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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week, the 5th Sunday of Epiphany!  Let’s begin 

this particular journey by opening our hearts, minds, and spirits to God in prayer:  

Everlasting God:  you give strength to the powerless and power to the faint!  Touch us 

with your grace in this time, that we may feel your strength and power, even as we seek 

to become your love.  Amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: MV1 ‘All Are Welcome’ 

 

Today, I’ve chosen to use the Epistle lection – it’s a reading from Paul’s letter to the 

Corinthians (1 Cor 9:16-23), and (in the New Revised Standard Version) it goes like this:   

 

The Apostle, Paul, once wrote, “If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for 

boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!  For 

if I do this of my own will, I have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a 

commission.  What then is my reward?  Just this:  that in my proclamation I may make the 

gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel.  For though I am 

free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of them.  

To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews.  To those under the law I became as one 

under the law … so that I might win those.  To those outside the law I became as one outside 

the law … so that I might win those.  To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the 

weak.  I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some.  I do it all 

for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings. 

 

 

Sermon: “Becoming All Things” 

God, you are the light of the minds that know you, and the life of the hearts that serve you – 

be light and life anew for us now, amen. 

 

I once heard the story of a newly promoted army colonel who was just setting up his very 

first field station when a lowly private approached his tent.  The colonel picked up the phone 

and pretended to be speaking to the famous General Schwarzkopf, “Hang on a second, Norm.  

What do you want, Private?  And be fast – I’m just speaking with General Schwarzkopf!”  

The private responded sheepishly, “Excuse me, Sir, but I was sent to hook up the phone!”  

Well, corny punchline notwithstanding, I wonder if that story doesn’t capture a peril with 

which we all live.  You see, our faith calls us to be IN the world, but not to become OF the 

world.  And yet, if we try to do what Paul tells us to do – that is, if we try to “become all 

things to all people” (1 Cor 9:22) – then, aren’t we likely to end up just like that army 

colonel, and lose our integrity?  Well, in this time I’d like to think with you about that as we 

chart a course to strike a working balance between our worldly and spiritual lives.  That’s a 

key theme in these ‘Sundays after the Epiphany,’ and that’s also precisely what’s behind the 

words that we’ve read today from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.  Paul said that we’re called 

to enter the world, and deal with people, always trying to understand situations from the 

other person’s point of view.  You know, some of my earliest memories of a much-loved 
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grandmother’s house feature a handmade embroidered fabric that was framed and hung on 

the kitchen wall – ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’  Well, sorry 

Grandma, but, with the help of psychology, we can now say that adage has it all wrong!  It 

should be, ‘Treat others as they want to be treated.’  After all, one person’s joy might well be 

a curse for someone else!  But, if we’re called to try and understand from someone else’s 

point of view, then we’re certainly not supposed to be morally neutral, or simply adopt the 

other person’s values.  Far from it, we are to get our bearings from our faith tradition so that, 

while we’re always sensitive to another person’s values, we never to lose sight of what it is 

that our own tradition calls us to value.  Spiritual people are not like chameleons, those 

lizard-like creatures that change their skin to match their setting.  Far from it, we are people 

of purpose, tradition, and direction and, while we’re called to engage the life around us, 

we’re not called to simply adopt its moral values!   

 

Of course, let’s recognize something:  a lifestyle like that comes along with a price!  First of 

all, a lifestyle like that means that we actually have to learn, understand, and practice our 

own spiritual tradition.  Not only that, but we also have to keep up with the latest 

interpretations within our tradition!  Much akin to God’s grace, you see, our faith is free, but 

it’s not cheap.  We have to work at our faith before that faith will ever begin to work for us!  

Secondly, we’re also called to guard against the very human tendency to feel threatened 

when we’re faced with values and customs that are different to the ones that have become 

comfortable for us.  Here’s an amazing statement that I read this week about that: “If we let 

the prejudices of the past shape our lives, then we ascribe authority to something other than 

God, who wants us to live consciously and take responsibility.”  Now, is that not an 

incredibly powerful, and very timely, sentiment for our polarized, fractious, postmodern 

lives?  And especially so when you realize that statement was written by a contemporary 

writer, and teacher, within the Muslim Reform Movement in New York City, a man named 

Sultan Abdulhameed.  Wow, you see the sort of revelation that we can have when we open 

ourselves to new possibilities?  

 

However, if we’re called to work at our faith, and if we’re also called to guard against feeling 

threatened by ideas that don’t conform with our faith, then here’s something that I’ve come 

to believe we are NOT called to do – ‘convert’ others.  Welcome newcomers, absolutely.  

Teach others about Jesus’ ministry if they’d like to know, for sure.  Offer membership if they 

want it, by all means!  But let’s not intentionally set out to argue people out of the 

convictions they had when we met them.  Rather, let’s let our behaviour be Christianity’s 

own recommendation!  When I suggest that we shouldn’t convert, however, I’m very aware 

of all the places in the New Testament that seem to ask us to do that.  Just think, for example, 

of the ‘Great Commandment’ with which Matthew’s gospel concludes: “Go therefore and 

make disciples of all nations” (28:19).  And, in today’s lection, Paul speaks of ‘saving 

people’ in any number of contexts.  However, after years of study and reflection, I have come 

to believe that all of the statements in the New Testament which urge us to convert others 

come out of the struggles that took place in the Ancient World to establish Christianity, and 

they don’t speak to what God wants us to do here and now in our 21st Century ‘global 
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village.’  The compulsion to covert people simply wasn’t there in the historical Jesus’ 

ministry.  Well, I don’t believe that it’s helpful in our multi-cultural world, where such an act 

comes along with the assumption that, ‘We’re right, and you’re wrong!’  Large swathes of 

John’s gospel, in particular, come to us out of that very mindset.  Consider, for example, the 

passage where Jesus is portrayed as saying, “No one comes to the Father except through me” 

(Jn. 14:6).  Oh, how that phrase has been used, and misused, over the centuries!  But the fact 

remains that scholarship has widely disputed that the historical Jesus would have ever made 

such a claim!  You see, if there’s one thing that we truly know about the historical Jesus, it’s 

that he was, above all, a devout Jew.  He could quote the Hebrew scriptures extensively; he 

was steeped in the Hebrew traditions of his day and age; story after story bear witness to how 

Jesus walked through each day with Yahweh-God uppermost on his mind.  Therefore, how 

likely would it have been for this pre-eminent, egoless man to have claimed the be the sole 

gatekeeper for access to God?  Bible scholars say, not likely at all!  I have come to believe 

that those exclusive statements in John come out of the experience that the community of 

John had, and they are not part of the actual memory of what Jesus said and did.   

 

One of the things that Bible scholars are confident that Jesus actually said was, “Do not 

judge, so that you may not be judged … Why do you see the speck in your neighbour’s eye, 

but do not notice the log in your own eye?” (Mt. 7:1,5).  Now then, a strikingly similar 

statement is found over in Luke’s gospel: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged … Why 

do you see the speck in your neighbour’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?” 

(Lk. 6:37,41).  However, that sentiment is nowhere to be found in Mark’s gospel.  Ah, I 

know what you’re thinking!  You’re thinking, ‘since Matthew and Luke share this text, but 

Mark doesn’t have it at all, it’s got to be a Q text!’  And you’re right, for scholarship does 

say that this particular text comes from Q, which is short for ‘Quelle,’ a German word 

meaning ‘source,’ and refers to an early collection of Jesus’s sayings (even earlier than the 

Gospel of Mark!) that Matthew and Luke used, but a copy of which has not survived into our 

present age.  Well, if the best and brightest of human scholarship rate this text as highly 

likely to have actually been uttered by Jesus, then let’s give these words the weight that they 

deserve! Here’s the message that these words hold:  we should not judge, criticize, or 

condemn others who have different beliefs or customs; we should not try to persuade them 

that they’re wrong; we should not try to ‘save’ them.  But, if we’re NOT supposed to convert 

others, we sure as heck are called to care for them – to help them, to comfort them, to make 

things better for them, as we’re able.  To provide for them in times of need (and, wow, isn’t 

that exactly what our Food Pantry does so exquisitely well?); to treat them with the same 

respect that we’d afford our friends; to pray for them, to pray about them, to pray with them.  

You see, caring for others isn’t just some kind of fancy party trick that we can use, or not, as 

the mood strikes us.  Far from it, caring for others is what Paul speaks of in today’s reading 

as a lifestyle, an orientation that we should hold dear each day, and it’s also the very place 

where we can experience God’s love the most directly!  Look, we may not have all the 

answers that we feel that we need, but God does.  We may not have all the resources that we 

feel we deserve, but God does.  We may not always feel like going against the grain of what 
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our friends may think, but God always feels like loving us, and we will never feel God’s love 

more than when we care for others.   

 

There’s a wonderful legend to do with a man named Simon of Cyrene.  Simon is the man 

who, in Luke’s narrative, was taken from the crowd by the Romans, and forced to carry 

Jesus’ cross to Golgotha, when Jesus had become too weak to carry that cross himself.  In 

that legend, Simon is later asked, “How heavy was the weight of Jesus’ cross?”  Simon 

responded, “I can’t remember the weight of the cross.  All I can remember is the touch of 

Jesus’ hand!”  Well, we can metaphorically feel the same touch of Jesus’ hand, as in God’s 

love, every time we use our hands to ‘become all things to all people’ in Paul’s sense!  You 

see, it’s in the ebb and flow of life that God’s love comes alive!  Amen?  Oh, yes; amen.  

 

Now let us turn back to God in prayer:  Eternal God, Holy Companion, blow through our 

spirits in this time and mend that which is broken; heal that which is unwell; help us to face 

the world without fear; help us to find your love at every turn.  We pray for all those places 

in this world that have been misshapen by violence, or war, or misery; we pray for those who 

have to live in refugee camps; we pray for all the situations of domestic violence; we pray for 

those who have been bullied and those who face intimidation; come, O Spirit of God; help us 

to better live with your love that we may help to alleviate those hardships! 

  

On this Sunday, O God, we continue to hold our human struggle with the COVID pandemic 

in our prayers that an end may come to its icy reign!  We pray, too, for all who struggle in 

this stay-at-home age, that they may find comfort.  On this Sunday, O God, we also 

remember the last time Jesus ate with his disciples, and we ask your Spirit to enliven our 

digital connections, that your grace may flow through them as we celebrate Holy 

Communion now.  We remember how Jesus took the loaf at his last supper, blessed it, and 

gave it to the disciples – the bread of life; eat, and hunger no more!  We remember how Jesus 

took the cup, and passed that to the disciples – the cup of grace; drink and thirst no more!  

Oh, we praise you, God, for the grace that knows no end, the grace that satisfies our hungers, 

and quenches our thirsts!  May this sign and seal of your covenant make us all channels of 

your peace … 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU684 ‘Make Me a Channel of Your Peace’ 

 

Go now in peace; know that, in a spiritual sense, you can ‘become all things to all people’ no 

matter what your circumstances may be; know that God’s love will rest and remain with you, 

this day, and forevermore!  Amen. 

 


