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God’s Gracious Call
1 Corinthians 1:1-9

I want to begin today with a word of thanks. I suspect—or at least I hope—you noticed that I was not here last week. While it’s never easy to be away, my leaving is made easier by Ann’s faithful ministry among us. I am thankful to her for her pastoral care and for her leadership in worship while I was away.
But I am also thankful to you for the time and resources you make available to me for continuing education. That, after all, is the reason I found myself in Malibu, California last week. Perhaps you were like Alayne, who didn’t mind my being there for a week since she had convinced herself that I was enduring terrible weather. How I wish I could take back that sentence spoken in passing about how great the weather was.
While most of my time in Malibu was spent in the classroom—where my mind was stretched by a theologian who met with us, and where my colleagues and I spent untold hours pouring over biblical texts in anticipation of this year’s preaching—there was some time in the late afternoon where my best friend, Chris—a pastor from Tennessee—and I would make the walk down from the beautiful Franciscan retreat center where we were staying to the Malibu Starbucks. We were well aware that our journey would take us by the homes of several celebrities—those who seem to have everything—and while we tried to keep our thoughts on our conversation, and the road before us, we were constantly scanning passing cars or other walkers, hoping that we were about to spy someone—anyone—famous. (You may recall that Chris and I were minor celebrities last year, when we alone spotted Phyllis Diller.)

By about Thursday, Chris and I discovered that we had fallen into a horrible trap. Our sightings of Mel Gibson and (my personal favorite) Dick Van Dyke had lured us down a dangerous road. We had fallen to the place where whenever a luxury car approached—or someone on foot or horseback within that gated community—we would brace ourselves and one of us would announce to the other, “This could be somebody,” by which we meant somebody famous.

Do you see the trap we had fallen into? Our words were evidence that we had forgotten a theological truth that is the ground of our life together in the church. The truth is, we are not somebody because we have somehow become famous or by our morality or by our efforts to succeed; no, the gospel reminds us, we are somebody because of God’s gracious call.

In these opening verses, Paul is reminding the Corinthians of this truth. As you may remember, much of the remainder of the letter will show that there were strong divisions within the Corinthian Church, and a lot of the division was over who was somebody and who wasn’t. But before addressing those concerns, Paul reminds them of who they are in light of God’s gracious call.

Paul is writing to the church he founded in Corinth several years earlier. Corinth was the second largest city in the Roman Empire and was a prosperous center of commerce, culture, arts, philosophy, not to mention being filled with every possible religion, plus all sorts of other diversions. In other words, it was filled with people like us in the modern United States—they had it all. Paul is writing to people not unlike you and me.

Paul reminds them of who they are by quoting to them their mission statement. “To the church of God that is in Corinth, those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, together with all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours.”
To the church of God. That word "church" has been with us so long we may well forget what it means. What comes to your mind when I say the word "church?" It doesn't refer to a structure or a building, certainly not to a denomination, or other corporate organization, not even to a theological movement like Reformed, Lutheran, Catholic. Church; the word at its most basic level means "assembly." That group of folks in Corinth who responded to Paul's preaching became an assembly in that city. They continued to come together even after Paul had moved on to Ephesus, from where he was writing this letter.

Why did they continue to come together? Because they knew themselves to be God's people, and among God's people when they gathered. Of all the things you thought about when you thought about coming here this morning, is that one of them? Did you think of yourself as preparing to gather with God's people in Rockingham County, or more specifically still, God's people at Massanutten Presbyterian Church? For that is what you have done. That is who we are. You are seated among God's people.
How can we tell? Paul says they are “those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints....” What does it mean to be sanctified in Christ Jesus? Behind the word "sanctified" lies the Latin "Sanctus" which means "holy," or "set apart." We have been set apart in Christ Jesus. Set apart; the basic nature of the church is to be different from the rest of the world around us. One way of expressing this is to say that we are to be "in" but not "of" the world. But we need to be careful with that image lest we too quickly see ourselves "above" it all. An incarnational theology demands a more dynamic understanding of what it means to be "set apart," an understanding which emerges when we understand the purpose of our "set- apartness."

The church is set apart on God's behalf. The purpose of this assembly exists beyond itself. The goals and objectives, to use the jargon of strategic planning, exist beyond this assembly. This is not a self-help group. Nor is it a voluntary association gathered around some commonly agreed-to activity or purpose, like rearing children, listening to good music, promoting education, fighting hunger, homelessness, poverty, or other forms of injustice. We may well participate in many of those activities on a day to day basis—and in fact we do each of those things I have just mentioned right here—but that is not our primary purpose. Paul reminds us that our primary purpose is to be God's people, set apart in Christ Jesus. The Church of God at Massanutten Presbyterian.

That not only means that we are not our own, but also that we are not on our own. There are two dimensions to this reality. The first is that God is among us. Sometimes that is so obvious that we need not speak it. Often, within this time of worship, we know it. But it is good for us, from time to time, to simply say that to one another, if for no other reason than to keep that truth clearly before us. We are God's people and God is in the midst of us. We are not on our own.

The second dimension to that reality is that we are not the only ones to be so called by God. We belong to a larger community that extends beyond this place. There is, after all, another community a short drive west of us, at People’s Baptist Church. They too have been called to be God's holy ones in this county. We share that with them. And of course, there's Muhlenberg Lutheran near downtown. They too have been called to be God's holy ones in this city. Then there are several other Presbyterian Churches scattered throughout this county—Trinity, First Church Harrisonburg, Cooks Creek, Elkton. Wherever you find people in this county gathering to call on God in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, there you will find an extension of yourself, there you will find God's holy ones. To these Paul speaks a word of blessing: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Grace to you and peace. Week after week I stand before you with hands raised and pronounce such a blessing. Have you ever thought about what that means? After all, it is more than a symbolic action. Some of you bow your heads when I do it. Others of you look up, both boldly and expectantly, awaiting that moment when my eye catches yours, and our lives connect as though you have felt the touch of my raised hands. It is a blessing, an invoking and imparting of God's power upon you. As surely as I mark each one baptized with the sign of the cross, it is a marking you again in God's name—a reminder that we are being sent out to do Christ's work empowered by God's Spirit.

We do not go from this place and into the world to be God's people sustained by our own resources. We go empowered by God's Spirit. Paul tells us that to participate in this community is to be a people upon whom God's grace and peace rest. Do you participate in this community? You are one upon whom God's grace rests. You are a bearer of grace—God's grace. Are you a member of this community? You are one upon whom God's peace rests. You are a bearer of peace—God's peace. Do not ever leave a worship service anywhere and say you have gotten nothing out of it. For always, everywhere this word is spoken—Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ—there those gifts have been given.

But there is more to it than that. Paul reminds the Corinthians, as I would remind us, we are a people upon whom God's grace rests in such abundance that in every way we have been enriched. We have everything we need. We have everything we need to do what God has called us to do here at the crossroads, here at the place where real life and abundant grace meet.  And I am not just speaking about the financial resources, but the people sitting in this sanctuary and who meet at the table for deacon meetings or session meetings or the property ministry. You've heard me say this before, but the extraordinary thing about serving here is the opportunity to work with such gifted people who are so willing to give of their time, their skills, their talents and their treasure to serve Jesus Christ in this place. I couldn't help but think about this morning's text: “the grace of God that has been given (to us) in Christ Jesus, for in every way (we) have been enriched in him.”
I will close with a quote from Marianne Williamson, who seems to capture the nature of Paul’s blessing to the Corinthians, and I hope that you will be blessed by her reminder to you and me of who we are because of God’s gracious call. She writes: “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others” (Williamson, A Return to Love, 190-191).
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