St Michael’s – Trinity 2: 21 June 2009 2 Corinthians 6.1-13
“You don’t preach from St Paul that often”
Why do I not find it easy to preach from Paul’s letters – in the time of a sermon?
normally easier to take a verse or two 
but this often ignores the context in which they were said – violence to the text
Problems:

1. Paul never expected his letters to become scripture – he’d be (is) horrified!

2. Only listening to half of the conversation – have to guess other half
 
e.g. Rosie on phone to sister

3. We have image of Paul as a hard guy who was ‘anti this and anti that’
 
in truth a pioneer – “one of the greatest influences on western culture”
 


by secular commentators
 
I believe he was a true liberator and mystic 
 


but a man of his own time and context 

4. Many of letters follow complicated arguments that were rife at the time
 
but they are not big issues for us in same way – e.g. circumcision, not slavery
 
in danger of over simplification                               gender issues were different 
Church Conflict

a. In 2 Corinthians - Paul faces criticism of his ministry - it has become personal 

· they make much of their successes. They live "victorious Christian lives"

· whereas Paul makes much of being weak and vulnerable
b. In this letter (4:16, 4:1, 3:1-6) Paul rejects the Corinthians' preoccupation with credentials against which they measure him 
with their letters of commendation (qualifications, abilities, status or class, connections – as mentioned in other letters) – e.g. ISO 9001 today!
· Paul refuses to sell or promote himself in this way

· The only ‘letter’ he will bring them is the one written on his heart: (3:3)


c. But he is getting to his wits end as the integrity of the gospel is at stake 

· for Paul, the gospel is not the way of success, but about the way of the cross
· so he begins this letter by referring to his sufferings – not ‘sexing things up’
· not signs of incompetence and weakness - but sign of being in touch with way of Jesus
TODAY
a.  we thought that problems in churches was just a modern day issue!

b.  we can’t embrace/absorb such sufferings – so prone to avoid pain at all costs

· we follow the Enlightenment ‘myth of progress’ – there must be a way to fix this
· if we do not deal with our pain we will always transmit/project it

passing on the ‘hot potatoes’ of our pain
The need to hold the pain/tension and not too quickly resolve it
Paul approach to ministry relates to us today – and to David’s ministry
But to all of us who are in leadership – which is most of us

parents, at work (if you have responsibility for anyone), organizations, church life

Paul insists that what he is doing is of God
“It might not be flash . . .

· but we put no obstacle in anyone’s way

· we have done it though great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, 

this is what leadership entails at times

· beatings, imprisonments, riots, labours, sleepless nights, hunger; 

To imagine ministry primarily as success and victory is to depart from the Christian story of ministry

These so-called ‘super’ apostles and preachers come with their letters of commendations

1. eloquent speakers – “though I may speak with the tongues of angels . . .”
2. miraculous tricks – “though I may have faith to move mountains . . . ”
3. with special claims to knowledge and wisdom – “though I may understand all secrets”
4. as highly gifted – “but if I have not love, I am nothing”       see 1 Cor 13 etc.
It is only by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, 
is the way of ministry
This way has to be:

in honour and dishonour – yet how good it feels to be honourable

in ill repute and good repute – reputation for us today seems to have become everything
as unknown, and yet are well known – known by the one who counts

as dying, and see, we are alive – true leadership and ministry can sometimes feel like dying 

as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing – moods not change by circumstances

as poor, yet making many rich – doesn’t make sense humanly

and finally: as having nothing, and yet possessing everything
Saints found that it was true, to possess everything, you need to own as little as possible

it all belongs to us

“What profit has a man if he gets all the world and then loses his life?”  Mk 8.36
Paul is really saying: 
“Look, can't you see that my ministry is driven by compassion for you, not by a need to play power games and put myself in the centre.”
Bishop Robert: Unity of the church is not truly sorted by paying attention to its divisions, but by us getting back closer to this way of Jesus 

· if you pay attention to problems they never properly get sorted

· as the root problem has not been dealt with

Lord, you call us all to ministry
to serve our fellow human being
in our families, at our place of work
among our neighbours and in our church;

help us so to minister and serve
that we can live in the tradition of St Paul
who followed the pattern of Jesus Christ,

so that we do not simply build human institutions
but communities of love
that are reflections of divine love,
able to bear mystery and pain
while at the same time
making others rich in what really matters in life.

Amen.

