A. Body of Christ#2                                                                                         1Cor10: 16-17

Background

These two verses have been lifted out of their context. By themselves they make two points: 1) that the Eucharist is a participation in the life, the body and blood, of Christ, something all the Corinthians seemed to agree upon; and 2) that that union with Christ also unites them with one another. This is entirely consistent with the theology found in Jn where the inspired author speaks of the mutual indwelling of God and Christ as Father and Son, of Christ and his disciples, and of his disciples showing that invisible union visibly by their loving one another. Christians are united in Christ not only mentally- by sharing the same beliefs- but also personally- by sharing the same Eucharist.

This is by now standard Christian doctrine. (Paul mentions the Eucharist only here and in the next chapter.) However, doctrines do not just exist for mental exercise. They have moral, practical implications. Paul’s entire moral theology is based on the principle “Become what you are.” Christians are to become on earth what God has already made them in heaven. So, Paul inserts this theology of the Eucharist into a debate going on in Corinth about how Christians are to respond to their surrounding culture, especially regarding public banquets. Since the Eucharist is a banquet it would naturally shed light on the proper stance towards public, pagan banquets. These were rather frequent in Corinth, as they are today in our own culture. They, just as we, were constantly being invited to formal dinners to celebrate whatever, but especially to observe pagan, cultural festivals, holidays, etc. Since these events were so much a part of their cultural experience and that of their pagan friends and family, the question arose as to whether attendance and participation was proper for a Christian.

Now, the issues surrounding food have already been treated in this letter. The Christian attitude towards food, especially meat/flesh, is based on Christ’s. No food is evil in and of itself. The Christian does not have to observe the Jewish food taboos. Nor does the Christian have to abstain from meat dedicated or offered to idols. Idols do not exist anyway, so the common practice of “blessing” the meat in the name of some god before it goes to market in no way compromises the Christian who eats it. It would really be impossible to know whether meat was “blessed” in any event, since it would be done somewhat privately. In Christian homes and at Christian gatherings there need be no qualms about eating market meat. Let’s call this “private” eating in order to distinguish it from “public” eating, eating with pagans at public banquets. All of these banquets would have religious overtones and most would be eaten in a pagan temple. Such “public” eating was a different matter. It involved much more than the physical consumption of food. While this is true of every common meal- family meal, the Eucharist- public banquets honor secular, pagan values and therein lies the problem. It’s not the meat they eat, but the meet-ing. Just as the Eucharist both nourishes (the meat) and unites (meeting), so also do pagan ritual meals.

In vv. 1-12 Paul warns the Corinthians against becoming over-confident. Some foolishly thought that God’s grace worked so automatically that it shielded them from being unfaithful to their calling and status as Christians. Paul cites the exodus/desert story as an example that such was not the case for the Israelites and not the case for Christians either. They had the benefit of a sort of Christian equivalent of Baptism (passing through the water/Reed Sea) and Eucharist (the manna and the miraculous water) and still they rebelled against and offended God, still they were unfaithful to their calling and status, still they fell into idolatry, the worship of the man-made golden calf, imitating the behavior of the surrounding cultures.

Text

v. 14 avoid idolatry: (Not in the liturgical text) Paul warns the Corinthians against flirting with idolatry by participating in festival meals where pagan values are idolized. The Corinthians did not actually worship idols. They knew idols had no real existence, but they did eat meat previously offered to idols or “blessed” in idols’ names. That was really harmless (and hard to avoid in any event, since mostly all meat would have been so “blessed” before going to market) and Paul himself recognized it. But Paul also recognized that eating and drinking together created a bond between people. It might outwardly seem to be only a social bond, but that social bond can become the beginning and basis for an even deeper “religious” bond (or, in this case, an irreligious one). Paul does not say that the Christians are to avoid idolaters as such or shun them. They are to shun idolatry and not become idolaters (v. 7) themselves. There is, then, a line not to be crossed. Just as he used the OT Exodus story (and the “sacraments” revealed and experienced in it), so, too, Paul uses the Christian sacrament of the Eucharist as an illustrative comparison to make his point that participation in pagan cults can lead to participation in pagan behavior, thus making one, in effect, an idolater.

v. 15 I am speaking as to sensible people: (Not in the liturgical text) The primary meaning of “sensible,” Gk phronimos, is “thoughtful.” People who are “thoughtful” are those who go beneath the surface of things, who reflect, have second thoughts, and change their minds. In secular terms this produces a “wise” person, one of common sense. There is a secondary sense to this word as used by Paul. It is the term he uses for those who have the Christian attitude, perspective, outlook. Thus, if one looks at a matter from the viewpoint of eternity one is “sensible,” Gk phronimos. Looking more deeply at attendance and participation at pagan rituals reveals problems not immediately evident to the “unthoughtful.”

v. 16 The cup of blessing that we bless: “The cup of blessing” is a technical Jewish term for the cup of wine drunk at the end of a meal, over which a thanksgiving was said (a kind of “grace after meals”). At the Passover meal it would be the third cup of four, the cup Jesus used to institute the Eucharist. “Bless” means “give thanks to” God, a blessing or prayer of thanksgiving said over the cup, not to the cup.

Is it not a participation in the blood of Christ: Paul uses the Greek word koinonia to describe the twofold effect of the Eucharist. Through sharing in the body and blood of Christ believers are united with Christ and with each other. This produces a “common-union,” a communion (whence the term “Holy Communion”), a fellowship or society or community, whose “union” becomes visible especially in table-fellowship. At table, pre-existing fellowship is celebrated and strengthened and new fellowships are sealed. Fellowship is both a “being with” and a “sharing in the benefits of.” In v. 20 Paul will make the point that humans can have fellowship with demons and all that involves. Eating public (ritual) meals dedicated to demons establishes fellowship with them. Participation in the Eucharist rules out such behavior, since fellowship with both Christ and demons is impossible. The physical gesture of eating and drinking together has the visible effect of creating “one body” which is the physical presence of Christ in the world.

A participation in the body of Christ: “Body of Christ” here has the twofold meaning of Christ and the church or body he established to continue his presence in the world after his death and resurrection/ascension. “Body” would include Christ’s physical person, his “body” of work, i.e. his teaching and miracles, and his “embodiment” in his Church.

v. 17 we, though many, are one body: The one loaf broken and shared (a common feature of Jewish and pagan meals) means that an underlying unity is present. It becomes visible when people eat from the same source at the same time. Though visibly many, they are invisibly one. This is true of virtually every meal. When that “same source” of nourishment is Christ (in the Eucharist) then that unity is more-than-human. Visibly the scene has not changed, but invisibly the divine and human have met, mingled, merged and become one. Paul will go on in the next verses to spell out the implications for personal and communal behavior that flow from this act. A Christian’s faith and fellowship prohibit any kind of relationship incompatible with his/her union with Christ. Eating and drinking at the table of the Lord makes also eating and drinking at the table of demons (v. 21) tantamount to treachery.

Reflection

The Corinthians lived in a thoroughly secular (pagan) culture and so do we. The gods and goddesses in those days had Greek names like Zeus (Lt Jove, Jupiter), Aphrodite (Lt Venus), etc. The gods and goddesses in our culture have names like Success, Wealth, Fame, Power. Same gods, different names. (Let’s not forget the Canaanite Baal or the Egyptian Astarte.) The point is the names of gods represent human values worshipped as if they were, in fact, divine. These “religions” have their own “theologies,” ritual, moral codes, etc. Both the Corinthians and we have the same challenge, which is how to live a life of Christian integrity in an environment of pagan fragmentation, to live as a minority in the midst of so much pluralism. So, Paul has a lot to say to us today, since we are in the same quandary

First, he says in vv. 1-12 that the sacraments do not ipso facto immunize us against infidelity. Look, he says, at the Jews of old. They had their equivalent of our sacraments of Baptism (emerging alive from bathing in the Reed Sea) and Eucharist (eating the miraculous manna and drinking from the miraculous rock) and it did not prevent them from backsliding into idolatry, immorality, grumbling and testing God. So, Christians should not flirt with paganism or secularism, falsely believing they cannot be contaminated because they had their sacramental shots of immunity. Apparently, some Corinthian Christians were boasting how “strong” their faith was and how they could commingle with impunity with any and all pagan ideas and practices. Paul says that they are foolish and wrong and conceited.

Now, like the Corinthians, we get invited to and, indeed, are expected to, attend and participate in many pagan rituals. We call them banquets, testimonials, dinners-for, dinners-in-honor-of, etc. The theme could be sports achievements, academic achievements, work promotions, ecclesiastical appointments, honors of every stripe. What is a Christian to do? Do we give our “blessing” to the idolization of human achievement, “flesh,” as Paul calls it. When people are honored and God’s role in their lives is ignored or denied, can a Christian participate in that and not be tainted? Or not give scandal to a fellow Christian? Ordinarily a publicly committed Republican would not be caught dead at a Democratic fund-raising banquet. He/she would feel insulted if invited. Yet, publicly committed Christians seem to have no qualms about attending and participating in (approving of) activities that glorify human achievement on its own power minus God. Moreover, what Christian church, what parish does not have a slew of these “banquets,” sports and otherwise, and honor the very same pagan values?

Now Paul recognizes that the Corinthians who went to these affairs had no intention of worshipping idols. They went for the food and the socializing. Maybe their job or position in society even required it. But Paul says, “be thoughtful,” think more deeply about what you are doing and what your public behavior says to the world and to other Christians. Not everyone is “thoughtful.” But when we think about it, we realize how many times we are either idolizing pagan values or in the presence of (and tacitly approving) the idolization of values inimical to Christ. Paul says we cannot participate in the banquet of Christ and then go to the parish hall and participate in the idolization of human achievement per se. He knows some will scoff and say that it is mere socializing. Paul takes a more thoughtful view. Because eating and drinking together bonds people together, both visibly and invisibly, there are simply certain behaviors that participation in the body and blood of Christ rules out. As Jesus would say, “You cannot serve God and mammon.”

Being thoughtful does not mean we need to boycott all secular-style banquets. Being thoughtful will help us to recognize when the speaker or presenter is idolizing human achievement and excluding divine grace or when the occasion for the gathering is entirely secular, to the exclusion of the Christ-dimension. 

Key Notions

1. The Eucharist is God’s way of nourishing us with his very life.

2. The Eucharist is the “body and blood” of Christ, his life and the physical/spiritual means he used to live his life.

3. The Eucharist is the major source of power to “become what you are.”

4. The Eucharist is intimacy with God in and through Christ.

5. The Eucharist is the common experience of unity with one another through Christ.

Food For Thought

1. Sports Banquets, etc.: Thoughtful Christians have some trouble with banquets that idolize human achievement. This is especially true of sports banquets for children, banquets honoring their achievements, complete with trophies, speeches and awarding titles. If carefully done, children won’t or don’t get the wrong impression. If thoughtlessly done, in imitation of secular sports banquets (and this would apply to adult banquets of any stripe as well) they can actually send mixed messages to children, both those honored and those not. We have all had to suffer through these testimonies to human achievement, especially stressing all the hard work and discipline that goes into victory. However, rarely do we hear anything of divine grace and human cooperation with it. The “human effort” piece becomes the sole focus, unbalanced by the grace piece, and the children hear adults idolizing effort at the expense of grace. This produces schizoid Christians. It’s not enough to say a prayer at the beginning and end of the banquet. It is important to see to it that the speakers and the award presenters are thoughtful Christians. Otherwise, children go away thinking human effort gets rewards, but divine grace belongs only in church. The Eucharistic presence of Christ walks over to the parish hall from the church and should not be ignored. Otherwise, we are merely attending a secular banquet on church grounds. Children should be taught to realize that Christ is present within them even when they are playing sports and that the only real victory is victory over evil, accomplished only by Christ within them, and not victory over poorer players or poorer people. 

2. Compartmentalizing: The example Paul uses in this text is but one example of “compartmentalizing.” In the secular world “compartmentalizing” is a virtue. It is the ability to cordon off areas of one’s life, particularly troubling areas, so that one can do one’s work. It is the ability to effectively ignore segments of reality. Christians need to be careful about this. It is all too easy to receive the Lord in the Eucharist and then cordon him off from the rest of our lives, keeping him in the religious/spiritual sector of our lives, but living our business/work/play sectors as though he weren’t there. Thus, on Sundays (or for an hour anyway) we are Christians and then quickly return to being secular (even before leaving the parking lot). However, in the Eucharist we haven’t just eaten food and drunk wine. It is the Lord himself who has entered into our being, potentially affecting all of our being, if we let him. “Remembering” (see the first reading) and “being thoughtful” (Paul’s expression) amount to the same thing. The challenge for the Christian is not to block off or block out the presence of Christ, but to remember he is there and let him rule over our every thought and deed, to let him permeate and penetrate our entire being, doing, living, and loving. We now no longer live for ourselves but for him, as well as through him and in him. His presence both causes and allows us to re-evaluate all our values and to continue to rid ourselves of (and not merely compartmentalize) all evil, obvious and subtle.
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