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I PENOMENON IN THE CHURCH AND
N HERMENEUTIC (1 Cor 12-14)

Br Mary-8Sylvia Nwachukwu, DDL

. ges itself to the phenomenon of Pentecostalism in the
Chureh, The w ‘entecostal’ derives from the word ‘Pentecost’, an
originally Jewish festival in which the first fruits of barley and wheat harvest
were presented to God (Num 28:26). Later, the feast also came to celebrate the
historical event of the giving of the law on Mount Sinai. Pentecost derives

from the Greek word penthcosth., meaning the fiftieth day - after the feast of -

Passover (Lev 23:15f). According to Acts 2, this was the feast which the
apostles and other believers gathered to celebrate, and during which event, the
Holy Spirit descended on them in the form of tongues of fire (vv9-11). The
timid and frightened apostles were empowered by the Holy Spirit to
courageously address the gospel message to all nations and to be understood
by them. All this happened in fulfilment of the promise of Jesus to his apostles
(Acts 1:4-8): “...you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon
you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria
and to the ends of the earth. The Pentecost is celebrated in Christendom as the
great anniversary of the beginning of .the Church. Besides this description of
the earliest Jerusalem Church, the atmosphere of charismatic operations was
characteristic of the Churches of Pauline foundation (for instance, 1 Cor 12—
14; Gal 3:2). Many New Testament texts, and especially the letters of Paul,
signal the importance of the Holy Spirit for the living of Christian life. Paul
describes Christian life as “life in the Spirit’ (Rom 8:5; Gal 5:25), ‘to walk in
the Spirit’ (Rom 8:4), ‘to be in the Spirit’ (Rom 8:9) or ‘to be led by the Spirit’
(Rom 8:14; Gal 5:18).

In the early 1900s, the desire of some Christians to introduce a revival
within main-line churches, born out of this experience of special powers
through the Spirit, generateéd an outbreak of a movement within Christendom
that is known as the Pentecostal movement. After several years of struggle for
discernment and understanding, there remains today in main line churches

what we call the ‘charismatic renewal’, which is changing the face of the

Cburch.1 The movement sprang up (Founder: C.F. Parham in Kansas — USA)
with the comviction that all Christian experience must begin like that of the

first disciples with a baptism in the Spirit, which should lead to effective
witness to Christ and a display of charismatic gifts.? For them, the surest si gn
of this baptism in the Spirit is the gift of tongues. This is the charismatic
phenomenon that is sometimes known as zenolalia (zenon = foreign; lalein =
to speak), that is, to speak a foreign language or glossolalia (glossa = tongue;
lalein = to speak), meaning, to speak in tongue. Since the terms ‘Pentecostal’
and ‘charismatic’ are associated, there has been an erroneous appropriation of
the term ‘charismatic’ by members of the Pentecostal movement, a term which
they deny every other Christian. In modern day parlance, the term
‘charismatic’ has come to refer more to the religious frenzy, inspired utterance
and the wonder working of some gifted Christians. This categorization clearly
contradicts what Paul says in 1 Cor 12 that all those  who profess the Lord
Jesus are charismatic (12:3) and that anyone who has received a gift and who
is using it to build up the Church, the body of Christ, can rightly be called
charismatic (12:7). F. Sullivan explains the connection of the two terms in this
way:

Just as Pentecost was followed by the Apostles’ discovery of

their charismatic power to convert multitudes, to stand up and

confess the name of Jesus before the Sanhedrin, to suffer

joyfully for his name, to heal the sick and to raise the dead, so

also, throughout Christian history, men and women have had

‘Pentecostal’ experiences which marked for them also the

beginning of their charismatic gifts ... the former mark the

beginning of a new experience and working of the Holy

Spirit, and the latter are ‘manifestations’ of that new prcSe_ﬂc‘.E

“for a useful purpose’.’ Wt
According to Sullivan, this experience lies behind a more intgnse living of
Christian life, the founding of religious congregations in the Church and the
origin of many individual vocations to the priesthood and religious life.*
Therefore, the terms ‘Pentecostal’ and ‘charismatic’ are riot the givero
any Christian denomination. It rather becomes cleat; from thie f8tegoing, that

" Pentecostalism is not a problem. In fact, it is God’s glft to thé Church. The

Pentecostal movement should exist to promote the awareness of the universal
mission of the Church, which is realised only under the influente of the Holy
Spirit. :

The Catholic charismatic movement, which began around 1960, also
emphasize these gifts of the Spirit — the charismata — for the living of
Christian life. Like their counterparts, they argue that those whe compose the




‘true church’ recelve the gift of tongues accompamed by other manifestations

of the Spirit, such as the power of healing.” It is an aberration to ask, as some
do, if these gifts are essential to the life of the Church. As one can read from
Rom 12:6-8; 1 Cor 12:7-10,27-31; Eph 4:11-12 and 1 Pet 4:10, these gifts are
concrete manifestations of the Spirit to individuals in the Church, to be used
for service of one another. Rather, the problem is, why occasional hostility and
disharmony are associated with some of these gifts, and how this hostility is
blurring the nature of the Spirit’s influence in the life of Christians. These are
questions Paul was called up to address in the Corinthian Church (1 Cor 12:1).

2. Crises in the Corinthian Church

The Corinthian Church suffered various crises, most of which are the
problems of the Church today. It seems the community had appealed to Paul s
own teaching in order to correct the confusions that invaded the life and liturgy
of the community. A thorough reading of 1 Corinthians shows that the
problems presented in 1 Cor 12 have significant echoes in the entire letter. On
the basis of this reading, it is possible to discern the problems that Paul
introduces with one sentence “Now concerning spiritual matters...” (1 Cor
12:1a). Of the issues mentioned in the letter, the question to which Paul
dedicated most attention is that of the exercise of spiritual gifts in the
community.

We can imagine a commumty where certain spiritual gifts (tongues,
miracles, eloquent utterances) are valued more highly than others. Th9§e who
have the higher gifts boast of them and others consider them as the *spirituals’.
This is implied in the rebuke in 3:1 and 14:37. One can suppose that the
disunity in the Corinthian community was caused by some people’s attachment
to these people of worth (1 Cor 1:11-13), to the denigration of others Who d?
not possess such gifts. In 1 Cor 12:25 there is reference to ‘dissentlon’.(r]
oxipa), meaning that the manifestation of spiritual gifts gave rise to tension
and conflict in the community. A social class dimension of this tension .is
elaborated in 12:22-25 in terms of a distinction between ‘the weaker and
stronger’, ‘the less honourable and those with greater honou.r’, thf: less
respected and the more respected’. 1 Cor 1-3 is an extgns.ive discussion of
personal pride and arrogance because of the possession of a gift.

Oratorical demonstration of human wisdom may well be another problem
as 1 Cor 2:1-5 implies. Paul began the letter by thanking God for enriching the
Corinthians with every possible gift, especially the gifts of knowledge aqd
speech (1:5-7). His subsequent critique of their wisdom and knowledge in
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12:1-3 shows that they were using such gifts to uphold personal worth and to
the harm of their fellow Christians. Paul warns this congregation of the
dangers of using human wisdom to explain divine realities. His entire
argument in these chapters suggests that they were missing the essential point
about genuine Christian wisdom, the true wisdom that is folly in human eyes.

Above all, Paul wrestled with the wrong notion among members of this
community that the possession of those ‘higher’ gifts is clear indication of the
person’s spirituality (1 Cor 3:1-4). It can be said with confidence that the
problem to which Paul addresses is too much emphasis on external
manifestation which led some Corinthian Christians to pride, power and
prestige, to arrogance, spiritual competition, the appraisal, of human wisdom
and its corresponding flagrant lifestyle. Therefore, Paul’s primary concern was
to set the gifts of the Spirit in perspective and to relate them to the common
life of the Church. There is scholarly consensus that the answers to these
problems are articulated in 1 Cor 13-14.

One can approximate what happened at Corinth to the present crisis in the
Church today over the Pentecostal phenomenon. Priests and ministers are
distinguished on the basis of their ability or not to work miracles and speak in
tongues. Some Christians who call themselves ‘born again’ consider others as
‘fake’ because they neither speak in tongues nor pray in ecstatic frenzy. Other
Christians consider the ‘born again(s)’ as unreal, explaining their spiritual
experiences as some kind of aberration of the mind. For this reason, people are
now said to pray the Catholic way or the charismatic way or the Anglican way
and so on. More recently, a story is told concerning a petitioner at Mass, who
began her prayer of the faithful by first raising her hands, closing her eyes and
shouting “In the mighty name of Jesus!” At that instance, the chief celebrant
quietened her with the words: “we do not pray like that here”! Another story is
told of one who attended a prayer meeting of some Catholics and expressed his
surprise, “even Catholics receive the Spirit”. This reveals a high level of
ignorance in the nature of the Spirit’s working in the life of the Christian. One
also notices that manifestations of miraculous healing take place within some
communities and they do not happen in others. And one may ask what
ingredient is there in the faith of these Christians, which enables them to
experience what escapes others. The key to this entire dilemma may be found
in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Thanks to Paul’s response, we have a
document we can consult as first step to a corrective to the extant problems of
the Church. This paper intends to simply re-propose the Corinthian
hermeneutic to the problems associated with the Pentecostal phenomenon in
the Church today.
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