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“The Christian ethic of love and 
freedom” 

Pitt Street Uniting Church, 31 January, 2021 

A Contemporary Reflection by Allison Forrest 

Epiphany 4B 

1 Corinthians 8: 1-13; Mark 1: 21-28 

This reflection can be viewed on You Tube at https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/ 
 

 

It’s good to be here - and it’s also pretty strange. I’ve been away for quite a long time. 
Pitt St is my home congregation, but I haven’t been here.  I don’t think I’ve been here 
physically for worship since I began formation for ministry at the beginning of 2019. So I 
know you - and I know this place, but I haven’t been here for a while. I’m not a stranger but 
I'm not a regular either. It feels more like I’m coming back home for a visit after I’ve been away 
for a long trip.  

Now if we were at home, we’d sit down together and have a cup of tea and we’d 
exchange news. If you were feeling very generous and had a lot of time on your hands, you’d 
let me show you all my photos and tell you all my stories.  But instead we are at church - and I 
get to stand here and talk without being interrupted for a while first. I am very mindful of the 
privilege that that entails. 

Loving God - may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable 
in your sight. Amen  

 

Today’s text from Corinthians drew my attention when I was preparing to come here 
today - beginning with that arresting statement: “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up” and 
the seeming paradox that “anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the 
necessary knowledge”. A challenging concept for a theological student! 

The apparent issue is eating food sacrificed to idols. It’s an unavoidable issue for this 
particular church. Corinth was a prosperous, multicultural, multi-faith city, with all manner of 
temples where many idols were worshipped. The main meat market in the city was located 
really close to one of the significant temples. So it was likely that most meat purchased for 
meals had come via a sacrificial altar.  

The point, though, is not about the meat, or the idols. That’s not the point for the 
church that Paul was addressing - and it’s not the point for us now.  The Corinthian church 
included people from many diverse backgrounds. They’d come from the city where they lived, 
a city which attracted people from all over. 
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This church was comprised of Jews and Greeks, men and women, masters and slaves, 
all relating to each other as equal siblings. They were united by their relationship with God 
through Christ, which was grounded in love.  

But they were also different! They had differences of opinion in some matters. In this 
case, on the matter of which food was OK or not OK to eat. This is not a central matter of faith. 
It’s not a matter which is important to the integrity of the faith. It’s not something which is 
important for the unity of the church.  

But it sounds like, in this church, it was attaining that sort of importance, it was 
endangering relationships. Paul reminds these people that: “Food will not bring us close to 
God”. He implies that there is something which will bring us closer - or the opposite.  

Some members of the church had faith in the one God, the one God in Christ. They 
knew that idols had no power. They knew there was nothing wrong with the meat that had 
come from the temple, so they could eat it with a clear conscience. Their knowledge of who 
God is - their knowledge of the faith grounded in God's grace - set them free. It gave them 
freedom from worry about eating the wrong sort of food.  It was a liberation. There is nothing 
wrong with that.  

But there were others in the church who were different. We don’t have details about 
who they were, other than that Paul describes them as “weak” (which I find an unfortunate 
translation). For whatever reason, these church members had consciences that didn’t allow 
them to consume food that had been used to pay homage to an idol. 

Imagine what was going on for them as they watched others - their siblings in the faith 
- engaging in that action. That action that they felt was completely off limits!  

What’s interesting about the text is that Paul seems to take for granted that these 
differences exist. He doesn’t say that we have to erase that difference. He’s not suggesting that 
the "weak" need to be educated. It's as if he expects that members of the church will differ 
from each other on such matters. And that it doesn’t really matter. “We are no worse off if we 
do not eat, and we are no better off if we do”. 

But what does matter?  

What matters is if the members who enjoy more freedom because of their convictions, 
exercise that freedom in such a way as to cause confusion and distress for their siblings in 
Christ.  The problem is that those with greater, with deeper, or more sophisticated knowledge 
might assert their right to exercise that  freedom based on that knowledge, without 
consideration for those whose convictions don’t give them the same freedom.  

Paul’s point is that it’s possible to have and to use knowledge about God – knowledge of 
God - in a way which puffs one up. In a way that nourishes the ego rather than building up the 
community of faith.   

I know what that feels like. I love to learn and to gain knowledge. Studying theology is 
my happy place! I am loving it. It is inspiring and enlarging and so, so interesting. But I know 
how it feels to get a bit too fond of knowing things. A bit too fond of cleverness. I’m ashamed to 
say also, a bit too fond of scorning black and white, simplistic understandings of the faith.  
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So yes, I love learning and knowing things, and I’m thankful for the capacity that I have 
to engage in that. But knowledge is not where it ends, at least not if I want to continue to 
follow Christ and to belong to Christ’s church. The point that Paul makes to the Corinthians, 
and to me, and maybe you too - is that individual freedom never takes precedence over the 
exercise of love.  

In fact, if we’re in doubt, we should refrain from doing anything which might cause 
another believer to violate their conscience. As Paul puts it, in his typically extreme way, “if 
food is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat again, so that I may not cause one of them to 
fall”. That’s how much it matters. We set aside our personal freedom for the sake of a sibling in 
the faith, so that their relationship with God might not be obstructed.  

If we claim that we belong to Christ, then we absolutely have freedom to think, 
question, discover new depths in the faith – to grow in knowledge of truth and wisdom. That’s 
growth. But that freedom is always conditioned by love. Love is what determines how we 
speak to each other, how we act on our convictions. For those of us who get to stand behind 
lecterns and speak - what we choose to speak about and how we choose to say it.  

And the reason why we do this is not to infantilise or patronise those whom we might 
name as “vulnerable”. That is just another ego trick. We do it because the health and the 
integrity of the Christian community has to take precedence.  

The church is meant to be diverse - in all sorts of ways: demographically, culturally, 
economically, and yes theologically. There will always be areas of disagreement and difference 
between us. This diversity has to be honoured and maintained, cemented together by love - 
love for each other in Christ.  

This was a profoundly countercultural idea in ancient Corinth. As I said before, this 
church included people from very different cultural contexts. People who did not - and ought 
not - to relate to each other in society outside of the church. Jews and Greeks, masters and 
slaves, etc.  

But in the church, they related to each other as equals - as siblings in Christ, 
worshipping and eating together, caring for each other’s needs - being utterly foreign to the 
context in which they were situated. And it spoke powerfully of who God was, of what Christ 
could do, how Christ could transform individuals and communities.  

 

The church now can be a profoundly countercultural space – or it has the potential to 
be. Think about what our culture tells us! About freedom. About ideas. About winning 
arguments. Where else in our society is there a community that places on its members the 
imperative to put others needs before their own? The church is meant to be diverse - and we 
protect and nourish that diversity when we choose to give precedence to love, not to personal 
liberty.   

Now, this is not to say that we keep our ideas and insights to ourselves to avoid conflict. 
Community life means being honest about our convictions and living with integrity. It is a hard 
line to walk – to be true to our understanding of the faith, but without giving the ego free reign 
to smugly look upon those who believe differently.  
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If there is any place where we learn to discuss our differences honestly and to give 
grace to those who think and believe differently, it is the church. We aren’t given freedom to 
set intellectual traps for each other, to set up “gotcha moments”. When we understand that we 
are siblings - equal in Christ - and that no peripheral belief will exclude us from God’s love, 
then we are free together. Ideally.   

It’s also true that where evil is present it must be called out and resisted. Even when 
this occurs within a community of faith. We see an example of this in the reading from Mark. A 
man with an unclean spirit is among the congregation in the synagogue. In Mark’s account the 
focus is not on the definition of the unclean spirit, not on who the man is, why he is there, 
what happened to cause him to express this spirit.  

The attention is on the fact that Jesus speaks and acts to silence and expel that spirit. In 
this account, it’s almost as if the presence of that sort of spirit in a community of faith is 
unremarkable. What matters is that Jesus faces down that spirit and eradicates it. 

Evil is injustice, bigotry, inequality, privilege, inhumanity. Anything which breaks 
community, anything which crushes human beings, anything which excludes or impoverishes 
or demonises the other. Jesus stood against all these things and he commissioned his followers 
to do the same. 

 

Alistair Macrae is a Uniting Church minister and former President of the National 
Assembly of the UCA. He was awarded an Order of Australia in 2017 for his service to the 
church and the community in Victoria. Alistair has decided to hand back that award in 
response to Margaret Court’s “upgrading” of her Order of Australia to the highest award of 
Companion. Alistair has done that because he cannot support what she has said, as leader of a 
church, about LGBTIQ people.  

This week there was an article published in the Sydney Morning Herald and in The Age 
in which Alistair explains why he’s done that.1 It’s an assertive and unapologetic account 
grounded in his experience and leadership in the life of the Uniting Church. In particular, his 
participation in the church's discussions on sexuality, leadership and marriage in the church 
since the 1990s. So, he has a lot of experience and knowledge about these matters. It enables 
him to say that bad theology has real world, evil consequences. Bad theology kills people.  

And in that article, Alistair names Jesus as one whose “life was characterised by 
openness and welcome to all manner of people excluded from full participation in their 
communities, often on religious grounds". 

What I notice in that article that Alistair has written is certainly, the clarity with which 
he articulates; but also, his tone is not smug, or superior or seeking to name and shame. He 
does clearly assert his beliefs, but he doesn’t take the opportunity to go further and diminish 
or shame Christians who have different convictions.  

His attention is focussed elsewhere. At the heart of it, his concern and care is for those 
made vulnerable by this particular form of bad theology: LGBTIQ people and all who love and 
want the best for them. I hope that this fantastic piece of public theology will be circulated 
widely and will encourage and affirm these people.  

                                                 
1 Macrae, Alistair, Faith rattled in Australia Day honours, Sydney Morning Herald, 27 January 2021 

https://www.smh.com.au/national/faith-rattled-in-australia-day-honours-20210127-p56x9m.html 

https://www.smh.com.au/national/faith-rattled-in-australia-day-honours-20210127-p56x9m.html
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I think Alistair is also addressing other Christians. He’s exercising the freedom that his 
knowledge and position gives him in a loving and responsible manner.  

I imagine that among those reading the article will be Christians who believe 
differently to Alistair. Some of them will be firm in their convictions and unchallenged by what 
he has said. They will dismiss it.  

But I think there will be other Christians who are confused, and in that sense made 
vulnerable, by what they see playing out on a public stage - a conflict of opinion between two 
people who claim to follow Christ. Such confusion and vulnerability cannot be addressed by 
arguments and persuasion.  

But - I suggest – that love that puts aside ego and places a higher priority on the other’s 
ability to know and have a relationship with God - that does make a difference. And I think 
Alistair's words and actions on this occasion are a model of what that looks like in a public 
forum. 

We will always encounter differences with other Christians. Each encounter is an 
opportunity to extend ourselves in love - to limit the ego - to hold back from taking full 
advantage of our individual personal freedom - for the sake of another person's relationship 
with God. For the sake of the love that binds us together in the community of Christ, in all our 
diversity. 

If we belong to Christ, we absolutely have freedom to think, question, discover and 
connect more deeply to truth and wisdom. That is growth.  

And we are absolutely called - to stand against - and speak out against – evil, wherever 
we encounter it. But that freedom is always conditioned by love.  

So, may we also grow in love - love that builds up the community of Christ.  

Love that will show to all the world the fullness of life in all its diversity.  

The life that God created for all of us to live.  

 

Amen 

 


