Epiphany 4 Year B 2012 Sermon
Vegetarian Apostles and Popover Churches?
Text:  1 Corinthians 8: 1-13     Written by Rev. Mary James


Reading Paul’s letters to the Church at Corinth never ceases to inform and amaze, because as we dig into them, we realize that that little house church faced some of the same sorts of challenges that our churches face today.  It may not seem that way at first glance with today’s excerpt…something about food, it seems.   What is all this about eating food that has been prepared as an offering to idols?  Well, this is Paul giving guidance to the congregation about how much it is or is not appropriate for them to take part in common cultural practices if they are followers of Jesus.  In this case, he is writing about the question of whether or not it is OK for church members to eat food prepared for pagan worship (that is, non-Jewish and non-Christian Jewish celebrations).  It’s a little bit like a contemporary Christian wondering whether to join an exclusive country club, or amass a tremendous fortune, or to put faith in the predictions of a psychic.   For the church at Corinth, there was conflict around the question of how much to be accommodated to the culture around them.   It’s compelling that we can also see a hint of a class division in this text—the problem of eating meat prepared for idols seems to have had a socio-economic  aspect, according to commentator Robert Hayes.   We can see that Paul “places the onus for flexibility on those with more education and economic resources.  To the dismay of the ‘strong’ at Corinth, he refuses to take the side against the weak; instead he calls the strong to surrender what they understand as their legitimate prerogatives for the sake of the weak.” 
  Paul puts it to those who would judge others for eating the idol meat:  “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”

Which makes me think of popovers. 


Who doesn’t love a freshly baked popover?  When they come out just right, they are an irresistible blend of lightly crispy exterior, with that magical custard-like interior wall and a lovely buttery flavor, and they crunch and melt in the mouth all at the same time as they are eaten.  They are pretty to look at, and they smell wonderful.  But inside, they are empty.  They are literally full of hot air.  And they are not a healthy food, let’s face it.  All that white flour and butter does not do much for the waistline.  Enjoying one once in a while is just a lovely treat, but to go overboard on consuming popovers would not be good for one’s health!   To truly appreciate and experience the great gift of a popover, the experience has to be balanced with moderation.   Eat too much of a puffed up treat, and you have lost the benefit of enjoying it in the first place.  


Apparently, there were a few puffed up Corinthians walking around, feeling that their superior knowledge and station in life exempted them from thoughtful and responsible behaviors.  They seemed to feel their knowledge was superior, and that it therefore did not much matter what they ate, or whether they participated in eating food prepared for false gods—their privilege and knowledge entitled them, they felt, to many freedoms.  But Paul wisely teaches that one cannot build and sustain human community on the knowledge that one carries around in one’s head alone; knowledge has to be beautifully balanced by love.  It is love that makes knowledge work in the service of human community, and not just any love, but agape love, the kind of self-emptying love that Jesus taught and practiced.   These folks might have looked like the elite on the outside, but they were in danger of what we might call the popover syndrome—pretty to look at, but empty on the inside.

Idolatries abound everywhere today.  Paul would have us look deep inside and ask ourselves, “where’s the love?”   If our enthusiasms, interests, and areas of focus are guided by the bottom line of agape love, love that serves the common good, we will choose wisely.   The kinds of destructive excesses addressed by Paul’s instruction to the congregation at Corinth might help us ponder loveless dangers such as scientific endeavor in the absence of ethics, the indulgence of privilege in the absence of giving, the embrace of comforts without practicing hospitality---all of these various kinds of puffing up, and finding a kind of emptiness on the inside. 

A man we will call Joe here is one who embraced all the powers and honors that a head full of knowledge could bestow.  Joe was a revered clergyman and scholar at a seminary in the United States.  He was celebrated for his brilliance in his subject area, and his classes were always fully enrolled.  Joe was handsome, a great teacher and a sought after speaker; headlining presentations, retreats, and academic gatherings, he had national reputation.   People flocked to his lectures, and events featuring him.  Joe clearly enjoyed his popularity and cultivated a sense of himself as somehow “special” and even mystical.  It appears, though, that agape love was not truly Joe’s practice.  Joe took advantage of his exalted position, exploiting people in positions of lesser power.  It turned out that Joe, who was married, had multiple affairs with female seminary students, some also married, and some far younger than he.  Eventually, after many years of this behavior, with several victims and broken marriages left in his wake,  Joe was fired from his tenured position after a long and painful time of investigation that was extremely difficult for all involved.  Joe allowed himself to abuse the gift of his knowledge, and, in the absence of agape love, destroyed relationships and betrayed the trust of his family, friends, students, church and colleagues.  Exploiting the weak, those enamored of his status and his brilliance, Joe’s knowledge became a stumbling block to many.  

Paul’s advice to the church at Corinth is interestingly nuanced in the question of eating meat prepared for idols, certainly a far less serious matter than the one we have just discussed.  Paul argues that we know the idols aren’t real, and eating the meat itself is not that big a deal…it’s not about the food.  What he does do is make it clear that he expects a great deal of those to whom much has been given.  He says, in essence, “if your behavior as a role model is going to lead someone else astray, then give it up!  You may think you are above it all and it doesn’t really matter, but you might wrongly influence someone more vulnerable—especially because of your exalted station.  So behave, in honor of the love that Christ Jesus has shown for you.”  And then he proclaims that he himself will give up meat, so that he will never cause anyone else to stumble.


We have to be so very careful not to be what we might call a “popover church,” shiny and pretty on the outside, but flirting with emptiness on the inside.  For any Christians of relative privilege, like us, this is always a huge danger.  Robert Hayes puts it this way in relation to this text of Paul’s:  “….this text calls Christians who have many possessions to beware of easy rationalizations that treat the world of everyday affairs as religiously neutral, thereby permitting them to continue enjoying their privileged lives.”   Paul’s goal is loving community, and care of the most spiritually vulnerable (and, by association, those who are the least affluent).  

Ultimately, Paul teaches the church that it is called at its very core to be a counter-cultural institution.   Knowledge, high status, and privilege can all converge to puff us up into a place of self-justifying spiritual emptiness.  Let us remember that we are called to serve and be bread for the world—full bodied, nourishing, robust, flavorful—just the right blend of spiritual substance, warmth, and nourishment, with a lavish concern not for our own comforts but for those who are weak and hurting.   A puffed up popover is a pretty thing, but it is not a lasting meal.  A humble, serviceable loaf of bread is more like it….and remember, there has to be enough to go around for everyone.  

Thanks be to God.
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