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(LOVE) LETTERS FOR LENT: CROSS WORDS 
Text: 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 

March 3, 2023 (Third Sunday in Lent) 
CONKLIN 

 
  
  My mother’s alma Mater had a tradition of  allowing each graduating 
class to choose a color, a flower, a slogan and a motto. She says forgotten 
the first two—but the motto and the slogan stayed with her throughout her 
ministry.  Our slogan was, “Yesterday belongs to the past. Tomorrow 
belongs to God. Today is yours: use it!” Our motto was “Christus Educit”. 
Christus Educit. In case you never had high school Latin, I’ll translate. 
Christus Educit means, “Christ educates” or “Christ teaches”. 
 
 The two Whittier Churches have their share of educators. I’ve known 
more teachers—from preschool to college—in my time here that any one 
place. I understand that learning is a lifelong process.  
 
 I don’t remember having a time in my life where I thought I knew 
everything.  Have you? I know there is so much I don’t know. There are also 
some things no one knows. Some questions can’t be answered in this life. 
I’ts oddly comforting that I don’t have to pierce all mystery and understand 
all truth. 
 
 Yesterday I attended a banquet for the CEF. One thing the Pastor said 
distressed me— 
 

I know I have learned a lot about my faith and what it means to “have 
faith”. Have there been points in your life, where faith was so strong it was 
impregnable? No new learning, insight or question could get to you? My 
foster grandfather dubbed it “reverent agnosticism”. I believe in God’s 
goodness, grace, power and love. Those things I don’t doubt. 
 
 On one level, I’m more certain than ever of what and in Whom I 
believe. I also know that my truth and my way to it aren’t necessarily 
everyone else’s. I’m comfortable with both mystery and ambiguity. What I 
continue to discover is how much I still have to learn. My learning comes in 
surprising ways and often from some surprising persons. Faith is a 
journey. And I am on it.  As one writer put it: “The conversion of a soul is 
the miracle of a moment. The manufacture of a saint is the task of a 
lifetime.” 
 
 Our text this morning is from First Corinthians. Paul is writing to the 
Christians at Corinth. He’s talking about the cross and what it means. 
Corinth was a cosmopolitan and diverse city. In many ways the Church there 
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was a counter-cultural community. It’s values, truths, and priorities and 
ways of living were in stark contrast to its setting. Paul often had to advise, 
instruct and struggle with them to remain that way. Here’s he’s comparing 
the wisdom of the world with the foolishness of the cross.  
 

“For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God.  

For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim 
Christ crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles...” 

 
Maybe a little “education” is appropriate here. We know the letters 

often address specific issues, and apply to us now. Some in the Corinthian 
community regarded Paul as rather weak when he was with them in person 
Perhaps in defense of his less-than-impressive speaking style, Paul says in 1 
Corinthians 1:17 that God sent him to proclaim the gospel “not with 
eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its 
power.  

Quite possibly, some of these divided loyalties stemmed from opinions about 
which leaders were the most knowledgeable, wise, eloquent, or powerful—
qualities admired in the Hellenistic culture in which the Corinthians lived.  

                                                                                                                     
Why would Christ crucified be a stumbling block to Jews? Messianic 
expectations were varied among Jews of the first century. Yet among those 
who waited for a Messiah, there were no expectations of a Messiah who 
would die as a criminal on a Roman cross. The very idea was absurd and 
offensive. The Messiah was supposed to liberate God’s people from their 
oppressors, not get killed by the oppressors!  

And why would the message of the cross be foolishness to Gentiles? In the 
Hellenistic world, Gentile ideas about the divine were extremely varied. Most 
Gentiles were polytheistic, believing in various gods and goddesses who 
exhibited behavior both virtuous and vicious toward one another and toward 
human beings.  

Certain schools of philosophy promoted ideas of the divine that were more 
impersonal and removed from human affairs. The Stoics spoke of the “logos” 
as the rational principle that governs and orders the universe. the Word of 
God, or principle of divine reason and creative order, identified in the Gospel 
of John with the second person of the Trinity incarnate in Jesus Christ. 
Moreover, in many philosophical traditions, there was a dualistic view of the 
body and the mind or spirit, “mind over matter”. The body was lesser. So in 
this worldview, a God that willingly takes on bodily human existence and 
dies a shameful death would indeed be utter foolishness. 
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The message of the cross is that God’s wisdom and power are found in the 
least likely places. Not only do we see this in Christ crucified, but also in the 
composition of the church. God often calls those who are weak and lowly in 
the world’s eyes and empowers them by the Spirit to build up the body of 
Christ. There is no room for anyone to boast, except in the Lord (1:31). 

Paul’s words are a warning to those who think they’re wise and know 
everything. They’re also a word of assurance to those who’ve been called 
“fools” because they follow Christ. Paul knows it’s hard to live as a follower 
of Christ in a world where that’s often seen as a “foolish way”. He wants 
them to know they can. God’s grace and love through the cross of Christ 
make it possible. He also wants to keep them centered in the teachings of 
Christ.  
 
 In one sense we’re a lot like those early Christians. We too struggle 
with what it means to follow Christ in the complexities and contradictions of 
our world. Critical issues of personal need, social ethics, morality, economics 
and justice surround us. We need a guide if we’re to navigate through them. 
The faith we learned as a child in Sunday School is important in helping us 
set a foundation. It isn’t enough to carry us through a lifetime.  
 

A man in a Church I served was having a very difficult time. 
Everything in his life seemed to be coming apart. He wasn’t sure what to do 
or how he’d get through it. He said to me: I learned something about faith 
as a child. I never felt the need to practice it, learn more about it or grow in 
it. I put it away for when I needed it. Now I do. When I went to find it, it 
was gone. 

 
We have many long marriages in this congregation; such couples are a 

blessing and a testament to love, faithfulness and commitment. But if I ask 
any one of you if you are the same now as they were when they began their 
journey—the day you said “I do”… Is your spouse the same? I’ll bet not one 
of you would say it. You’ve grown together. Struggled and endured. They’ve 
learned the meaning of trust, and faithfulness and the plain hard work it is 
to love another.  

 
One of the basic tenets of our faith is the affirmation that God loves 

us. God’s love for us is personal, intimate and unconditional. That’s the love 
Jesus showed us. It’s the meaning and message of his cross. It’s also the 
power that Paul’s describing. God gives us the power to love God and also to 
love others.  

 
What we tend to forget, or take for granted, is that love is a matter 

of relationship. It’s not a philosophy, an intellectual idea or an abstract 
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belief. It’s a relationship. You have to nurture a relationship in order for it to 
last. It needs to be able to grow, change, mature and develop.  
 

When we speak of “Intentional Faith Development” we’re talking about 
giving attention to the relationship we have with God. We’re talking about 
learning more about God and God’s ways so our relationship with God can 
become stronger. We’re talking about allowing God’s love and power to 
shape us, change us, and grow us into the partner and person God calls us 
to be. That takes time. It takes patience and persistence. It takes work and 
discipline. 

 
Michael Lindvall writes of this saying, “From the very beginning 

Christians have kept to the Way and been strengthened for the journey by 
deliberately focusing on God in a variety of regular and disciplined practices. 
People talk about “practicing Christians” as opposed to people who are 
Christian in name only. 

 “Practicing” is an odd usage, but I like the implications. To practice 
something means you keep at it day after day—you devote yourself to it 
because you care about it. It also implies that if you’re still practicing, you 
must not be perfect at it yet, which is also true. Practice as they might, 
practicing Christians never manage perfect performances. But they often 
show improvement. 
 

Pastor Peter Gomes gave a sermon titled “Growing Up”. You could say 
it’s a “commencement address” for young adults about to go into the world.  

 
Both St. Paul and the gospel say, “For Christ's sake, and your own, will 

you please grow up! Will you please seek to attain the full measure of the 
stature of Christ. Will you look at the measuring stick on your closet or 
pantry door, and will you try to exceed where you were last year, so that 
you might grow up!”  

Grow into a deeper transforming knowledge of Christ's purpose for you 
and your life; and the only way you can do that is to open your hands, your 
heart, your mind, and your life. Never be satisfied with your own status quo, 
spiritual or otherwise. When you refuse to open yourself up to possibilities, 
you die. Growth is the only infallible evidence of the life of faith… 

 
 “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who 

are perishing, but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God.” 
Christus Educit. Christ will teach us. Whatever our age may we always be 
ready to grow and learn. Amen. 

 


