KNOWLEDGE PUFFS UP BUT LOVE BUILDS UP

Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Epiphany, February 2, 2009

Readings: Deuteronomy 18:15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28

Text: Knowledge puffs up but love builds up. 1 Cor. 8:1
Remember this verse from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth. It is a key to his whole ethic. “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”

Say it with me: knowledge puffs up but loves builds up.

I want to spend some time unpacking this verse but first I would like to note the next verse. The one who thinks he knows does not yet really know; but the one who loves God is known by God. 

It sounds like something from the Chinese philosopher Lao-tze, doesn’t it? The first line of the Tao de Ching: “The Tao or Way that can be walked is not the enduring and

unchanging Way. The name that can be named is not the enduring and

unchanging name.”

I think they are both getting at something of the same thing. That there is a truth beyond human knowing that we will never know; God alone knows. What we know is only partial; we see as through a glass, darkly.

Therefore, if you think that what you know is the changeless and ultimate truth, you are wrong. You are puffed up and headed for a fall.

Here’s the context of Paul’s comment. He is writing to a church with serious divisions. Some claim special knowledge. Some say they are disciples of Paul, others of Peter, some of another teacher named Apollos. Some believe they are above the old laws of sexual morality and dietary restriction. 

At first Paul flatters them. He writes, I know you have knowledge now that you have received the teaching about the one God revealed in Israel’s scriptures and the son of God revealed through the cross and resurrection. You have come to believe. You have received spiritual gifts: prophecy, tongues, healing. You are awesome Christians. 

So why are you fighting each other and quarrelling? Why are some living in sin or consorting with prostitutes? 

And just because you now know there is only one God—and the so-called gods of the pagan temples do not exist—is it acceptable then to eat meat that has been sacrificed to them? Maybe—if it were only in your own home--but what happens is that new believers see your behavior and are scandalized. Is your meal worth their falling out of faith?

No. Your so-called higher knowledge has led in this case to the weakening of the body of Christ. For this is the essence of the ethics of Paul: knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.

Where then is the place and work of knowledge?

In the body, together. As it builds itself up through love. 

This is what Paul tells the Corinthian--and us today; we have a choice. We can quarrel and fight over our differences and faults. Or we can love each other and build on our individual gifts and strengths. And when we work together, looking to the one who knows, Christ the head, wondering what he would do, we receive guidance through the Holy Spirit. And then what we do is built on a sure foundation. Thus, love builds up; it is not just wishes and dreams. 

Now Paul is not denying the need for prudence and reason—but he is saying that it is not the decision of a single knowing individual that is really rational and leads to good decisions, it is the decision of the community built through love.

And this locates knowledge in a wonderful new way, into the community gathered in prayer and discernment. Differences of opinion continue—for we do not know but only see from our own perspective. And this is what we each offer to the whole, our thoughtful and prayerful opinion, encouraging all to speak up. Of course, we acknowledge that some have gathered a particular insight into the matter through experience or study; we gather these insights, and the response of those listening, together learning from each other, deciding among alternatives, and finally coming to consensus. In most cases, if there is no consensus it is not time to make the decision to act. Loving and respecting each other, the community works together, Then what is built endures.

Doesn’t this still apply during this time of financial crisis we are living through? So much is uncertain and changing. Is the crisis just a hard recession, a great unleveraging as someone has called it? In which case we are looking at another year maybe two of hard times before returning to business as usual. Or is it the great unraveling, as someone else has called it, seeing the specter of a long term deconstruction of the globalized economy, a new depression?

Who knows? I like the New Yorker cartoon of the big boss is sitting at a conference table, raising his arm and sternly telling three smaller subordinates, “Nobody knows anything.” –a famous line, I think, from a Hollywood producer. And the thought balloons around the three littler heads read: “what a relief; thank goodness; I thought it was just me.”

Nobody knows the future. We will see. But what happened is pretty clear: knowledge puffed up. The system became overleveraged, credit over extended, financial risk analysis too sure of its formulas. Now the house of credit cards is tumbling. 

But love builds up. Faith in God and trust in his mercy helps us endure bad times. Surely this is not time for panic. No meteor has landed, no nuclear war has triggered an environmental catastrophe. Scripture tells us that we will know when the end is come: the sky will fall, there will be no doubt. Until then, Jesus says, love, and do not fear. Remember the miracle of the loaves and fishes: there is enough to go around, though not if we hoard. We may have to downsize, but we have our lives, our loved ones. Quite a few people are losing homes and businesses and savings—this is a tragedy—and we must work as a society to make sure as many as possible are helped and losses kept to a minimum. But most of us will keep working and producing. We just have to see this thing through.

Is this a time then to consider a capital campaign! I don’t know. Seems counter-intuitive certainly. People have less to give than they did two years ago—yet construction costs less too. People will feel anxious about the coming years—yet we are called to have faith and work for recovery in our own little neck of the woods, helping at least to provide some jobs. What is certain is that the parking lot needs to be paid for, deferred maintenance taken care of, and a forty-year-old kitchen and hall renovated. If we can put insulation and solar energy to work for long term cost savings, that is prudent stewardship. If we have the resources to enlarge and improve our fellowship space, great. If we cannot raise the money we will take care of what is most important, repairs and debt. Faith and prudence will be our watchwords.

But here’s the important point: the decision ultimately is in the community, the wisdom and the knowledge and the faith are in you, as gathered in prayer and fellowship. You together—as elected vestry and as involved members—are the deciding body. There is only one head, and his name is Jesus. We are to seek his will. And we have been promised that if we do so, in good faith, in love of God and each other, the Holy Spirit will be with us to guide and empower us. We are called to model this kind of community and this kind of prayerful decision-making to the world. Not in pride but humility. Not as those who know, as those who love.

If we love, if we decide through respectful listening and consensus, if we all participate, if we all give what we can, without fear or compulsion but in faith and hope, then no matter what else happens we will have succeeded in building prayerful community. Isn’t that what church is all about?

Let us say again, with St Paul, knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.
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