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I’d like to start by thanking you for the opportunity of letting me speak this morning; it isn’t
every church or staff that will let its Youth Director get up in the pulpit and say whatever his heart
desires! Thank you also for being such a warm and welcoming congregation to me for the past
7 months since I arrived. It really does feel like home here. One more thanks before I begin:
thank you for the privilege it is to work with your young people. I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but
this church has some pretty incredible teenagers. They’re funny, they’re wise, and they care
deeply for each other. If you haven’t yet taken the opportunity to get to know some of this
church’s youth…you’re missing out!

Our text this morning is a follow up to what Theresa spoke on last week. She walked us
through the opening to Paul’s first Corinthian letter, where he lavished praise upon the people
and their many gifts, and he offered grace and peace unto them. In today’s passage, though,
the tone starts to shift a bit as Paul starts to touch on the real reason he was writing to this
church. See, First Corinthians is full of many examples of the problems that the Corinthians
were having with each other and their outside community, and the very first one that Paul
wanted to address was the issue of factionalism.

The Corinthians were dividing themselves up into factions based on their preferred
speaker or church leader. You had one group standing up and saying “I follow Paul.” After all, he
was the founder of their church, he had apostolic authority, why shouldn’t he be the main man?
This faction threw their weight behind Paul. Still another group said “I follow Apollos.” Apollos
was a gifted speaker and had such a way with words. Surely he’d have a knack for bringing new
people into the church; HE should be their leader! A third faction claimed “I follow Cephas”, or
as we tend to know him, Peter. Peter was one of the original 12 disciples; it makes sense why
he’d be the one to follow. Still another group exclaimed boastfully “I follow Christ.” While correct,
I have to imagine that this faction exclaimed their division with just as much pride and
haughtiness as the others.

This factionalism would not stand for Paul, and not just because it is extremely hard for a
church to operate when everyone within it has divided into groups. But Paul knew that the
Corinthian church was extremely fragile at this moment in history; it was a church in its infancy.
What Paul was trying to do was spread the Gospel, and if the city of Corinth looked into this new
thing called “church” only to find that the members within it were constantly bickering and
dividing up into groups, he knew that they would want no part in it.

We can read this text and pat ourselves on the back for not imitating it here at FPC. After
all, I don’t hear many people saying “well I follow Pastor Chris” or “I follow Pastor Mary Sellers”
or “I follow Pastor Anne.” And thank goodness too; it would be frustrating to come to church
every week and deal with different factions of people. However, if we look outside of the walls of
our building and gaze upon the church as a whole, the global church, we can not seriously say



that we are all “of the same mind” or united like Paul wishes. We may not call them factions, but
we do have a fancy name for it: denominations.

While we have no one standing up to say “I follow Pastor Chris”, we certainly do have
Christians in our midst that have stood up to say “I follow John Calvin” or “I follow John Wesley”
or “I follow John Knox.” There were a lot of denominations founded by John’s, weren’t there?
Christians groups boast “I follow Luther”, “I follow Zwingli”, “I follow Stone and Campbell.” Or “I
follow the Pope!” There’s a very large contingency of Christians that claim the Pope as their
leader. We cannot seriously claim that the church is united when in the US alone, there exists
over 200 unique Christian denominations, and if we expand our look globally that number
balloons up into the thousands! Most of which formed because at some point in their history,
there was a church division over some theological or social issue.

And I’m not here today to say that denominations are bad and that we should all come
together once again to become one big happy church family again. That notion is both
impossible and unhelpful. Denominations are useful; it’s important that we can come to a
PCUSA on Sunday and know that there will be certain theological tenets that we’ll all agree on.
The denomination helps prevent us from constantly fighting with each other! But just like Paul
was acutely aware of what outsiders would see when they witnessed the Corinthians in-fighting,
we too must be concerned about what our church fights look like to the outsider’s eye.

I like to think that I have a somewhat unique perspective to bring to this text, having
grown up in and served in multiple denominational contexts during my short career in ministry
thus far. I grew up in the Church of Christ, which if you know ONE thing about the Churches of
Christ, it’s that they worship using acapella style. No instruments at all, it is simply the voices of
the people, the harmonies and the melodies, carrying the music in worship. And it’s beautiful; I
have a deep love and respect for the acapella tradition. But understandably, it’s not everyone’s
cup of tea, and as time changes and culture changes, some of the larger churches in the
denomination have explored making a change. So it was with my home church growing up:
Otter Creek Church of Christ, not too far away from us at all down Franklin road. When I was 18,
they made the decision to add an instrumental worship service. Now, that may not sound like a
big deal to those of you who sit hear week after week listening to our beautiful Casavant organ
that Michael plays so well, but it the Church of Christ world, this was a huge deal! Articles were
written about it, our pastors were interviewed by the news, and families up and left the church
over this divisive change! I remember when I gave my first sermon, I was a senior in high school
during this big change. Somewhere in my message, I don’t even remember why, but I
referenced this new instrumental worship service that we’d be adding soon. And someone in the
back of the audience called out loudly: “Boooo!” They boo’ed me! They boo’ed an 18 year old
kid during his first sermon over instruments in church! And it’s easy to laugh and poke fun at this
situation from an outside perspective; it is a bit silly to think about. But we have to remember
that to the outside eye, problems and divisions within our churches look a little silly at best…and
at worst they look extremely harmful and ugly.

When I was in seminary the past three years, I served in a United Methodist Church.
Many of you are already aware of this, but currently the UMC is going through an intense period
of arguing and division. They’re having the same conversations that the PCUSA had not too



long ago about whether or not to let our LGBTQ brothers and sisters become ordained into
ministry and married in their churches. It’s an important conversation to have, everyone could
benefit from the clarity this discussion results in, but man if it isn’t messy to watch this debate
unfold. Before a formal plan has even been brought to a vote, congregations are already
disaffiliation, throwing up their hands and saying they want out. A new denominational split, the
GMC has already formed, further splitting the church. And while this debate could ultimately
lead the UMC to a healthier place, the outside world watches and all they see is a family tearing
itself apart. When looking for my next church job, I knew I didn’t want it to be at a UMC right
now, because that church could look wildly different than it does now in just a few years. How
much more so is it hard to bring in new faces to the community when they see the way you treat
each other with vitriol?

So now I’m in a PCUSA. And surely by now the Presbyterians have figured it all out,
right? There aren’t any major divisions or squabbles going on here, right? I’ll admit that I’m not
fully up to speed with what the current hot topics are in the Presbyterian world. But the simple
fact alone that there exists the PCUSA, the PCA, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church and more tells me that you
too have had your fair share of divisions and arguments across history. And that’s okay; like I
said earlier, conflict can eventually lead us to a healthier, better place. Yet, we have to
remember that our conflicts do not exist in a vacuum; they are very much observed.

Allow me to offer one more piece of bad news: young people are leaving the church. And
they’re not coming back. Normally, we see the trend of young adults leaving church at around
age 18-19, but in general they return when they reach the age of having young children. Well,
millennials are now in that child-rearing age, and yet we are not seeing the expected return to
church. They’re staying away.

There could be many factors contributing to this phenomenon. It could be the general
secularization of our culture, like we’ve seen in Europe. It could be the increasing politicization
of our lives, including in our churches, on both sides of the aisle. But when surveyed and
interviewed about it, one of the main reasons these young people have said they left church is
because of Christian conflicts with each other. They grew up in church hearing that it was
supposed to be a place of love, grace, inclusion, and peace, and yet have found the reality to be
full of a lot of bitterness, anger, selfishness, and hypocrisy. They see our in-fighting, and who
would want to remain a part of a bickering family? Another reason they cited to their disaffiliation
is that they no longer see church as a commitment. I think this is something that we need to pay
extra special attention to in our area, for if you look in just a two mile radius of us, there are
dozens of other churches around! If something upsets you here at FPC–if the pastor says
something you disagree with or the music no longer moves you—it’s pretty easy, all things
considered, to take your family and go find somewhere else. If we can change our church as
easily as changing our grocery store, why should young people view church (and the people
within it) as something to commit their lives to?

Paul’s call for unity in this passage is so that the Corinthians might be committed to one
another…not to some teacher, creed, or building. Denominations and theological differences



matter, but if people look in our churches and all they see is in-fighting and dysfunction, they will
want no part of it. Paul suggests only one theological point for us to center in on and unite over:
Christ crucified. When we center our lives and our churches on the life, death, and resurrection
of Jesus Christ, we free ourselves from having to worry about having everything right. With
Jesus at our center, suddenly it doesn’t matter so much if we do or don’t use instruments in our
worship. When Christ is our example, suddenly we’re not asking who’s in or who’s out, because
Jesus overwhelmingly tells us that everyone is in! With Christ as our foundation, we free
ourselves from the tyranny of having to always have our own way in church. Suddenly, it doesn’t
matter so much if we like the new paint on the outside of the building, or if we agreed with the
whole sermon today, or if the songs were our “favorite” this morning. Instead, we are free to live
in committed community with one another, a community that believes they have something to
offer to a world that craves connection and meaning.

May our foundation upon Christ keep us in commitment to one another, even when the
going gets tough and the divisions happen. May our same mind, the mind that Paul wishes upon
the Corinthians, be the mind of Christ, and may our same purpose be to live in peace with one
another and show the world the goodness of community. May it be so.


