Short Reflection 
Tuesday April 7th 2020 Lent 6, Tuesday in Holy Week 
Reading: 1 Corinthians 1.18-31
TUESDAY

… the last lap …

On The Tuesday in Holy Week we are introduced to The Scandal of the Cross. The Cross has not been mentioned until now and it very definitely puts us on … the last lap … In a very interesting way in St Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians we get a re-presentation of the theme of The Fall in Genesis, that Biblical point where it all went wrong. Just try to listen to this part of the Reading through that lens: For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. The flow of the argument is that when offered the Wisdom of God, we as privileged human beings made nothing of it; God, therefore, had no option but to take the route of scandal, of stumbling block and of foolishness to bring the fullness of his grace to an uncomprehending world. And St Paul then writes himself into the story by speaking of our (that is his) proclamation. We also get a re-working of the overflowing generosity of The Messiah in a very particular way. It is the wonderful picture we have of the opening up of the Kingdom of God to those who live in the highways and byways, those who are willing and welcoming recipients of a godly bounty they had never expected. Those who are first receivers make a mess of it and salvation goes to the outliers who make a much better fist of it altogether. And generation after generation we see this working itself out in the life of the conventional church. There is, however, hope for us yet. Christ Crucified, while undoubtedly being a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, is to those who are called: Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 
On Monday, we were introduced to The Suffering Servant who is the Voice of Justice. On Tuesday we are introduced to Jesus Christ who is the Power and the Wisdom of God. We are almost back in the language of Handel’s Messiah, first performed of course within the strike of a golf ball of Christ Church Cathedral: Wonderful, Counsellor, The Mighty God, The Everlasting Father – The Prince of Peace. We hear these big, strong words, these deep, resounding tones and we take comfort from the fact that they are given a human face through the person of Jesus Christ. This is exactly where St Paul wants us to be; he wants us to centre ourselves on the seemingly impossible, on the cross as the place of hope, on Calvary as the place of love, on the two or three who gather together there as the community of faith, a faith in the future at the heart of devastation. 

The description we were given of The Suffering Servant yesterday shows us how Power is exercized, so we might reasonably assume that today’s Reading tells us how Wisdom also is exercized. And we would indeed be quite correct. If we go to Proverbs chapter 8, for example, we see Wisdom as a personification, as having qualities that are recognizable to us as things we might ourselves do as our best selves. Wisdom stands at the crossroads, at the gate of the city and offers protection and confidence, identity and direction. Wisdom, therefore, provides some regulation of what enters and what departs, what will enhance and what will endanger a community. This surely is a valuable quality in our present times of crisis. Regulation of entry and of exit is where we now are, where we are asked to stay, where we are informed our best hope of healthy life now is. In St Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is described as a teacher of wisdom and empowered by the Spirit. This takes up another theme too, the Old Testament picture in Isaiah of wisdom as being a gift of the Spirit. Teaching and inspiration together shape the gift that Wisdom gives to a community and in this way they shape the exercise of Power. 
St Paul, as well you know, rarely takes up a subject solely for its own sake. There usually is an issue, a problem that needs addressing. It would seem that the particular problem he is addressing here in Corinth is that Christianity is not seen to be clever enough for some. It is a problem old and new at the same time. He himself, I suggest, even more cleverly aligns himself with the foolish. This gives him the upper hand in arguing directly and forcefully with Christian people because they cannot, with any degree of credibility, argue against his beginning with Jesus Christ and with the Crucifixion. In the days of St Paul and in Corinth crucifixions were still a regular occurrence in the life of the Roman Empire. It is not, however, clever Greeks who are the only problem facing the Corinthian Church, it is also unconvinced Jews. To them Jesus is a scandal, a stumbling block. He is a troublemaker in religion and politics who presumed to confront and challenge the tradition in The Temple in Jerusalem itself. Across the Roman Empire, Christianity grew in Jewish as well as in Gentile communities. These are the places and peoples among whom Christianity cut its teeth in the earliest days of its life as a community, an institution, a church. 

Most of us wear sandals only some of the time and when the weather is hot. Some wear them all the year round. Sandals are necessary for us to understand what the word for: stumbling block, scandal, skandalon in Greek means. It is a picture from everyday life. If we were living in Corinth in the days of St Paul, we would have a clear idea what a scandal, a stumbling block, a skandalon, is. It is a stone or a piece of grit that lodges itself between your foot and the inside of your sandal and causes you ever-increasing irritation. If you somehow get a stone in your shoe, you will know just how much it irritates you. It can take over until you are so overwhelmed by it, a small thing, that you have to stop walking and remove it before you take any further steps and move on. A skandalon can trip you up, it can cause you to stumble and fall over if you do not deal with it. It distracts your attention from what you are really about. It is from this everyday meaning that we get the moral understanding of something that is an outrage and a sin. A scandal, then, is an irritation or an embarrassment every bit as much as it is a moral wrongdoing. This is worth remembering. It is quite amazing what St Paul can pick up as an image to illustrate his theology as he goes about in the street in Corinth. Applying the everyday to the ways and the works of God is a good thing to do and it can help us to log something in our mind and in our understanding. Try it for yourselves!
We find much general talk about call in church life. And call is a dangerous gift and call is a difficult road. St Paul describes those who are called in terms and in language that remind us of The Magnificat, The Song of Mary, from even before the birth of Jesus: God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world … The purpose of this is so that no one might boast in the presence of God. Call brings each and every one of us into a new team, a team of people who gather around the work of justice by gathering around the foot of the cross; but a team that is always ready and capable of moving forward, free of the stumbling block, unimpeded in the service of Christ. In this we are helped by the fact that Christ is both the chief corner stone and the chief stumbling block all in one.  
We began Lent on Ash Wednesday not in the wilderness but out on the street where people were trumpeting their piety in relation to almsgiving, prayer or fasting. Each, and all, of these religious duties was distorted by people who were abusing religion by over playing religion in such a way that St Matthew can say with confidence: They have already received their reward. The invitation offered to us in St Matthew chapter 6 is to do what is good in secret where God rewards in secret. This is still open to us in Holy Week. We are now locked down in secret; we need to use it well and for good. Too many people today in the coronavirus crisis have become addicted to social media – their own.  Too many people have become addicted to the virtual over against the real – their own virtuality has become their own reality. These are some of the contemporary distortions of almsgiving, prayer and fasting. I really caution against this. Being at home has become a dreaded strain on a wide range of people in ways they had never predicted. We have much to learn, much to relearn and much to unlearn as we go forward. 
But we also have the confidence that Jesus Christ is described as foolishness and as a stumbling-block, a scandal; in this way, our own ignorances and failures are taken up into who God is and who we are. And tomorrow we will see how at the heart of The Passion, Jesus lets Judas make his mistakes for the good of all.  

St Matthew 6.1: Be careful not to parade your religion before others; if you do, no reward awaits you with your Father in heaven.         

