1 Corinthians (14): 11.2-16 Worship – Appropriate Behaviour

Think about what we wear to church today:

Shorts, sleeveless tops, sandals, joggers, flip flops, anything you feel comfortable in.

Think about what you wore when you were young:

Shiny polished shoes, pressed trousers, shirt and tie, white sox, “best” dress, hat!

Change and decay in all around I see and some would say that the way people dress is one area where things have changed for the worse!

But think how dress has changed in the last 100 years.

1900; 1920; 1930/40; 1960; 1980; 2000; 2010

When Jenny and Kelda were at School the winter uniform was a blue shirt with red and navy tie, a jersey with red stripes on the v neck, a navy skirt made by the school, grey three quarter length sox, a blazer with badge or a full length navy woollen coat.  If you wanted a scarf, gloves or hat they had to be in the school colours, as did your hair bands.  Earrings could be worn, one in each ear (in case you wondered if you could get away with some other combination) and your skirt had to be knee length.  If it was shorter you got tapped on the shoulder on the way into assembly.

Recently the uniform has been relaxed.  Now it is a blue blouse with open neck and no tie and the jersey just has the school badge on it.  Gone are the grey sox.  And guess what; Jenny and Kelda, who are 27 and 30, say that standards have slipped!!

So, if things have changed in 100 years, think how different they would have been in Corinth 2000 years ago.

Think too about how customs differ in other cultures.

Do you drink your gravy off the plate? Do you burp at table after a meal? Do you eat with your fingers? If I pass you something do you take it with both hands? As a woman, do you cross your legs? Do you put your toilet paper down the loo or in a basket beside it?

All these things will be acceptable or unacceptable depending on where you are – Uganda, India, Japan, Arabia, Ukraine, and Palestine.

In different cultures we find practices we might consider iffy perfectly ok.

Which takes us to today’s passage in 1 Corinthians; all this stuff about men and women and their hair and hats!

Remember that Paul was writing to Corinth in answer to some problems that had arisen.  Something was going on that was making it difficult for some people, and it was to do with head coverings.

What do you know about head coverings and hair from 1st century culture, especially in Corinth?

Women covering their head was prevalent in Palestine and in southern Roman Asia. In Tarsus, where Paul came from, Roman men and women covered their head in worship. Corinth was near a major port and there would have been immigrants who did cover their head.

But things go deeper.

In the ancient Mediterranean world women’s hair was a prime object of male lust!! So once you were married you covered your head.  If you were uncovered it was like saying “I’m free, guys”.  If a married women did not cover she would be seen as being unfaithful to her husband as men would think they could happily chat her up. To make things more complicated a different custom prevailed in the homes of upper class women.  They did not usually cover their hair and they wore pretty elaborate hair styles.

We know that there was a class problem in Corinth. SO....

When the church met for worship, which would probably have been in the home of an upper class person, because they had the room, were the upper class women, with their elaborate hairstyles causing the poorer women to feel a bit jealous and the men to have their minds distracted?

We don’t know the exact ins and outs but covering of heads was causing disunity.

And so Paul argues for covering on the grounds of unity.  And because he was a skilled debater he uses various rhetorical measures to convince the Corinthians that this is a good thing.

Now it is worth noting that in ancient rhetoric your arguments for a position don’t have to be the same as the reasons for which you actually held the position.

So Paul may have advised head coverings for the unity of the church but he uses as argument anything he thinks would convince them! This is why it is not always helpful to read what Paul says literally; when he is using rhetoric he does not mean you to. His rhetoric is to help convince you to do something; in this case to cover up in the name of unity.

So Paul uses 4 arguments: 

· Family Values.  In the ancient world a women needed a man – father, brother, uncle, husband – to be her paterfamilias.  Sorry ladies, but that was how it was.  A woman was “protected” by a male.  Widows and orphans without a male were very vulnerable.


So, argues Paul, since every household had a man as its head she should have her head covered.


He then goes on to use a rhetorical device called reductio ad absurdum; if you want to be uncovered 
go all the way and shave your head! In our day we would say “go the whole hog”.

· Paul’s second argument is from Creation.


Scholars disagree about whether ‘head’ means ‘source’ or ‘authority’ but ‘source’ would make sense 
seeing that Paul moves on to Creation.  Paul notes that woman was created from man and then says 
that because Adam was created before Eve woman should wear head coverings. This argument does 
not work well in modern logic but evidently it would have done for the Corinthians.  Family and Creation 
were both arguments that would appeal to Jewish Christians.

But notice that no sooner has Paul made this argument than he changes tack:

“In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman.  For as a woman came from man, so also man is born of a woman”.

People call Paul misogynist.  But actually he realises that men and women are mutually related; they need each other. It is almost as if as soon as Paul has made his argument from nature he realises that some might extrapolate other things from this argument and he wants to point out that he is not talking about domination.

· The third argument is from Nature.


“If a man has long hair it is a disgrace to him”.  You see, this is not just about women!! And, sorry 
Jesus, but you didn’t have short back and sides as far as we can tell.


I’m told that women’s hair naturally grows longer than a man’s (though I have seen some fantastic long 
hair on men).  


Anyway, this argument would have appealed to Stoics who liked arguments from nature.

· Finally we have an argument from Custom.


“We have no other practice”.  This would have won over the Skeptics (another philosophy that liked 
arguments from custom).

So Paul cleverly uses arguments to appeal to different groups within the church in order to bring unity. He is saying that propriety in dress is important in keeping unity. “Men and women, rather than asserting your right to dress as you will, please think about others and the effect you might have on them”.

I have read, “Genuine spirituality manifests itself in mutual interdependence and complementarity”.

So why are we not wearing hats today?


Because in our culture whether we wear a hat or not, cut our hair or not, is not a problem. We recognise that Paul was addressing a particular problem. This is true of many other passages in the Bible; they are speaking to a particular situation, or culture.  That is why we need to look at context.  This is why there are differing opinions on subjects such as ordination of women, or indeed the role of women in leading worship.  

We can see that if I arrived in church with blue hair and sat in the front and played my cello you would not find it so easy to concentrate on God. There will be those in our congregation who find some practices distracting.

There may be those who find our dress distracting!    This I’m told is the argument for ministers wearing robes – so you don’t get distracted by Michael’s suit!!

But, more seriously, Paul is concerned about Unity. He is asking us to think about what we do and the effect that this might have on others.

So 1 Cor 11 1.-16 may look on the surface as if it is about hats and hair but underneath it is about being sensitive and understanding in order to bring unity in your church.

The question is: Do we think about others and the effects of our actions, or our dress, or our behaviour?

Paul wants us to be united in mutual concern for one another.

************************************

1. Compare your earliest experiences of worship in church with those today. What are the differences and what do you think are the reasons for the changes?

2. How easy do you think it is to distinguish between something the Bible illustrates from the culture of its day and something it declares is an absolute principle? How can we tell the difference between these?

3. Why do you think that Paul emphasised the importance of Christians' concern for others so much? Should this have the same importance today?

4. In what ways do you think we can get behind what may just be literal words to the context and the real meaning of a Bible passage?

5. How do you react to the 4 arguments Paul uses? If you wanted to make the same basic point, what arguments might you use today?

