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I don’t know if I’ve ever told you about the place I refer to as my spiritual home. I’ve 

often reflected that when I die, I’d like my ashes to be interred in the memorial garden 

on the corner of 6th avenue and 4th street, in downtown Calgary.  It’s the size of our lawn 

from the sidewalk to Harold and the sidewalk to Mountain Highway.  It’s likely one of 

the most expensive pieces of useless property in all of Calgary. Useless if we think 

memories have no value...and sometimes, in a resource-based economy like Calgary’s, 

memories don’t have value...if they’re taking valuable space. 

 

The memorial garden is a tiny patch of real estate connected to Knox United Church, a 

statuesque, sandstone gothic revival protestant cathedral, (not unlike St. Andrew’s 

Wesley in Downtown Vancouver) dedicated in September 1913. It is where Spirit rested 

upon me in 1978 and claimed my heart for life. I was confirmed there, having entered 

the living waters of Christ’s community through the portal of the choir.  60 voices 

gathered Thursday and Sunday to sing, to laugh, to cry, and to lead the people in 

congregational song.  I became one of two tenor soloists.  Knox is home to one of the 

largest pipe organs in Canada – a four manual Cassavant, built in 1912, as Opus 529 

with 95 stops and over 5000 pipes with antiphonal gallery and carillon tower. 

Every year for about six, we produced one of what our then music director called ‚the 

world famous Knox United Church Choir’s Broadway Musicals.‛  I played Snoopy in 

You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown, Tony in the Boyfriend, Marryin’ Sam in L’il Abner, 

Tommy in Brigadoon.  I got to direct and perform in two musicals:  I directed and 

played the mute in the Off-Broadway favourite, The Fantasticks and I directed and 

played the snake in the act one musical from ‚The Apple Tree‛ called the Diary of 

Adam and Eve.  I cut my teeth as a choral conductor, by leading a double quartet called 

‚The Celebration Singers.‛  My friend Bruce MacKenzie who accompanied the 

Celebration Singers is now the assistant organist at St. John’s Cathedral in the 

downtown eastside. 

 

I was ordained an elder at 21, visiting people in their homes, delivering communion 

invitation cards every quarter.  As an elder I served on many of the session committees 

– Worship, Christian Education and Pastoral Care. I met my former wife in the choir.  I 

was married by her father, the Rev. Dr. Bruce Vanstone. Our sons were baptised there. 

My life as a young man in my twenties was immersed in that faith community. 

 



Oh sure, it was a human place...rife with all the things that happen when people gather 

and express the breadth of their humanity. Even as I was loved and was excited about 

my relationships and my experiences, I recognized at 21, this particular expression of 

church could sound pretty archaic. But even now on visits to Calgary to see my mother, 

I return to worship, sit in the pews, my bum rumbling at the sound of the organ, 

enveloped by the one of the most impressive collections of stained glass windows in 

Canada and weep with memories that flood my mind, remembering how I was loved 

by a community that never let me go.   

 

When I was a ministry student in Osoyoos, I wrote a love letter to Knox, simply 

thanking them for their gifts to me, and for who they were to me as a community.  

Incredibly, in response, they invited me to preach on one my visits back to Calgary. I 

got to preach in the place that I love and tell them what a treasure they were in my 

growing, loving me unconditionally.  Even as I tell this story, my heart is full because 

that place continues to be my spiritual home.  I truly hope it will be my final resting 

place.   

 

The Revised Common Lectionary, developed by the mainland protestant and catholic 

churches is a suggested reading list for the scriptures.  By following the suggestions and 

reading the four passages in each of the Sundays and Holy Days in a three year cycle, 

churches will read the whole bible.  The designers of this list have recommended that in 

each of the three years of the lectionary cycle, we read the first letter to the Corinthians 

in the first five or six weeks after Christmas.  And so that’s what we’re doing.  In the 

next five or six weeks, we will be digging deeply into the opening chapters of Paul’s 

first letter. 

 

So here’s my suggestion.  I don’t know if you have read this letter from start to finish – 

but I would encourage you to do so.  This was its intention.  It was written so that those 

hearing it would receive it in one sitting, returning it for instruction many times. So 

while we are going to read bits of the first part of the letter over the next few weeks, I 

invite you to read it, every week, in its entirety.  Seriously.   

 

The first letter to the Coninthians is a love letter to the church Paul founded. It is a love 

letter to the people he knew, and welcomed and affirmed. Paul loves these people.  He 

loves their faithfulness and their zeal.  He is blown away that in their becoming an 

abundant and faithful community, they have become highly gifted.  And while he 

admonishes some of their practices and theology, this is a beautifully written, 

confessional letter filled with affirmation, instruction, lumpy theology born of a belief 

that ‚Christ‛ would return imminently. And it reads like a Pharisee wrote it; with a ‘my 

way or the highway’ kind of attitude. 



The church in Corinth has contacted Paul first, inviting him to return to help them get 

some practices right, complaining about what’s going on their community; in worship – 

particularly communion - in administration, in the theology of spiritual gifts, and the 

hospitality of the poor and disenfranchised.  What Marion read this morning, is the 

beginning of the letter he writes in response. 

 

Paul is very crafty in his letter writing.  It begins with the salutation typical of all letters 

written in the first century.  A great outpouring of greeting in the name of the one we all 

serve.  And he sets the tone – he sets the bar of excellence, as much for himself as for 

them.  He reminds them and himself, that he is first an apostle acting upon Spirit’s call; 

there is some authority here.  And he reminds them that they are part of a much larger 

universal church community... called by the same Spirit to be church.  And just as much 

as he praises them for all the spiritual gifts they have received, especially the gifts of 

knowledge and speech we soon discover in the rest of the letter, that Paul’s most 

passionate corrective is about how they have organized a hierarchy of spiritual gifts – 

setting up the false idea that some gifts are more important than others.  The adage that 

sometimes, our greatest weakness is our greatest strength over done is what’s going on 

here.  It’s how Paul crafts his letters.  Paul’s great flurry of affirmation, their great 

strength, is the very subject of his corrective, as he addresses their greatest weakness.  

 

Furthermore, in telling them that they have every conceivable spiritual gift, given by the 

spirit of Christ, he is also calling them to that truth. They are both already gifted, and 

they are called to be even more gifted, and to re-adjust how they understand those gifts. 

And because it’s Paul, to whom they’ve already written for his advice, Paul writes from 

an authority, a Pharisaic authority they will trust. 

 

 I love it when Harold Jenner comes to worship with us. He served in ministry here in 

the late 80’s.  I love it when Sharon Copeman drops by; she retired from ministry nearly 

seven years ago.  I wonder what stories they would tell of their experience in 

leadership.  I wonder what letters they would write, what sermons they would preach, 

what correctives they might offer to us as a community of faith in transition...mired in 

our own experiences of what it means to be human gathered in this place of spirit.  I 

wonder what Martin Luther King Jr would write in a letter to North America.  What 

stories would he tell, what sermons would he preach, what corrective would he offer, 

now? 

 

What if Paul wrote to us...setting the bar of excellence on the attributes he sees in us?  

How would Paul begin a letter to us, naming what is both our great strength that 

becomes our great weakness when it’s overdone?  Written as a love letter from his heart 



to our hearts, what would he call us to?  What could we trust?  Anyone want to hazard 

to guess?   

 

 

Friends we are gifted.  We know we are.  We are gifted far more than we ever dared to 

ask or imagine.  It’s both truth now, and calling us to claim those gifts in whole new 

ways for the healing of our community.  Regardless of where we will be, look around 

this room. Look who is here.  Look who we have gathered to be.  Spirit has moved and 

we are here.  I praise you for you are fearfully, wonderfully made.  It will be interesting 

in our season of prayer to see how we will be pulled by this vision and what prayers we 

will offer.  Let us continue on the journey.  Amen. 

 


