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One of the hardest things to do, particularly in times of conflict is to imagine that we 

might not be singularly right.  Imagine.  Lots of you have heard me say many times, I 

only argue when I’m right.   

But think of a time when you were in a heated argument with someone over an issue 

that rankled you. I know that we in the United Church have trouble imagining to ever 

be in conflict because we’re just so gosh darn nice, but I’m really asking you to think of 

a time when you believed you were completely right.   I’m not talking about an issue 

like who won the Grey Cup in 1973 when facts can be checked.  I’m talking about that 

moment when there was a serious conflict in values, a real gap between when you 

perceived to be “right” and the person with whom you were having the argument.  Got 

one in mind?  This is a real request this morning. 

Often the hardest arguments, the ones that can be most difficult, the most heated, are 

with the people with whom we feel the most free.  I remember my older sister and I 

didn’t speak for years, because of very specific theological differences. I remember a 

brutal night in Oakville, when I was visiting, we had an argument about the authority 

and interpretation in scripture.  When it was over and I lay in my bed re-playing the 

tape, I heard my sister make a phone call to her friend and talk about me in the third 

person.  “I can’t believe he said this about___________.”  Being talked about with 

someone who has no idea who am I, what I stand for, what matters to me, created an 

even bigger problem.  Seriously, I left and I don’t think we spoke again for four years. 

It wasn’t even a matter so much of who was more right than the other. It was that 

profound frustration at not feeling heard. The more we argued, the more entrenched we 

became.  The more we threw chapter and verse at each other, the less interested we 

were in understanding the truth. I’m certain Jody felt no more heard than I, and worse, 

we began to pull apart from one another. Neither of us had room for that line from 

scripture “Where two or three are gathered....”   

This is my beautiful sister Jody, whose husband died of Lou Gehrig’s disease the year I 

moved to North Vancouver. We have long since made up, and even though she 

consented to my presiding over my own father’s memorial service, we still avoid too 

much conversation about the authority and interpretation of scripture, and other things 

orthodox. I think we agree about more things than we disagree, but we rarely go far up 

that road.   



This is the kind of conflict I’m talking about friends.  This is the kind of conflict over 

values, that separates people from people, keeping them distant for far too long. This is 

what I’m asking you about today.  Have you experienced this kind of conflict? Have 

you argued from that deep position of certitude?  

What if you discovered the other person might be right too? 

This is exactly the situation to which Paul is focussing his attention in the reading 

Myrna shared with us this morning.  The argument of who is more right – Apollos, or 

Peter or Paul is dividing this community.  They are squabbling over wisdom and 

religious practice, and likely, meaning and interpretation of the crucifixion, and 

resurrection. We already know in other sections of the Christian Scriptures that Paul 

and Peter have argued over whether Gentiles needed to become Jewish (and therefore 

circumcised) before being baptized into the Christian community.  These are kinds of 

issues that were dividing the Corinthian community. 

We also know that in large groups with varying priorities, there are natural fault lines 

where conflict seems to be exacerbated.  I went to see the Broadway touring production 

of West Side Story last Saturday night.  It was a brilliant production and the 

performances were absolutely top drawer. West Side Story is Leonard Bernstein’s and 

Stephen Schwartz’s iconic homage to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.  The natural fault 

line of conflict in that story are territorial gangs – the whites verses the Puerto Ricans.  

Gang warfare is still happening and this could have been the premiere performance of a 

brand new musical exploring the topic.   

It would be curious to think about the natural fault lines here at Lynn Valley United 

Church.  Maybe it’s the difference in values between those who have been here for 30 

years or more and those who have just arrived.  Maybe it’s the difference in values 

between those who ascribe to a more conservative theology and those who do not. 

Perhaps it’s about worship style.  My point is that often, conflict erupts more 

emphatically along these natural fault lines.  And I’m hunching this is also going on in 

the Corinthian community.  The people already have potential lines of conflict and they 

are now carving themselves up between the leadership styles of these very different 

leaders,  

In one of his most illuminating and articulate moments, Paul suggests that his 

community won’t even be able to hear and grow in wisdom for as long as they behave 

like spiritual children in the playground.  His first task was to offer simple lessons – 

spiritual milk – until such a time as they can be weaned onto deeper theological 

concepts. 



“I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. Even now 

you are still not ready. For as long as there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are 

you not of the flesh, and behaving according to human inclinations?  

And to do this, he calls them to take on a bigger perspective. It’s one of the biggest 

challenges in a faith community.  It’s one of the biggest hurdles to overcome if the 

community is to grow spiritually.   

How do we hold faithfully, with gentle curiosity, loving kindness and active 

hospitality, the values, the witness, the ideas of those whose perspective is completely 

different than our own? 

Take the wider perspective encourages Paul... 

“Neither the one who plants (Paul) nor the one who waters (Apollos) is anything, but 

only God who gives the growth.” 

Paul is setting up his argument in chapter 12 about spiritual gifts.  Even though each of 

us brings to the table a different set of gifts, a different set of talents, a different 

perspective, a different understanding, one is not more important than another. That 

needs to be underscored in a culture that measures effectiveness and productivity by 

good, better best – big, bigger, biggest.  No matter how little or how much each of us 

does in support of any project or mission goal of this congregation, all gifts have equal 

value.  On one hand for those to whom much has been given, much will be expected.  

On the other hand, there are those like the widow whose gift mattered the most because 

in giving her last two coins, she gave everything. This is a matter of equal value for 

differing gifts. 

This is the wider perspective to which Paul calls the faith community, particularly when 

we bump into each other. And we will bump into each other.  Just because we don’t like 

conflict, or we develop skill to avoid it, doesn’t mean conflict goes away.  To take the 

next steps of growth into becoming a spiritually authentic community, envisioned in 

Jessica’s Resolution (if you don’t know what that means, I’ve left copies of Jessica’s 

Resolution in the narthex – or look for it on the website), our capacity to hold 

differences must grow. Our capacity for wonder and curiosity must grow. Our capacity 

to be in conflict must grow. Our capacity to not only accept, but embrace those whose 

spiritual vocabulary and perspective is vastly different than our own must grow.   

Our capacity to hold with grace the vastly different spiritual longings of the people of 

Lynn Valley does not depend only on a building. It depends on a community of grace-

filled, holy people who are remembering this is God’s field, this is God’s world, this is 

God’s work.  Amen 


