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The Main Article of Our Religion 

1 Corinthians 1:10-17 

 When Paul wrote to the church at Corinth, he wrote to a church divided into factions.  

Groups appealing to the authority of Peter, Paul, Apollos, and Christ, had fallen out among them-

selves and formed competing parties, each intent on demonstrating the superiority of its approach 

to the gospel.  Paul's letter is in part an appeal to the Corinthian Christians to put an end to party 

spirit and restore the harmony in insight, judgment, and affection that ought to mark any 

community baptized in the name of Christ.  As Calvin summarizes Paul's argument: "...nothing is 

more inconsistent on the part of Christians than to be at variance among themselves, for it is the 

main article of our religion that we be in harmony among ourselves." 

 Whether Paul's appeal to the Corinthian Christians was successful is unclear.  What is 

clear is that factionalism has remained a continuing problem in Christian churches ever since.  

Even such a relatively tolerant Christian family as the Methodist community, which began as a 

society for renewal in the Church of England, has divided in the course of its history into the 

Methodist Episcopal, Methodist Protestant, African Methodist Episcopal, Wesleyan Methodist, 

Methodist Episcopal South, Free Methodist, United Church of Christ (O'Kelly schism), Salvation 

Army, Christian Methodist Episcopal, African Methodist Episcopal Zion, United Brethren, 

Evangelische Gemeinschaft, Evangelical United Brethren, Church of the Nazarene, Primitive 

Methodist and Bible Methodist Churches, to say nothing of Methodist groups in united churches 

in Canada, Australia, and India.   

 More problematic than denominational divisions in the church of our day are the 

horizontal divisions that segment church life from within.  Quarrels between liberals and 
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conservatives, evangelicals and fundamentalists, charismatics and non-charismatics, feminists 

and anti-feminists in each denomination are more characteristic of our church life than are 

quarrels between Baptists and Methodists or between Lutherans and Presbyterians, disagree-

ments that marked an earlier stage of development in American religious history.  The debates 

over the question of Trinitarian language and the ordination of homosexuals at the last General 

Conference of the United Methodist Church were not arguments over parochially Wesleyan 

questions.  On the contrary, they were questions concurrently debated by UCC, Presbyterian, and 

Lutheran assemblies.  Indeed, at times it seems that Calvin's words should be changed to read: "It 

is the main article of our religion that we be at variance among ourselves." 

 Consider the range of issues on which Christians have differed over the centuries.  

Christians have differed (and still do) over when to celebrate Easter; whether to meet in church 

buildings or in private homes; whether to use images in worship and, if so, whether two or three-

dimensional images; whether women should be ordained and, if so, to what offices; whether 

infants and small children should be baptized and, if so, allowed to commune; whether to use 

liturgical or free prayer; whether to celebrate the Eucharist frequently or infrequently; whether to 

stand or sit at the reading of the four gospels; whether the cup as well as the bread should be 

given to the laity at the celebration of the Lord's Supper and, if so, how and by whom; whether 

Sabbath-keeping is incumbent on Christians or a vestige of an inappropriate legalism; whether 

music is an aid or deterrent to devotion; whether ministers should be educated or untrained and, 

if educated, whether at Duke or at Emory.   

 Christians have argued, often passionately, over every conceivable point of Christian 

doctrine from the filioque to the immaculate conception.  There is scarcely an issue of worship, 

theology, ethics, and politics over which some Christians have not disagreed among themselves.  
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In the nineteenth century, for example, one schism from the Reformed Church in Holland was 

led by a certain Rev. Feigeboom over the question whether the snake in Genesis 3 actually 

spoke.  No issue, it seems, is too small to hang a quarrel on.   

 If, as Paul claims, the Christian church should be a community united in mind, judgment, 

and affection, then Christians must admit that the Church has often deviated from this ideal.  

While it is true that not all disagreements among Christians have become rows and still fewer 

have led to schism, the Church is, and appears always to have been, a lively community of 

disagreement and dissent.  Even within the peaceful halls of a divinity school one can still hear 

the cry: "But I am of Wesley or Barth or Ruether or Gutierrez or Cone or Niebuhr or McIntyre or 

(and here is inserted the name of a favorite teacher)" with the implied message "and you should 

be one too!" 

 But is all dissent factionalism?  Paul himself dissented from the early Jewish Christian 

consensus that required Gentile believers to convert first to Judaism and then to Christianity.  He 

pushed what he regarded to be the correct approach to the Gentile mission so vigorously that he 

risked open confrontation with Peter and James.  If all dissent is factionalism, then the voice of 

the Spirit-led prophet or apostle is stifled. 

 Furthermore, avoidance of conflict may be a sign of theological indifference or spiritual 

ennui.  The Dutch have a saying: "One Dutchman a theologian, two Dutchmen a church, three 

Dutchmen a schism."  To anyone who deplores the theological combativeness implicit in this 

saying, the Dutch reply with a second proverb: "Rotten wood doesn't split!"  Living faith can 

erupt in lively debate, while tranquility may be a symptom of disengagement or apathy. 

The warning against factionalism is not, it seems to me, a prohibition of all disagreement and 

debate in the Church.  The question Paul is raising is not a question of intellectual homogeneity 
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but of fundamental trust and commitment.  Exactly how fundamental a commitment is made 

clear when Paul asks: "Was Paul crucified for you?  Were you baptized into Paul?"  There is 

only one Lord on whom Christians depend for salvation, one Lord they are summoned to obey, 

one Lord to whom they must be loyal.  Any commitment, however important, that puts in 

question or erodes that fundamental commitment to Christ is factionalism.   

 Factionalism is the substitution of a loyalty to some penultimate good for loyalty to 

Christ.  "Was Christ crucified for you?  Were you baptized into Christ?"  Of course you were!  

And that commitment to Christ binds you in one insight, one judgment, and one affection to all 

other Christians, however much you may differ among yourselves over matters of worship, 

polity, and doctrine. 

 The test of loyalty to Christ is loyalty to each other.  That does not mean that I have a 

duty to accept as equally valuable and true all views, opinions, and practices of other Christians, 

however quirky or bizarre.  The warning against factionalism is not an exhortation to surrender 

one's ability to make discriminating theological judgments.  What I am bound to do is to respect 

what is authentically Christian in the traditions, experiences, and arguments of Christians with 

whom I differ, even to the extent of subjecting my own views to criticism in the light of their 

witness.  I am bound to all other Christians, even Christians with whom I sharply disagree, by the 

waters of baptism.  We are linked to each other by a bond that is thicker than blood. 

An ecumenical spirit (what Wesley called a catholic spirit) is not an optional addendum to the 

Christian faith like air-conditioning and leather seats to a Volvo.  An ecumenical spirit belongs to 

the essence of Christianity.  As a Methodist or Baptist or Presbyterian I am not merely joined to 

other Methodists or Baptists or Presbyterians or even to those Methodists, Baptists or 

Presbyterians who have the great good sense to see things from my angle of vision.  I am joined 
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to all Christians, Catholic and Protestant, liberal and conservative, charismatic and non-

charismatic, high church and low, white and black, who are joined to Christ.  "Fellowship with 

all we hold," wrote Wesley, "who hold it with our head."   

 Years ago, when I was a graduate student at Harvard, I heard the Jesuit theologian, later 

Cardinal, Jean Danielou, whose work on the history of early Christianity laid important 

foundations for the theological developments at the Second Vatican Council, tell of a speech he 

had given in 1946 in Rome to curial officials.  During the Second World War and immediately 

after, Danielou had had repeated contacts with Protestant Christians, particularly Lutherans, 

whose faith and piety had impressed him deeply.  Building on this experience, he lectured to the 

assembled Vatican theologians on the subject, "The Holy Spirit among Protestants."  Several of 

the bishops were outraged.  "The Holy Spirit is not present among Protestants at all," they 

objected.  The bishops were, of course, theoretically correct to take such a hard line.  Tradition, if 

not charity, was on their side.  But Danielou was unwilling to back down.  The Protestants he 

had known had shown theoretically inconvenient but nevertheless undeniable manifestations of 

the lively energies of the Spirit.  Danielou could not call profane what God counts clean.  Twenty 

years later the Second Vatican Council affirmed the position of Danielou against the curial 

bishops.  

 An ecumenical spirit does not mean unanimity of thought, practice, or polity, though 

harmony remains, as always, a goal for which we strive.  It does mean that we are forbidden to 

hold in contempt traditions we do not share and opinions we cannot endorse.  It means we do not 

exclude from our fellowship Christians who have excluded us from theirs.  It means we are 

prepared to learn from brothers and sisters who appear to us ill-equipped to teach.  An 

ecumenical spirit does not stifle dissent, only the factionalism that denies the bonds of faith and 
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baptism that bind us to each other.  In that sense, the words of Calvin still hold true: "Nothing is 

more inconsistent on the part of Christians than to be at variance among themselves." 
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