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                            GOOD ADVICE: WORK TOGETHER 

 

Have you ever watched “The Apprentice?” Twelve men and women, the cream of the 

country’s young business elite, compete for a highly paid position working for Sir 

Alan Sugar- entrepreneur extraordinaire. 

It is worth watching, if only as an ego-booster. Because, no matter how stupid or 

inadequate or uncooperative you might think you are, I guarantee you will see at least 

half a dozen people on that show who make you feel a whole lot better about yourself. 

If this is the country’s business elite you think, it is no wonder we are in economic 

crisis. And I gather Alan Sugar thinks so too, from the words he uses. 

These people are supposed to work in teams but their “team spirit” appears to consist 

in ignoring the team leader, rubbishing each other, throwing tantrums when they don’t 

get their own way and spending so much time shouting each other down that they 

never actually get around to doing anything. 

 

But then I suppose teams are tricky things to build up and maintain. Teams are made 

up of highly individual men and women all of whom bring to the team their own 

personality traits, their own cultural and social background and their own unique 

experience. It can be a highly explosive mixture. Or it can turn into a soggy non-

event. It is not easy. As the Red Indian proverb says, “Do not judge a man until you 

have walked a mile in his moccasins…..”  

 

The city of Corinth was a busy seaport and centre of international commerce when St 

Paul visited there in the first century AD. Its population embraced a wide mixture of 

ethnic backgrounds. It had twelve temples dedicated to different gods, plus a Jewish 

synagogue. It did not have a University but many of its people were well educated 

deep thinkers. It did have an extensive “red light” district, with its own temple 

dedicated to the goddess of love.  

It was from this hugely diverse population that the first Christian church in Corinth 

was formed. Men and women chose to embrace the Christian faith; membership was 

open to all; there was no competition. Paul got the church set up, gave them their 

basic brief- which was much the same as ours “to know the difference Jesus Christ 

makes in your lives and to share it with others”- and then, like Sir Alan Sugar, left 

them to get on with it.  

Once his back was turned, the team promptly started falling apart, which was where 

we came in with our readings. Members of this team were rubbishing each other, 

throwing tantrums when they did not get their own way, spending so much time 

arguing and shouting each other down that they never got around to doing anything. 

By now Paul was miles away in Ephesus. All he could do was to write this letter.  
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What kinds of things cause churches to fall apart? The most well-attended and 

controversial church meetings, in my experience tend to be those which deal with the 

appointment of a minister, changes to the church building or proposals to do 

something radical with a church service. The church in Corinth as yet did not have a 

building. They met in people’s homes. But they had had ministerial leadership; they 

were having arguments over the proper conduct of worship and it looks as though 

there were personality clashes by the bucket load. 
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In the readings we heard, it sounded as though two successive ministers had had 

different personalities, different ways of doing things and possibly slightly different 

theology. The church members were aligning themselves with one or the other. 

I am on Paul’s side. I am on Apollos’ side. Neither Paul nor Apollos asked or wished 

them to take sides but the sides were drawn and the battles began: This is the way we 

did it when Paul was the Minister. Yes, and I did not like it. I preferred Apollos’ way. 

Then there were the clashes over whose spiritual gift was the most important. Was it 

the preacher who led the services? Was it the Faith Development Elder who provided 

education and nurture in the faith? Was it the Director of Music who inspired 

everybody to join in the worship? Was it the Prayer Chain, who held up those in need 

to God?  Who should take precedence in the community? Who should have the 

casting vote when it came to decision-making? 

I cannot help wondering if St Paul ever used the same words as Sir Alan Sugar. … 

 

Strong, diverse opinions are not necessarily bad things. As I said, we all carry into a 

team our own unique personality, background and experience. You are never going to 

get a team of clones.  

Having strong opinions means that you feel deeply and passionately about things; you 

really care about your faith and about the life of your church. A group of people who 

cannot be bothered to enter into discussion are not going to create a strong church but 

only an anaemic little “cosy club.”  

Clashes can be creative because people can learn from each other and grow from 

confrontations. When my parents celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary, my 

mother worried because she could not say, as she was sure all the best people said, 

“fifty years together and never a cross word.” I told her that in my opinion in any 

fifty-year marriage without a cross word, one of the partners must have been dead for 

forty-nine and a half years and the other had not noticed yet. No strong relationship 

develops without a clash here and there. 

I also know that I am not the only minister here to believe that the diversity of belief 

and understanding in this church is one of its greatest strengths. On a Sunday there 

will be people here who are poles apart in their theology. But you do not despise each 

other; you value each other because you know that it is the other person’s different 

views that save you from complacency in your faith. They keep you on your toes. 

 

You need diversity in a community. Diversity brings vibrancy, energy and creativity, 

all of which are badly needed in the church. 

It is when diversity becomes division that the problems start. As St Paul said,  

A human body needs eyes as well as ears; hands as well as feet. But when the eye says 

to the ear “because you are not an eye, you are not part of the body” we are in 

serious trouble. People are then working from an entirely false understanding of life. 

&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

As we all know, if you walk putting far more pressure on your right leg than on your 

left, you end up with a limp and it is not long before you are getting pain in the right 

leg, not to mention the hips, the spine and the shoulders.  

If you spend all day working only your brain, never exercising the rest of your body, 

your muscles get slack, your digestive system suffers and then your brain is affected. 

Cancer is what happens when a group of cells in one part of the body multiply 

excessively until, if not checked, they take over and destroy the whole system. For 

one part of the body to encroach on the functions of the rest can be very dangerous.   
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We see this mirrored in society as well as in the church. When one racial group tries 

to take over the land, the rights and the responsibilities of another group, the most 

horrendous human destruction will follow. And when one religious tradition claims 

divine rights and judgement on another religious tradition, the most horrendous 

human destruction will follow.  You are not just talking petty quarrels in small 

churches now; you are talking ethnic cleansing, the Holocaust, the Spanish 

Inquisition, the bombing of the twin towers.  

You may say well, a few arguments over which minister was the best or which 

spiritual gift is the most important is hardly on the same scale as crashing an aircraft 

into a skyscraper packed with innocent people. Yes and No. It is not on the same scale 

but the underlying principle is basically the same:  I cannot live while these people 

exist. I cannot fulfil my faith while they fulfil theirs. They are not part of the body. 

They are a threat to the body. It is a case of kill or be killed. If they stay, I go. 

The attitude which leads both to terrorism and church division is Them or Me!  

The people who do not share your views or your background have become to you not 

an asset but a threat. They are not offering you a creative diversity but a destructive 

take-over bid. You have got to get rid of them or you will be destroyed. Is this a truly 

realistic way of life? 

 

You do have to cut out a cancer which is threatening to destroy the body. The world 

had to go to war against Nazism. Our religious ancestors had to fight for the freedom 

to practise their faith. You cannot have a church or a world run by bully boys. There 

will be- as Solomon said-a time to fight as well as a time to make peace. And deciding 

which occasion is which is one of the greatest challenges we ever face. There are 

never straightforward solutions to serious divisions once they are there. So I suppose 

the question is how you stop them arising in the first place? 
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One of the Professors at the college where I trained for ministry was a born and bred 

Presbyterian. When the union of Presbyterian and Congregational churches was 

proposed there were many meetings at all levels of the church. This man spoke 

forcefully against the proposal at every District Council Meeting. But he always 

ended his speeches with the same words, I believe in the church and if the councils of 

the church agree to go forward with the union, I will remain in the church and I will 

work within that union. 

Compare that with the people I am sure we have all heard threatening to resign 

forthwith if the vote of the Church Meeting goes against them.  

This man’s words were an incredible statement of faith in God and in God’s church.  

We teach people, when they come into church membership, that we believe the will of 

God is discerned through the meeting together, the praying, the discussing and the 

decision of church members and all agree to this in principle. But how many of us 

know just how much that commitment might cost us? How much that faith in the 

body of the church might demand of us?  

 

Even St Paul admits, later in that third chapter of his letter, that sticking by the church 

as led by the Spirit of God is no simple option because you do not see easily 

quantifiable results in God’s work. No-one will be able to say which minister’s work 

was the more effective and lasting; which member’s contribution was the greatest; 

which priority was, after all the most important until when-maybe years later- there 

comes a time of testing which shows up the true, God-given strengths of the church. 
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God’s ways are not our ways. God’s timescale is not our timescale. It will not always 

be easy to know the right way forward and a tremendous level of faith in God and in 

the church will be required of us at all times; not just when a big decision has to be 

made but in conversations over coffee in The Link, in keeping up a commitment to a 

particular work when things change, in answering someone who has a deep concern 

they want to share with you, in the ongoing sharing of church space, church time, 

church money, church people. Belief in the church asks a lot of us 

 

But if you have faith in the church as being what St Paul calls it: the visible body of 

Jesus Christ in the world today; then you will believe that every single person in your 

faith community will have something to offer you in your quest to know Christ and to 

share Christ. Even if all one or two of them teach you is a far higher degree of 

patience and keeping your mouth shut than you once had- is not that coming closer to 

the person of Christ?    

In a second letter he wrote to the church in Corinth Paul actually speaks of a “thorn in 

the flesh,” presumably a person, who was driving him mad. He prayed long and hard 

that God would take this thorn away from him. God did not. Instead God gave him a 

message which has become a comfort and inspiration to countless Christians ever 

since: My grace is sufficient for you. My strength is made perfect in your weakness. 

Even that thorn in the flesh had given Paul a powerful insight into the nature and 

grace of God.  

 

When we finally recognise that it is in each other we find the reality of Jesus Christ, 

we also come to terms with the intrinsic value of self-sacrifice, of crucifying our own 

desires with Christ so that we can rise with him, as a stronger community, to life that 

is indestructible. And in this life we can build resistance against those destructive 

cancers of fear, selfishness, greed, resentment and self-seeking which spread through 

the body of the community until there is no alternative left but radical and violent 

surgery.  The sin was not in going to war against Nazism but in allowing it to grow, 

unchecked, in the first place. The sin was not in fighting for our religious freedom but 

in religion having become so cruelly intolerant and tied up with financial and political 

interest that spiritual freedom was seen as a threat. 

 

Good Advice: work together. It is called “incarnational theology”- remember? 

Discovering the amazing reality of Jesus Christ in one another. 

Amen.  

 

 

   

            


