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Preaching is a touchy business.  It’s an odd practice that seems to give authority on how 

the word of God is interpreted. It’s weird because people sitting in pews every Sunday 

give some kind of assent to one voice; a voice that dares to imagine what the communal 

word might be for that day And if the preaching has a modicum of good oratory, 

catching people’s attention for at least a moment or two, there will always be someone 

on either side of the preacher’s theological perspective.   

 

What’s also weird is that ‚assent‛ is absolutely required before it can be called 

preaching.  Like the dress rehearsal of a play which doesn’t become public performing 

art until there is an audience, it’s not preaching until the people say amen.  Preachers 

may do their best research.  They may write their best manuscripts and deliver a 

rousing speech or compelling lecture.  But it’s not preaching without the community 

gathered, listening, reflecting, absorbing, meditating and then saying ‚yes‛ in their 

hearts...even when they disagree.  The best way to respond to a sermon after it’s 

preached is ‚amen.‛  That’s also the best way to respond to a wonderful gift of music 

when offered in the context of worship.  Amen.  That’s assent. 

 

And in preaching school, instructors tell us that contemporary church-goers don’t want 

information about God, particularly in preaching, they want an experience of 

transcendence, they want an experience of God.  Gee, no pressure there.  See what I 

mean, preaching is a touchy business.   

 

The worst feedback preachers can hear when someone comes to shake their hand after 

the service, is ‚that was really nice.‛  As if nice means anything, has any teeth, or has 

moved people in any way.  It’s better if people said ‚that really annoyed me.‛  ‚That’s a 

bunch of baloney.‛  ‚I think you’re dead wrong.‛  If you can’t say ‚amen,‛ and ‚nice‛ is 

all you can muster with respect to my preaching, I’d rather we talk about the weather. 

 

Last week I said not one word of Paul can be read without remembering his conversion 

experience on the road to Damascus, when the voice of the risen Christ asked him why 

he was persecuting him. Paul had been hell bent on getting rid of those pesky 

Christians from the synagogues, with the authority of the temple leaders.  The voice 

didn’t wait for an answer; it clouded Paul’s eyes and sent him into Damascus where he 

fasted and prayed for three days.  When the scales fell from his eyes, Paul did a 180 

degree about face, and became Christianity’s fiercest advocate and evangelist. 

 

 



Turns out, according to one of the early letters he wrote to one of the churches he 

founded, in the Greek city of Corinth, Paul was much better at rounding up Christians 

on behalf of the temple, then he was a preacher.  For the first two chapters in his first 

letter to the Corinthians, Paul defends not only his authority, but also his preaching.  

Apparently, they didn’t like it much, and told him so, in a letter.  

 

This letter is in response to a number of issues that were arising in the newly formed 

church. It wasn’t just his preaching.  I know it’s hard to imagine this to be true in the 

church, but the Corinthian Christians were in conflict over a number of issues, and even 

though they tried to use the content of Paul’s preaching as their authority, his preaching 

was not very convincing. 

 

The position Paul takes in the reading that John shared this morning, became 

completely consistent in all of his writing. In a self deprecating manner, Paul accepts 

that his preaching is not particularly strong.  He accepts their argument that pagan 

teaching has crept into what he taught them, creating conflicts of interpretation within 

the community.  He hits this nail right on the head, right from the get go ‚When I came 

to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you in 

lofty words or wisdom.‛  The phrase ‚mystery of God‛ was understood as the 

conventional wisdom of conflicting theologies...creating conflicting understandings.  

The Christians of Corinth were using Paul’s original teachings, construing them with 

the pagan teachings and coming up with their own new ideas.   

 

Paul accepts their perspective that his preaching is tepid and uninspiring and that the 

message of Christ crucified is a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to the Greeks.  

But he says...’that’s all I’ve got.’  That’s all there is.  ‚I decided to know nothing among 

you (that mystery of God – that mystic hybrid of theologies that cause so much 

dissension.)  I decided to know nothing, except Jesus Christ, and him crucified. And I 

came to you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. My speech and my 

proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of 

the Spirit.‛   

 

Throughout his ministry, Paul repeats this message consistently: the brokenness of the 

messenger, and the foolishness of the saving grace of Christ crucified, flies in the face of 

the wisdom and the common sense of the world.  And consistent with Jesus teaching 

that his healing and justice were profoundly counter cultural, Paul asserts ‚we speak of 

these things in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, 

interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual.‛ 

 

 



Paul seems to be rejecting the wisdom of the scriptures and he is certainly rejecting the 

culture’s practice of trying to get the scriptures and the teachings to line up with the 

conventional wisdom of the day, and the myriad of pagan and mythological 

perspectives.  In his book The Good Book, Reading the Bible with Mind and Heart, 

Peter Gomes calls this the worst of three temptations – culturalism, getting the tradition, 

the scriptures, the wisdom of the faith to say whatever you want it say. 

 

Paul simply says, ‘I won’t do that, I simply preach Christ crucified.’ 

  

According to Peter Gomes, a more contemporary example of culturalism with the bible, 

with the culture proof texting the bible to support their own position on any topic was 

the abolishment of slavery.  Those who favoured the economic institution (make no 

mistake, that’s what it was, the slave trade was big business) would have quoted the 

bible: 

As for your male and female slaves whom you may have: you may buy male and female 
slaves from among the nations that are around you. You may bequeath them to your 
sons after you to inherit as a possession forever. You may make slaves of them, but 
over your brothers the people of Israel you shall not rule, one over another ruthlessly.  

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you 
would Christ,  

Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master in 
heaven.  

Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle 
but also to the unjust. 

Those who favoured abolishment of the slave trade would also have quoted from the 

bible:  

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery.  

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight 
to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed,  



For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have eternal life. 

 

That’s culturalism.  Even the President of the United States, who in my mind enflamed 

a nation already embroiled in a silly war against an idea, danced near culturalism this 

week when he dared to hint the motivation of last weekend’s bombing at the Boston 

Marathon, calling it a ‚heinous act of terrorism.‛  In my mind, the word terrorism has 

become shorthand for a vitriolic conflict between ideologies.  All the ensuing media 

questions concerning the arrest of the 19 year old boy cloaked in rumor about his 

Chechen upbringing, focussed on what his alleged feelings toward America might be.  

In one paragraph, in one US newspaper’s account of the arrest, the young man was 

identified 3 times as Muslim.  

 

Culturalism, the worst of three unhelpful practices when approaching the bible, is alive 

and well in our systems today, Paul might even label it the ‚wisdom of the world.‛  It is 

very dangerous. 

 

In response, Paul confesses – ‘I’m just a broken vessel, preaching what sounds like 

foolishness when compared to the world’s wisdom.  I simply hold out the truth that life 

is found in a life poured out for the sake of the healing of the world.  The foolishness of 

the world is God’s wisdom.’   

 

Friends, as hard as it may be, we are called to embody God’s wisdom.  May God help 

us be this wisdom for the healing of the world.  May God help us if we don’t.  Amen. 

 


