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I'Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us possess knowledge.”
Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. 2 Anyone who claims to know something does not yet
have the necessary knowledge; * but anyone who loves God is known by him.

4 Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “no idol in the world really
exists,” and that “there is no God but one.” ¥ Indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in
heaven or on earth—as in fact there are many gods and many lords— © yet for us there is one
God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ,
through whom are all things and through whom we exist.

"1t is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so accustomed
to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their
conscience, being weak, is defiled. ® “Food will not bring us close to God.” We are no worse off
if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. ® But take care that this liberty of yours does not
somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 1 For if others see you, who possess
knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be
encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? ! So by your knowledge those weak
believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. 2 But when you thus sin against members of your
family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. !3 Therefore, if food
is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall.

I am standing on stage at a storytelling event a couple years before the pandemic, before a non-
Grace Covenant audience of progressive, overwhelmingly white Christians. I’m nervous because
outside of a few close friends, I don’t know many people in the room, and the room is packed,
wall to wall. It is the type of crowd that would freak you out if it happened today, everyone just
breathing in each other’s droplets - remember, we didn’t think that way a few years ago. But I’'m

nonetheless nervous, because, being who I am, the type of writer and speaker that I am, I’ve
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chosen for this storytelling event to just dive in to something deeply personal. I tell them a story
that I have also told you all, about an interaction where I really, just, messed up, when |
unintentionally said something hurtful and offensive and racist to some colleagues of color in a
class as I was earning my PhD. It is hurtful to tell, and I don’t come out looking good at all in the
story, but I tell it, and others like it in progressive, primarily white communities, because I
figure, if we say that, as a community, we need to delve into and unearth the racism that has
formed us and privileged us, then I need to step out and take risks, and lead by unearthing the
racism that has formed me.

You might call it a pastoral sleight of hand. You’ve probably noticed, we tell these raw,
autobiographical stories, even though they are painful to tell, even though in their realism, they
don’t always shine the best light upon us, in the hopes that they will make those in our
communities think back to your own story, to your formation, in a culture that told each of us
that white skin and white culture and white men were somehow superior. And, frankly, it works
sometimes. I hear back from you in emails, in conversations in the narthex, about how such
stories make you reexamine your own history, blind-spots, formation.

And then sometimes it doesn’t work, like, at that story-telling event, some years ago,
before a non-Grace Covenant progressive Christian audience. That’s not fair. The response was
mixed. But the one response that I heard over and over, after I told this story about when I had
tripped over my own blind-spots and racism, was that my point was no longer relevant.
Progressive white Christians kept coming up to me and saying something along these lines,
“Yes, there was a time when I might have held a racist idea like that, but not anymore. I’'m past
that, and thank God for it.” And, hearing that, I was dumbstruck, because I was thinking,
“Really? How can you know? How can you say that you have freed yourself entirely? Do you
possess some sort of superior knowledge that saves you from the white supremacy that surrounds

us every day?”
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“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up,” says the Apostle Paul. When does knowledge

serve not to build us up, not to help us grow, but to separate us, or excuse us from the work of
community? In our passage today, Paul responds to a group of wealthy Christians from Corinth
who had asked in a letter if they could continue to network in the upper echelons of Corinthian
society.! They wanted to go to dinners, parties, and festivals where meat was served after being
sacrificed to the gods. Which, was fine, after all, they argued, because as Christians we know “no
idol in the world really exists,” for “there is no God but one,” the God of Israel and Jesus Christ.
The problem was, however, that there were these other Christians in the community who seemed
not to possess this knowledge. “Weak Christians,” is what these believers called them.

Paul recounts the situation: “It is not everyone...who has this knowledge,” he says,
“Since some have become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat
as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.” Paul is actually implying
something here that is lost on our modern ears. Meat was a pretty rare thing in antiquity. You had
to be wealthy to eat it on a regular basis. In fact, if you were like most folks, meaning part of the
lower classes of Corinthian society, you were likely only to eat meat maybe once or twice a year,
and that only happened in large religious festivals dedicated to the gods. So, when Paul talks
about Christians who, “still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol,” he actually
means Christians pushed to the margins by poverty, who never had meat unless it was during a
huge religious festival. Of course, they couldn’t disassociate meat with the gods. That’s like
asking us today to eat birthday cake without thinking of birthdays.

The wealthy Christians thought Paul would take their side. After all, he agrees with their
overall premise: “We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do.” But then Paul

turns the argument on its head. To paraphrase, he tells them: You think you have superior

! For this exegesis, I’'m indebted to Richard Hays, First Corinthians — Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for
Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 136-146.
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knowledge, but you are not saved by knowledge. You are saved by love, and right now, you are
using this knowledge as a bludgeon to silence those who are not as well-off or well-connected as
you; you are using your knowledge to exempt yourself from the hard work of community. That
kind of “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”

And then I ask, how do I exempt myself from the hard work of community? Where does
my arrogance get in the way of love?

On Tuesday morning of this week, the full staff of Grace Covenant watched a webinar
lead by Resmaa Menakem,? social worker, therapist, and author of My Grandmother’s Hands:
Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies.> Many in our
community have read and utilized the bodily practices in My Grandmother’s Hands. They are
practices that help us unearth the patterns of white supremacy that reside not just in our minds
but in our bodies, in the ways white bodies react to the presence of black and brown communities
and people. At the very end of the discussion on Tuesday, Menakem was asked an interesting
question from the audience: “Where do you see white communities employing the type of bodily
practices that enable them to begin healing from the trauma of being formed and privileged
within a racist society?” And I immediately thought of places like Grace Covenant in my mind.
Perhaps you do too, when you hear that question. So, you will imagine my shock when
Menakem said, with great passion, that such communities do not exist. “Nowhere,” he answered.
And then he went on to name that we live in a country, where the day after a Black minister from
Georgia was elected to be the first Black Democratic Senator from the south, a white mob

stormed the capital. Yes, there is much talk in white dominated spaces about race right now, but

2 University of Minnesota Office for Student Affairs, “A Conversation with Resmaa Menakem,” Zoom. January 26,
2021.

3 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and
Bodies (Las Vegas: Central Recovery Press, 2017).



it is cognitive, often depersonalized, abstract and academic. There is an absence of white
communities examining how racism is in our nerves, in our feelings, deeply rooted in our bodies.
That type of deep, personal, embodied work and practice remains absent, said Menakem — it’s
clear, just turn on the news.

But hearing him, I thought, “But wait? What about my majority white community?
Surely, we are not part of the mob? What about the work we have done, the community we have
become?” In asking that question, I exempted myself from Menakem’s challenge, to see racism
not just in the head, but in the heart, deeply rooted down my spine. My knee jerk reaction, but
wait, not me, proved his point. [ argued in my head, rather than feel the truth of his point in my
body.

And then, I thought back to that night at the storytelling event, white progressive
Christians suspiciously exempting themselves from further work, telling me, “Yes, there was a
time when I might have held a racist idea like that, but not anymore.” As if racism was simply
something we could think our way out of. And I thought back to those “strong” Christians in
Corinth. “We know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’” So called superior knowledge used to
divide and excuse them from the work of community. And, as My Grandmother’s Hands
recommends over and over, | paused, and took a breath, and realized the roots of white
supremacist patriarchy and racial trauma run deep in me and my communities, in our minds,
hearts, and nerves. At the end of his talk, Resmaa Menakem reminded his audience that there
have been nine generations of slavery, Jim Crow, white terror, and mass incarceration. We fool
ourselves if we think we have broken away from the nine generations that preceded us.

Do not exempt yourselves from this work. Where do you exempt yourself? Where do you
say, I possess knowledge, or experience, so I don’t have to do the embodied work of love?

Where does your arrogance get in the way of community?



Today, in thanksgiving to the abundant grace of God, we ordain a new class of officers
into our community. At the same time, we remember, there is a history in church communities
where those set apart for leadership were deemed somehow morally or spiritually superior to
others. For centuries, ordination has been employed to separate and sort along lines of gender,
race, and sexuality rather than bring the community together. That is true for our own
community, when just two decades ago we sinned against our siblings in Christ who were part of
LGBT communities by not admitting them into full leadership in this church.

Today, as a More Light Congregation,* we repent of that history and mourn the pain that
it caused. And we remember that we are called in the name of the one who came to serve rather
than be served, and at whose table come all peoples. These officers have answered the call of our
congregation, not so they can be set above and apart, but because they hear God’s Spirit bringing
us ever closer, in the real and difficult work of love and community, in the midst of a Covid-19
pandemic, and a white Christian supremacy pandemic. And it is not just these officers. Rather, as
a priesthood of believers, Grace Covenant, let us all lift our hearts to that same call. Let us lay
down our pretensions, whatever arrogance or excuses reside within us. Let us live into the call of
God to practice the love, the hard, embodied work and practice that does not separate, sort, or

excuse, but rather builds us up together. Thanks be to God.

4 More Light Presbyterians, mlp.org.



