easy.  As I said before, I’m guilty of trying to set myself apart from others – and clergy as a group are just terrible.  “I have remained faithful to the Episcopal Church!”  “I am an Anglican!”  You know that I could go on and on . . . but what’s the point?  So it’s not easy, for any of us, so how are we going to practice spiritual hospitality?  How are we going to heal ourselves of division and factionalism, and focus instead on the mission of the church?
	“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  Those are Jesus’ words to us in the Gospel of Matthew.  “Repent,” turn away from the way you’ve been doing things, because the kingdom of heaven has come near.  The kingdom of heaven that is so close to us because of our relationship with Jesus Christ.  Jesus is calling out to people who are walking in darkness, oppressed by the enemy, telling them that a new light has dawned – a new and great light.  He called out to Andrew and Peter as they made their living there fishing on the Sea of Galilee, called out to James and John, as they sat with their father in their boat – called them to leave behind the things they had always done and to move into a new light and a new life.  James and John left their father alone in the boat – Peter and Andrew left their nets in the sea.  They followed Jesus, and lived in that almost-present kingdom of heaven.
	Sadly, the human condition is such that we may start out on the right path, but we stray all too easily.  We’re focused on unity and the mission of the church, and then we fall away.  Peter, Andrew, James and John – they all lived with Jesus.  They were personal witnesses to his death and resurrection.  Paul was blinded by Christ in a remarkable conversion, and spoke to the ascended Christ.  The church in Corinth was made up of people who lived at the same time Jesus did.  And still all of these people, Paul, Peter, the Corinthians – they struggled to stay unified and to not fall away from each other.  Almost two thousand years later, and we’re still facing that same struggle.  And so we still need to focus on the words of Jesus, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  Repent, turn away from division.  Repent, turn away from name-calling.  Repent, practice humility in the face of disagreements.  Repent, practice spiritual hospitality.  The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with us all, evermore.  AMEN
7

