
 It is a little-known fact of biblical scholarship that at the same 

time St. Paul was writing his first letter to the Corinthians, he was 

also writing a similar letter to an entirely different church. Unlike the 

church in Corinth, this other church was one that Paul didn’t know; 

he had never visited and never met a single parishioner. In and of 

itself, this wasn’t so unusual. Sometimes Paul did write letters to 

congregations that he hadn’t visited yet, like his famous letter to the 

Romans. But this other letter is especially unique in that it was 

written to a congregation that didn’t yet exist in a city that wasn’t yet 

a city. This other letter was written to a congregation founded in the 

year of our Lord 1888, in the far-off city of Chicago. This other letter 

was the first letter of Paul to the Church of the Atonement. 

 Let me read for a moment from this rare and wonderful letter: 

Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the church 

of God that is called Atonement at the Water’s Edge, in the village of Sadeh 

Batzal, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, together 

with all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

both their Lord and ours: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and 

the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Let’s pause for a moment and reflect on this introduction. Its 

similarities to the opening of First Corinthians are remarkable, 

making it quite easy for experts to confirm that this letter was written 

at the same time as the other, more well-known epistle. Scholars have 

also written extensively on the place names in this letter, particularly 

on “Water’s Edge,” which we now know as Edgewater, and Sadeh 

Batzal, which is Hebrew for “Onion Fields.” Some scholars propose 

that Paul left Sadeh Batzal in the original Hebrew because Onion 

Field village seemed a name too preposterous to believe. Lucky for us, 

we call Onion Field village by its Algonquin name – Chicago.   

We move on to the next paragraph: 

I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God 

that has been given you in Christ Jesus, for in every way you have been 



enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every kind— just as the testimony 

of Christ has been strengthened among you— so that you are not lacking in 

any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Word for word, this is the same text as the first letter to the 

Corinthians, but in the letter to Atonement, Paul goes on to expound 

on those spiritual gifts. Listen:  

The spiritual gifts that you have shared with your neighbors are many 

and have glorified God in a variety of ways: your service to the women of 

Sarah’s Circle, your sharing of food and drink with the men at Epworth, your 

constant prayer and worship before the throne of God, your raising your voices 

in hymns and spiritual songs, your care for the little children among you and 

your willingness to learn from them what the Kingdom of God is like, and 

your great love for one another shown by your sitting down at table in the 

Hall of Montgomery for joyous luncheons and shared bowls of hot, spicy meat. 

Again, Paul’s prescience here is astonishing. The mention of 

the Hall of Montgomery, of Sarah’s Circle and Epworth make it clear 

that Paul was writing to a community in a time centuries later than 

his own, as does the mention of bowls of hot, spicy meat, which is a 

clear reference to Atonement’s chili suppers, not a food Paul himself 

would have been familiar with. 

Paul’s letter goes on: 

Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, that all of you should be in agreement and that there should be 

no divisions among you, but that you should be united in the same mind and 

the same purpose. What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to the 8:00 

congregation,” or “I attend the 11,” or “I’m a 9 o’clocker.” Has Christ been 

divided? Did Jesus say that he would be with us always, even to the end of the 

age, but only at 11:00 on Sunday mornings? Or were you baptized into the 

fellowship of only 8:00 a.m.?  

This is one of the most unusual passages in all of the First 

Atonement letter. The references to different congregations coming 

together as one, eschewing divisions of congregational worship time 



have long confused even the most diligent scholars. But recent 

developments have helped us to see when this letter was intended to 

be read. We know now that this letter was clearly intended for one 

particular day: the day of the 2020 Annual Meeting. 

Okay, I’m being a little silly here. Of course Paul didn’t write 

a letter to the Church of the Atonement. He didn’t translate 

“Chicago” into the Hebrew words for Onion Fields, although that is 

what Chicago means, and he didn’t write about today’s 10:00 service 

as a sign of God’s purpose. And yet, knowing that other, real letter to 

the Corinthians we heard this morning, I have to believe that there is 

something about this particular gathering that would have pleased 

Paul, and that definitely pleases the Lord. For here we are one body, 

worshiping in the same liturgy, hearing the same word, speaking the 

same prayers, eating the same bread. Here in this common Mass there 

are no divisions among us; we are all folded in, 8:00 with 9:00 and 

9:00 with 11:00, sitting in the same pews, lifting our voices together 

to sing, to say Our Father and Amen.  

The unity of the church is so rarely talked about seriously 

these days that it can seem like a romantic, old-fashioned notion that 

we have mostly outgrown. After all, the Church has never done very 

well in the unity department. In that little church in Corinth, right 

at the beginning of the Jesus movement, the Church started to split 

into factions – I’m with Cephas; I’m with Paul; well, I’m with Jesus. 

Unity is darn hard. Our whole denomination is a product of this, of 

course, of a split, first from the Roman Church and then from the 

Church of England. Ae’ve lived through more splits and schizms, like 

the one our Methodist brothers and sisters are facing right now. Unity 

in the Church is really hard. It’s hard enough for us to worship 

together as one Body when someone else is sitting in your pew, let alone 

to be unified around real issues of mission and purpose, of worship 

and prayer, of justice and sacrifice and giving and identity. How can 

the Church have the same mind when some of us can justify war and 



some of us cannot? How can the Church have the same mind when 

we have such different ideas of what God’s justice looks like? How 

can the Church have the same mind when some of us value purity 

over inclusivity? How can the Church have the same mind when our 

mother church, the Church of England, stated this week that all non-

hetero-normative marriages must be celibate in order to be holy? 

Where are the possibilities for real unity here, and frankly, why would 

we bother to try to find them? Why does being one Body matter? 

Well, first, because the world is a mess, the world needs the 

Church, but the world isn’t going to pay us a lick of attention if we 

can’t even get along with each other. Why should the world listen to 

a thing the Church has to say if what we say seems to be mostly barbs 

aimed at each other? All of you should be in agreement, Paul says, 

and there should be no divisions among you, not just for the 

Church’s sake, but for the world’s. Because we are sanctified in Christ 

and called to be saints, a Church called to bear witness to the 

salvation of the world. And if we cannot do that in one voice, then 

that witness will be ignored, mocked, or silenced. 

So if unity is so important, how do we make it happen? Well, 

worshiping together is a start. Singing together is a start. Eating this 

bread together is a start. So is serving together and speaking truth 

together and standing up for the voiceless together and protecting the 

innocent together and feeding the hungry and caring for the sick and 

advocating for the prisoner together. These things help build unity 

for sure. But the truth that Paul knew, deep in his bones, is that unity 

does not come from what we do. Unity comes from what God does. 

Unity comes from Jesus Christ, is born in the moment he looks at 

each of us and says, “Follow me.” 

We are unified as a Church if – and only if – we know 

ourselves to be a group of people together following Christ. It is 

Christ that makes us one, Christ who heals our divisions. We are of 

the same mind when that mind is in Christ Jesus. We are of the same 



purpose when that purpose is to be a disciple. This is why unity 

matters – because there is no other way to be a follower of Jesus than 

to be made one with all other disciples, baptized with all other 

disciples and made into saints of light.  

Now next week we’ll go back to our three Sunday services and 

it is right and good that we should do so. But today, we of the Church 

of the Atonement at the Water’s Edge in the city named Onion Field 

are reminded that here, when we follow Christ, we are truly one. 

When we follow Christ, we experience the at-one-ment that is the 

reconciled, hopeful, healed and restored life in Christ. When we 

follow Christ, we are united in mind, a mind that will shape our 

purpose, our place, in this world. When we follow Christ, we find the 

core of our identity, the capacity for love, the passion for our mission. 

And when we follow Christ, there is nothing that we cannot do 

together.  
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