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“Saints Alive!”
Isaiah 43:15-25; 1 Corinthians 1:1-9 September 7, 2014

One of the main characters in Alex Haley’s historical 
novel, Roots, is an 18th century African man named Kunta 
Kinte who is sold into slavery in Maryland. In slavery his 
spirit is all but broken and his human dignity is all but lost.  
His slave owners strip him of his name and force an alien 
name upon him. They call him Toby, which he says is a name 
not for a man but for a pet. In spite of all the adversity he 
faces, Kunta Kinte holds onto his name because he knows 
that his true identity is tied up in his name. 

When Paul sat down to write to the church in Corinth, 
he was having a hard time figuring out how to address 
the letter. He was searching for just the right name to call 
them. He thought about all the things he knew about the 
church in this wealthy and wide-open seaport town. He 
thought about the problems they were having. The rich 
were not sharing with the poor; those who thought they 
were the spiritual elite were looking down their noses at 
the folks they thought were “nominal” Christians.  Some 
were so arrogantly sure of their understanding of Jesus 
that they belittled anybody who disagreed with them. 
Others were boasting of their spiritual gifts and using them 
to advance their own prestige and position. Nobody was 
looking out for the weak, the uncertain and the vulnerable 
in the faith. There were fights, factions and squabbles; some 
folks were taking each other to court. Others were getting 
drunk at church and gobbling up all the good food. The 
Lord’s Supper had become a parody of itself. They did not 
understand what baptism was all about. Sexual immorality 
was pretty much the accepted norm. Worship was anything 
but peaceful and edifying; worship was an opportunity for 
some people to parade their piety and flaunt their fervor.  

Did Paul think that his work in Corinth was a bitter 
disappointment resulting in no more than a series of bad 
reports on his desk?  He thought about all the names he 
could have given them. Which one fit just right? He 
could have written to them as the theologically diverse, 
multicultural, emergent community of Corinth. No, that 
wasn’t quite it. It was a little long in the sleeve. He could 
have spit out the words that were on the tip of his tongue: 
to all you morally degenerate, greedy, self-serving, hateful 

reprobates. No, that didn’t fit either - too tight around 
the neck. He could have simply called them the one word 
sinner, but that wasn’t the best word either. I imagine he 
tried out many words until he found the one that fit them 
just right – saints. So Paul begins his letter: 

“To the church of God that is in Corinth, 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 “(I Cor. 1:2).

In English, we translate Paul’s words as “called to be 
saints,” but in the Greek there is no “to be.” It is simply 
“called saints.” The English “to be” puts us one step removed 
from the truth about us. A saint is not something you will 
be one day; it is something you are now. The name may itch 
a bit around the collar; it may feel too long in the sleeve and 
too big around the middle, but the name fits you perfectly 
because it is how God sees you. You are a saint.  

A lot of people mistakenly think that the saints are only 
those given that title by the church after they are dead and 
installed in a stained glass window; others think they are 
all the folks in heaven, but not the folks down on earth. 
Some use the word to describe those who live a spiritually 
exemplary life: “I tell you she is a real saint!” The saints are 
all those called by God and set apart for a holy purpose. 
Peter says, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
holy nation, God’s own people” (I Peter 2:9). You are, in 
short, saints alive!

My home church was built in the 1950’s in the Colonial 
Revival style with a divided chancel and large clear 
glass shuttered windows that ran down the sides of the 
sanctuary. When I was a child I remember when they took 
out the clear glass windows and installed new stained glass 
windows. I didn’t like them. They had figures of modern 
people in them: nurses, engineers, doctors, missionaries, 
teachers, homemakers and ordinary families going about 
their daily tasks. I was disappointed with the lack of 
medieval figures – soldiers, martyrs and real saints - with 
their fixed bodies and immovable stares glowing out from 
the windows. I thought it took a thousand years to make a 
saint. Instead, we were surrounded by people just like you 
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and me.  Now I get it. Thank God whoever designed and 
approved of those windows had better theology than I did. 

We are not saints alone, but saints together in the church.  
Here we share in holy things: the waters of baptism, mutual 
forgiveness, mutual encouragement and mutual love. Here 
we are nurtured through bread and wine, scripture, prayer, 
music and worship. Here we share each other’s burdens 
and share each other’s joy. From here, we go to “proclaim 
the mighty acts of God who called us from darkness into 
God’s marvelous light” (I Peter 2:9). 

The problem is that we don’t always live up to our 
identity.  I imagine you can remember a parent, coach or 
grandparent telling you just when you are getting ready for 
a game, a trip or a night out with friends, “Remember who 
you are.” I suspect that those words have not only kept a 
lot of us from making some pretty foolish mistakes, but 
also empowered us to be the best that we can be.  

I have told some of you about an Elder in my former 
congregation who one year received the well-deserved 
honor of being named the “State Mother of the Year”. 
She was married to an elected state official and attended 
festivals in every small town in South Carolina from the 
Pageland Watermelon Festival to the Irmo Okra Fest and 
from the Clio Cotton Festival to the Sally Chitlin’ Strut. 
(She had the wave down pat.) In addition to all of her 
contributions to the community and church, she and her 
husband raised six remarkable children who in turn served 
their church and community with integrity, grace and 
faith. I never heard this lady get upset or raise her voice.  

One day I asked her oldest daughter if her mother ever 
yelled at them when they were kids. She replied, “I wish 
she had. Instead, whenever we were going out with our 
friends or on a date, she would simply look us in the eye 
and say, ‘Now, darling, remember who you are.’ It would 
have been a whole lot easier if she had just yelled at us.” The 
name we give ourselves - how we think of ourselves – goes 
a long way in determining how we live. 

When we know who we are, we want to live into our 
identity.  It may take a lifetime to become the people God 
created us to be. The Indiana Quaker pastor, Philip Gulley, 
tells about the time he built a kitchen table. He took the 
whole month of February to build it, but he confessed that 
he loved staying in the warm barn with its sawdust smells. 
It took a week for him to massage many coats of tung oil 
into the wood. If he rushed the job, all the mistakes would 
show and the labor would be wasted. A person can make a 
piece of furniture in a hurry, but it will not be something 
to pass on to the grandchildren. Gully notes, “People slap 

things together in five minutes expecting them to last a 
lifetime… it’s also true about life. Folks get discouraged 
because God doesn’t make them saints overnight. They 
don’t understand all the years of God-work that goes into 
making one’s life a thing of beauty – a lot of shaping, a lot 
of smoothing, a lot of finishing. And if we rush the process, 
the flaws will surely show” (Front Porch Tales, pp.120-21).  

Along the way there will be missteps and mistakes; we 
may fall flat on our faces, but God picks us up again. We 
may catch ourselves saying things that hurt others. If we 
could take back the words we would. In a fit of envy or 
anger, we may do something that undermines the things 
we most care about. If we could undo it, we would. We 
cannot take back the words or undo the deeds. Isaiah 
says that God “blots out our transgressions” and does not 
remember our sins (Is. 43:25). In spite of what we have 
done, God sees us as saints. Isaiah says that God is always 
doing something new. God is always giving us a second 
chance. What we can do is remember the one name that 
fits us perfectly; try it on again for size and let it carry us. 
You see, God has made the pattern that fits us all.

This fall in worship, we are going to listen to Paul in his 
writings to the Corinthians as he tells us what it means 
to live up to our name. We all hear so much about all the 
problems that the church of Jesus Christ is facing today. 
We forget that these problems are nothing new. They go 
all the way back to the very beginning of the church as 
it spread from one culture to the next. My heart breaks 
when I see so many things being done in the name of 
Jesus that have far more to do with hating, excluding and 
condemning than with loving, caring and forgiving. The 
church has a lot of growing up to do. God hasn’t finished 
shaping us and polishing us yet. The only way to overcome 
the things, the actions and the attitudes that diminish our 
life in Christ is to focus on God’s possibilities for our lives 
and for the church. 

We are going to see each other through God’s eyes. 
Look around you. Here we are: saints one and all; saints 
alive together. We are going to get rid of all the names we 
call each other and use to demean each other: judgmental, 
greedy, liberal, bossy, stupid, conservative, immoral, jerk, 
or sinner. Instead, we are going to try on the one name 
that fits us all – saints. Saints together with you and me 
and “with all who in every place call upon the name of the 
Lord Jesus Christ.”  


