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 When I was in my early twenties, the church I grew up in held a series of 

congregational meetings to address our form of worship. Younger parents with sons and 

daughters approaching their teenage years were looking to modify our services to keep 

their children in church. Many of the old vanguard of founding members were, for the 

most part, resistant to any major changes in our weekly services. While most of our 

meetings ultimately centred on musical style, other concerns were brought to the table for 

discussion. Most specifically, there were rumours circulating that some in the church 

were either planning or had the desire to modify the front of our sanctuary. The layout of 

the church was indeed from an older age with a high rising pulpit that allowed the 

preacher to loftily gaze down upon the congregation below. A choir loft consisting of 

several cold hard wooded benches crowded the right hand side of the stage, each one 

controversially engraved with wooden crosses. Standing in the centre was a large wooden 

table (alternatively called an altar) that normally had a large bible propped opened to a 

random biblical passage on any given Sunday. 

The news that these traditional religious objects – the pulpit, pews, and altar – 

would be wiped out for a new style of architecture was extremely troubling for an older 

lady in our church, who I will anonymously call Mrs. Wiens. During our congregational 

meetings there was an opportunity for everyone to voice their concerns and share their 

opinions about our worship services, something Mrs. Wiens took full advantage of. She 

came well-prepared that day, armed with a white sheet of lined paper with scribbles on it 

that had the major points of her argument laid out in full. Ready to address those in the 

church who felt that a facelift was indeed necessary at the front of the sanctuary, she 

stood up from her chair and boldly began to speak her mind in the gymnasium where we 

were gathered. I will never forget the words she said that day, which are forever engraved 

in my memory. After stating the rumors she had heard about these troubling architectural 

changes, Mrs. Wiens told the congregation that “I went to my Webster’s dictionary and it 

says that the altar is the place where the deity resides.” 

 I could not believe what my ears were hearing. It was as if I had been transported 

back in time to a Greek, Roman, or Egyptian temple. I hit my hand on my forehead 

before I slumped over and stared at the floor in disbelief. Here is a woman, the younger 

me thought to himself, that had been raised in the Mennonite church her entire life, and 

instead of turning to the Bible she reached for her Webster’s dictionary for spiritual 

guidance. Not only this, but having been reared in the Mennonite church I thought that 

she would at least have gathered from our Anabaptist traditions, stemming back to the 

Reformation in the sixteenth century, that we had rejected Catholic notions of the sacred 

in church architecture. Anabaptists, at least in theory and barring some notable 

exceptions, did not believe that objects in the church were sacred. Many Anabaptist 

groups met in caves, forests, open spaces, and homes; later, when persecution subsided, 

they built meeting houses or other churches that were simple and plain. They rejected the 

iconography of Catholic and Protestant churches, claiming that wood, stone, glass, gold, 



silver, and any other material object were not sacred and as a result could not possibly 

house or contain the Almighty. So why did Mrs. Wiens seemingly believe that a wooden 

table sitting at the front of our church was the dwelling place of God? 

 As I reflect upon this experience that my younger self had back in the late 1990s, 

I probably would have said at the time that Mrs. Wiens, who was “older in the faith,” 

should have had a “better” grasp of both the New Testament and the Anabaptist tradition. 

There is a good chance I would have said that despite her years in the church (and the fact 

that she was almost a half-century older than me), that she was actually “weaker in the 

faith” for what I saw as a lack of knowledge about basic doctrine in our Christian 

tradition. But as I reflect upon her words today, most specifically my reaction to them, I 

would suggest that I was most likely the one who had the “weaker faith” as I banged my 

hand on my forehead. I still disagree with everything she tried to argue with her 

Webster’s dictionary that day. In no way have I changed my opinion that her 

understanding of the Anabaptist tradition is seriously misguided. Stain glass windows, 

pulpits, and choir lofts will never be sacred objects for me. And till by dying day I will 

never believe that a wooden table is the “place where the deity resides.” But she did, and 

I lacked respect for her way of thinking. 

 Our scripture passage for today deals with a similar issue back in the first century 

in that wonderful city of Corinth. In 1 Corinthians 8:1-13, the apostle Paul seeks to find a 

middle ground between a few wealthier individuals in the Corinthian church and other 

poorer members. To understand the larger context of the letter, and to teach my younger 

self an important lesson, we need to know a little bit about the city of Corinth itself. On 

his second missionary journey Paul had established a church in the city, a place he lived 

in for roughly one year. But as an itinerant preacher he was constantly on the move, so he 

set off for other missionary ventures. Similar to other early churches spread throughout 

the Roman empire, after Paul left Corinth divisions emerged in the congregation and 

conflict was rife. The Corinthian church was indeed worthy of its own reality TV show, 

one that many modern churches would never consider airing. Paul claims that there were 

arguments among the Corinthians over who was the best leader to follow: some wanted 

Paul, others Apollos, others Peter, and still others Christ himself. Incest was possibly 

taking place in the church, and if not a man was living in an open relationship with his 

stepmother and no one was doing anything about it. Beyond other cases of sexual 

immorality, several members in the church were involved in legal action against other 

members in court. Add misunderstandings based upon class divisions into the larger 

dysfunctional mix, and you get a divided, quarrelsome, and unhealthy early Christian 

community. 

 To make matters worse, the Corinthian church was comprised of people from 

different ethnic backgrounds living in a multicultural and religiously plural society. It 

needs to be remembered that Corinth was a Roman colony, which means that both 

Greeks and Romans were living there. Added to the mix were people of Jewish 

background, together with other immigrants from Asia Minor and northern Africa. The 

fact that Corinth was a mercantile centre strategically situated along an isthmus 

connecting the Peloponnese peninsula to the rest of mainland Greece, it was a hub of 

economic activity and ethnic mixing. Since there were people from various nations, they 

all came from different religious backgrounds with distinct rituals, customs, and beliefs. 

But despite this religious diversity, the people of Corinth were primarily engaged in 



pagan religions centred on Greek gods. Temples, shrines, and altars were spread 

throughout the city dedicated to deities like Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love.  

 Early Christians were encouraged to leave these gods, their so-called idols, altars, 

temples, prostitutes, and everything else associated with them behind for a new life in 

Christ. This was by no means an easy task. Temples were not merely religious centres; 

they were the heart of social and economic life in Corinth, so excluding these places from 

one’s daily routine meant possibly shunning friends, extended family members, and 

potential converts. Beyond this, pagan shrines were the main suppliers of raw meat in 

Corinth. Animals were killed on a daily basis in the city and their meat was sacrificed to 

the gods by priests in local temples. These priests, after they had finished their religious 

rites, kept a portion of the meat for themselves and their family members. Everything else 

leftover was sold in the market, mixed together with other meats that came directly from 

local producers. Hence any given customer in Corinth shopping for meat at a local 

butcher shop or market had no idea where the meat was coming from. One could never 

be certain that the meat he/she was bringing home had not been sacrificed before the idol 

of a pagan god. 

 That the meat they were purchasing had been sacrificed to idols was not a major 

concern for some of the wealthier members of the Corinthian church. They had always 

eaten meat on a regular basis because they were accustomed to doing so before they 

converted to Christianity. Not only this, but Jewish Christians had been reared in 

monotheism and hence knew that nothing magical happened to the meat they consumed 

when a priest performed a ceremony before a stone object in a building made by men 

called a temple. Several gentile Christians shared this same sentiment, and Paul suggests 

that they were all convinced that “an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no 

God but one.” So even if the multiethnic masses of Corinth spoke of many gods and 

lords, Paul suggests that “for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things 

came and for whom we live.” And so these members of the Corinthian church, armed 

with what they saw as the proper theology, were able to view the sacred landscape of 

their native city through a different lens. 

 But not everyone in the church was able to look at the idols, altars, temples, and 

meat offered on them in the same manner. Some of the poorer members had significant 

reserves about eating meat sacrificed to idols. In contrast to some of the richer members, 

they were not accustomed to eating meat on a regular basis because it was too expensive 

for them to purchase. Among the few times that they ate meat throughout the calendar 

year was when it was doled out for free at pagan festivals. And so some of the poorer 

members had a difficult time leaving behind the association between the meat they ate 

and its idolatrous origins. Paul writes that, “Some people are still accustomed to idols that 

when they eat such food they think of it as having been sacrificed to an idol, and since 

their conscience is weak, it is defiled.” Although this faction in the Corinthian church 

may have verbally or even mentally accepted the idea of monotheism, their former 

notions of the sacred still guided their religious worldviews. 

Although the Corinthian church was divided by many things, it appears that their 

understanding of the sacred was among the most contentious. The church I grew up in, 

although not divided over meat sacrificed to idols, was also significantly divided by the 

ways in which people approached the sacred. I have reflected upon Mrs. Wiens’s idea 

that “the altar is the place where the deity resides” numerous times over the past decade 



and half because I am fascinated how someone in an iconoclastic tradition was unable to 

let go of sacred objects. But when I look at my own life, although I still strongly disagree 

with her overall theology, maybe I am not that much different than her in some ways. I 

have brought a few “sacred” objects here today from my own personal history, images 

that collect dust in our home but house important memories. 

 When I was a child there was a Christian bookstore in downtown St. Catharines 

called the Bible Book Nook. My mother took me there every so often, and on one of 

those occasions I must have pestered her to buy me something, as most small children do. 

Well my mother, usually not one for caving in, purchased for me a small plastic image of 

Jesus with an elaborately golden baroque frame. In this image a Caucasian, longhaired, 

bearded, and hippie Christ clothed in radiantly white robes knocks on the wooden door of 

a stone house. This representation of Jesus, made in Hong Kong and absolutely tacky, is 

still in my possession. I have been unable to part with it after all these years. Another 

image of mine was not originally my own but my father’s. For the longest time I had a 

small copy of a painting on a cardboard backing of an angel hovering above a brother and 

sister. The two siblings are crossing over a bridge with missing boards; the river they are 

traversing is fierce and mighty and surrounded by a dark and gloomy forest. On the back 

is written in blue ink: “Ronald Dyck [my father] Fröhliche Weihnachten [Merry 

Christmas in German] 1957 [the year he received this print for his Aunts Marie and 

Katie].” My dad, with his wild imagination, often used this image to tell me stories before 

I went to bed. Although it is beat up, tattered, and completely outside the realm of my 

artistic sensibility, I have been unable to part with it. 

 I have one more religious image that graced my bedroom wall when I was still 

living with my parents. Unlike the other two images I described, I made this one with my 

own two hands. When my father’s family arrived to Canada they settled here in Vineland, 

purchasing a farm at the top of the Escarpment on Fly Road just by the quarry. As a child 

I use to go to the farm to pick fruit with my mother, run around in the creek in the back 

with my brother, and attend family reunions of my father’s uncles and aunts where Kevin 

and I were always the only children. But despite the drag of being dragged along with my 

parents, I have fond memories of the old farm house. I always remember Uncle Abe 

running upstairs to wrap up old puzzles as gifts for us. As we gathered around the table to 

eat my Uncle Eddy, who had down syndrome, faithfully feasted on his full plate of 

zwieback (buns) and honey with a glass of milk. After supper Kevin and I would leave 

the adults behind to watch Dukes of Hazard on the television. When I heard that my 

uncle was finally giving up the farm to the quarry, and that everything was going to be 

demolished, I drove my 1985 maroon Honda Civic to visit the farm one last time. With 

the permission of Uncle Abe, I ripped off a few panels from my great-grandfather’s barn 

and constructed a cross. Although the panels are simply occupying space in our storage 

room today, I have been unable to part with them. 

 These three objects I have just described are “sacred” for me in intimate ways. 

Not in the way that the altar in my childhood church was sacred for Mrs. Wiens, but 

nonetheless they possess hidden power invisible to the untrained eye. Physical objects are 

often charged with meaning; they illicit personal memories reminding us of the past. 

Think about spring cleaning and moving days. There are many things we find difficult to 

throw out, sell, or donate. Old pictures, baby toys, trophies, antiques, and other 

paraphernalia remind us of important milestones, people, and events that are profoundly 



significant for us. Or try returning to the home where you grew up. Every brick, window, 

step, chair, and plate reminds us of childhood memories. Then there are objects in public 

spaces that we take possession of through our personal histories. Every year that Cynthia 

and I go to Mexico we return to the secluded plaza in front of the Capilla de San 

Sebastián Mártir in Chimalistac. It was there on one of the benches that I proposed to 

Cynthia. All of these physical objects are sacred, but that sacredness is hidden to other 

viewers and onlookers. Those old pictures and baby toys are junk and worthy of the 

benefit shop to the uninitiated. Your old childhood home is simply an out-of-date 

property waiting to be remolded. And that bench is nothing other than one of thousands 

to rest your weary legs in Mexico City. 

 As humans we long for something tangible when it comes to the past. We are 

usually no different in our relationship to the divine. We build buildings, construct 

special furniture within them, and then carve, paint, and engrave images to teach us about 

important moments in the biblical story and in our faith tradition. As Mennonites, we 

have generally opted for simpler forms of church architecture informed by an iconoclastic 

past. But this does not mean that we have been able to strip away our basic humanity and 

overall desire for something physically sacred to clasp onto. We may theologically 

believe as a community that the houses we erect for worship along with their chairs, 

pulpits, and stain glass windows are not the “place where the deity resides”; but they are 

nevertheless charged with religious significance. That might be an important sermon 

preached from this pulpit, a hymnal with scribbles by an older choirmaster, or other 

important objects preserved from the oldest Mennonite church in Canada. Our places of 

worship are sacred to us because they are communal spaces housing generations of 

hidden spiritual memories. 

 I have focused on physical objects today because material things seemingly only 

possess one meaning. There is a tendency to think that if I place an apple, table, or book 

in front of you that we all see the same thing. But this could not be farther from the truth. 

We all have knowledge that we have acquired in life, some of it through schooling and 

books but most of it through experience, tradition, and observation. All of this knowledge 

alters the way we view the world and the material things within it. Our knowledge also 

influences the ways in which we understand and approach the sacred, which is why 

conflict is inevitable in the church but not necessarily a bad thing. The apostle Paul said 

to the Corinthian church that “we all possess knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but love 

builds up.” He tried to convince wealthier members to use their knowledge to edify the 

disenfranchised in the church, which in their case meant leaving meat behind in certain 

occasions as a sign of respect. Paul was a bit extreme, suggesting that he was prepared to 

give up meat altogether out of love for another brother or sister. But he was not willing to 

give up his overall conviction in one God. I know that this altar before me is not the 

“place where the deity resides,” so out of love I will try to refrain from smacking my 

head on my forehead if anyone else here does. Amen. 


