“A Veiled Threat”

 Today at 4:51pm

Steve continues to preach from I Corinthians no matter how strange it gets. 

“A Veiled Threat” 
I Corinthians 10:2-16 
6 June 2010 

These verses have had a long history of interpretation. Even up until the 1950’s or so in this country, it meant that many ladies wore hats with thin veils on the front. The fact that it encourages differences in the genders was used to rail against that tool of the devil called pant suits! I remember hearing the male hair portion used when styles for longer locks became popular in the 60’s. And of course, there’s the fact that Paul seems to be a chauvinist with his talk of man being the “head” of woman. 

And yet the word “head” can also mean source. 

If you are of a certain age, or a history buff like me, then the date June 6th has a special meaning for you. That’s right; it’s the day the allies landed on Normandy, beginning the process of the liberation of France during World War II. Their purpose, if you recall, was to establish a beachhead on the French coastline, from which they could launch an ongoing campaign that would take them to Paris and on to Germany. In other words, “head,” as it is used in the word beachhead, means source for troops and supplies. 

That’s the sense that Paul is using in this profoundly difficult passage. He looks back to “sources” as he reflects that in his interpretation of Genesis, Jesus, in his role as the eternal Son of God, was the source of man; man was the source of woman; and God is the source of the sending of Christ. Then he talks about women wearing veils/head-coverings when they prophesy, otherwise her head might as well be shaven. Then he says a man should not wear a head-covering when he prays, since he’s the image and glory of God. Then in a real reach, he says that she should wear a veil on account of the fallen angels and because woman was created for male. Then he backs up and says to remember that males and females are not unequal, but interdependent. Then he condemns men for long hair, and praises woman for it. Then he tells us not to be contentious about any of this! 

What on earth is going on here? 

As I struggled this week with this passage, the only thing that comforted me was the fact that it appears in no lectionary, meaning no one else wants to take it on either! 

Paul had a very profound problem in Corinth. On the one hand, he had preached and they had believed that inside the church they were a family of believers. But we also have to understand the society where the gospel was being believed. As a woman moved into adulthood, she moved out of her father’s home, was married, and moved immediately into the home of her husband. In order to leave no doubt that she was faithful, chaste, and virtuous, in that society any woman outside the home wore a head-covering. The only women outside the home without a veil were those whose heads had been shorn for adultery. Only husbands and immediate family members would see her with hair flowing freely. Even more disturbing, women at the temple of Dionysius let their hair hang down at revelries devoted to the god of wine and song. In order to get as far as possible from this kind of association, in synagogue services where Jewish believers met, they placed the women behind a veiled curtain while only the men actually sat in the main room. 

Men were unaccustomed to seeing women’s hair, as strange as we might find that. Furthermore, if another man saw a woman’s hair, it was considered a disgrace to her husband or father. 

But that doesn’t mean the men were left out. According to the apostle, they should pray and lead worship without a head covering. This was because men in those days prayed with a head-covering in the pagan temples of Corinth. 

In other words, they were already there, but not yet. 

And isn’t it the same for us. We want a church that reflects love for everyone, but we’re just not there yet. We want a church that remembers there can be no peace without justice, and yet we’re sometimes the very ones who hold the way of truth back. We ourselves want to be consistent in our Christian lives, and yet hurt from our pasts or sins in our present hold us back. We’re there, but we’re not there. It’s true; we’re already there, but not yet. 
Even in our very bodies, we’re almost daily reminded that we’re already there, but not yet. The older I get, the longer it takes me to go to bed. I now have this extensive medical regimen involving taking “anti” pills, such as anti-cholesterol. Then I have to take my B-12 vitamin, put a snore strip on my nose, and inhale an allergy decongestant. I know the seeds of eternity reside within me, but I’m not yet there. 

Now I have no proof if the Corinthians followed Paul’s advice. I’d like to think that the women went to their husbands and said something like this: In Christ I am free and equal. Nevertheless, I will wear a head-covering and voluntarily give up some of my freedom in order to not bring shame upon you or distraction to the other men who are listening to me. 

And the men, I can imagine them saying that in a clean break from their pagan pasts, and in order to show their new lives in Christ, that they would not place a cloak or robe over their heads when praying. 

And I have no proof that we’ll do it, but I hope we will follow the Apostle’s advice. Can we actually limit our freedom out of love for Jesus and our fellow-believers? In such an exploitative world, can we make such a clean break from our culture so that everyone is treated here with the purity of a sister or brother? Can we, by God’s grace, make this place what we pray each week during the Lord’s prayer, “thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven”? In other words, can we make this a little bit of heaven on earth? When that happens, “there” moves a little bit closer to “here.” 

We have to live in the tension of a fallen world, and yet with our eyes on the world to come. We’re already there, but not yet. Let us, by God’s grace, move our church, our families, and ourselves a little bit closer. 

Amen. 
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