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 Over the years I’ve talked a lot about our need to let go. We need to let go of our hatred 

and prejudices and fears; our privilege and our status. But I don’t talk much about why we let go. 

I suppose I’ve always assumed the why of it is embedded in the scriptures, as if the gospel were 

self-explanatory. But it’s not always that clear.  

 

 Paul in his letters, especially this one to the Christians in Corinth, finds he has to go to 

great lengths to explain why letting go is so important. Recently I’ve been reviewing an adult 

education study called “Eclipsing the Empire,” featuring John Dominic Crossan and Marcus 

Borg. It’s an overview of Paul’s ministry against the backdrop of a tour of several of the sites 

where he established communities in what’s now Turkey but was then called Asia Minor. This is 

the study we’ll be using on Tuesday evenings during Lent this year.  

 

 One of the things they point out is Paul was trying to organize communities that reflected 

what he believed was a new social order. In Roman society people were divided along very rigid 

socioeconomic lines. Slaves did not mingle with free people, for instance; and poor people never 

sat at the same table with wealthy ones. But in the Christian community, those who were in 

Christ, all the social barriers fell away. As Paul says in Galatians: “For there is no longer Jew or 

Greek; there is no longer slave or free; there is no longer male and female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.” That’s the model of community he’s organizing. 

 

 But you can imagine how difficult that can be. It requires a complete reorientation of 

society. Those who have been used to having little or being treated as inferior, must now think of 

themselves as worthy of regard. And those who are used to having all they want must relinquish 

their hold on privilege and power so others can have what they need. For Paul this 

transformation is the result of God’s interest in justice. But not justice as Roman society 

understood it, or for that matter as ours does, justice as a punitive response to wrongdoing. God’s 

justice isn’t retribution; God’s justice is distribution. It’s a new social order. 

 

 So what does that have to do with this concern over eating meat offered to idols? Well, to 

us that’s a pretty irrelevant issue. But for the people around Paul, who have just let go of a pagan 

past, they’ve repudiated the Roman gods, for some of them eating food that’s been prepared as a 

sacrifice to those gods is unacceptable. So there’s a conflict in the community. Some of them 

believe, as Paul does, because the gods don’t exist, meat offered as sacrifice to them is just meat. 

But others are scandalized by it.  

 

 Paul sees this as an important test of the character of this community. He says some of 

you are strong in the faith and some are weak. The strong ones understand that meat offered to 

idols is just meat, the weak ones don’t. But rather than the stronger ones dismissing the weaker 

ones and doing whatever they want, he encourages them to be mindful of those who are weaker 

in the faith and respect where they are; don’t give them cause to stumble.  

Now, that may sound like caving in to our ears. Does it mean that we’re always sort of 

catering to the lowest common denominator? I wonder about that, yet I don’t think Paul is 



inclined to water down the faith just to satisfy fragile sensibilities. I don’t think he expects that 

people who are weaker in the faith will remain weak forever. The question is how do you 

strengthen them without alienating them?  

 

That is a constant challenge for the church. And we’ve failed over and over at it. So many 

of our differences have ended in splits, some of them major such as the East-West Schism and 

the Protestant Reformation and some smaller, like when a congregation breaks up because of 

conflict. I remember in Cambridge, Ontario, when we lived in Kitchener, there were two 

Presbyterian churches diagonally across the town square from one another. They had split from a 

common church over the New Light/Old Light debate in the 19
th

 century. Neither church 

remembers which side of it they were on, but they remain completely separate. We don’t always 

work out these differences.  

 

But Paul was committed to encouraging the people in Corinth to try. It meant the stronger 

ones had to let go. They had to let go of acting on their confidence, even though Paul believed 

they were right. Why? Why is that so important? Because in the community of God’s justice 

relationships are more important than principles. Preserving relationships calls us to let go, to 

deny our egos. What does Paul say in Galatians: “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no 

longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.” Our ego dies so that our true self, our Christ 

self, may live. John Calvin says much the same thing when he says the heart of the Christian life 

is denial of self. He doesn’t mean self-denial in the sense of starving ourselves or some other 

ascetic practice. He’s talking about submerging our ego in the consciousness of God which 

compels us to embrace the image of God in the other no matter what differences we may have.  

 

For Paul relationships are everything. And while they’re lived out through the form of 

justice revealed in scripture, the reason they’re important goes beyond justice. A little further in 

this letter to the Corinthian Christians Paul makes it clear what’s at the root of everything he’s 

teaching them: it’s all about love. The key to Paul’s theology, and I believe to the whole gospel 

message, is found in I Corinthians 13. Without love, nothing we do matters. Love is why we let 

go.  

 

Now, this is not love in the sentimental, romantic understanding. Greek has three 

different words that we translate as love: there’s Eros, which is romantic love; there’s philos, 

which is the love we feel toward friends and family; and there’s agape, which is the selfless love 

we learn from God through Christ. Without agape our principles, our commitments, even our 

faith is meaningless. This is where Paul is leading his listeners in this letter. He wants to lead 

them into a deeper understanding and appreciation for agape, a love that is egoless.  

 

It’s just that love the “unclean spirits” of the world want to deny. I’m not a believer in 

“demon possession.” But I do believe there are forces in the world and within us that are opposed 

to an egoless love. And insofar as Jesus embodies that kind of love, those spirits will resist him. 

That part of us wanting to cling to our ego will resist. “You have come to destroy us,” the ego 

cries when faced with the presence of Christ. “The weaker must submit to the stronger,” the ego 

cries when faced with the call to love. Letting go of ego is the only path to wholeness; the only 

way to preserve relationships and community.  

 



That’s the wisdom of Jesus and of Paul. But it isn’t exclusive to them. Our faith doesn’t 

have exclusive claim on the importance of egoless love. Recently I’ve been reading some poetry 

by the great Muslim mystic Rumi who lived in 13
th

 century Turkey and founded Sufism and the 

whirling dervishes there. He writes in one poem: “In the slaughterhouse of love, they kill/only 

the best, none of the weak or deformed. /Don’t run away from this dying, /Whoever’s not killed 

for love is dead meat.” 

 

Dying and rising in Christ is at the heart of our life together. When we do that in love we 

let go of our ego, all the forces within us driving us to protect ourselves and resist the presence of 

Christ; we let go so that love can have its way among us and the world can see God’s community 

of justice arise. 

 

Amen 


