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Years ago, Robert Fulghum (A Unitarian Pastor) wrote a bestselling book 
of short essays entitled All I Really Need to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten.  The essay for which the book is titled is not an anti-
intellectual manifesto, it just lists some of the most basic rules for human 
relationships, taught in every kindergarten class—common sense or at 
least common decency things such as: 
Share Everything 
Play Fair 
Don’t Hit People 
Don’t Take Things That Aren’t Yours 
Say You’re Sorry When You Hurt Somebody 
 
And an updated version of the book should probably include, if you can’t 
post something nice… 
Fulghum’s point is, if everyone, from individuals up to world governments, 
would play by these simple rules, the basic building blocks of human 
kindness, then things as complex as world peace might be possible. 
 
The difficulty is, we seem to learn our rules for relationships from the 
nursery rhymes we hear BEFORE kindergarten.  I can think of two such 
rhymes from my childhood; the first goes like this: 
 
There once were two cats of Kilkenny. 
Each thought there was one cat too many. 
So, they fought and they fit and they scratched and they bit, 
‘til excepting their nails and the tips of their tails, 
Instead of two cats—there weren’t any. 

Or a second piece I cut my teeth on was the poem, The Duel by Eugene 
Field: 
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 The gingham dog and the calico cat 
Side by side on the table sat; 
 
      The old Dutch clock and the Chinese plate 
      Appeared to know as sure as fate 
There was going to be a terrible spat. 
        (I wasn’t there; I simply state 
            What was told to me by the Chinese plate!) 

The gingham dog went “Bow-wow-wow!” 
And the calico cat replied “Mee-ow!” 
The air was littered, an hour or so, 
With bits of gingham and calico, 
      While the old Dutch clock in the chimney-place 
      Up with its hands before its face, 
For it always dreaded a family row! 
            (Now mind: I’m only telling you 
            What the old Dutch clock declares is true!) 

The Chinese plate looked very blue, 
And wailed, “Oh, dear! what shall we do!” 
But the gingham dog and the calico cat 
Wallowed this way and tumbled that, 
      Employing every tooth and claw 
      In the awfullest way you ever saw— 
And, oh! how the gingham and calico flew! 
            (Don’t fancy I exaggerate— 
            I got my news from the Chinese plate!) 

Next morning, where the two had sat 
They found no trace of dog or cat; 
And some folks think unto this day 
That burglars stole that pair away! 
      But the truth about the cat and pup 
      Is this: they ate each other up! 
Now what do you really think of that! 
            (The old Dutch clock, it told me so, 
            And that is how I came to know.) 
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I can still remember the feeling I had hearing those two pieces as a young 
child.  They BOTHERED ME, made me feel sick and sad, because I had no 
concept of the animals or the conflict being IMAGINARY.  The images, if 
we think of them, are horrifying—and I could see them all too well in my 
mind’s eye.  They weren’t just words: nothing left, NOTHING LEFT of the 
two cats from Kilkenny but bits of feline debris: a few scattered claws and 
the tips of their tails. 

And of the Gingham Dog and the Calico Cat, not even a trace!  They simply 
annihilated each other!  Images so terrible, we bind them in books with 
colorful pictures and give them to our preschoolers. 

Yet perhaps we do so as cautionary tales—THIS is the result when our 
differences become more important than our neighbors.  If so, then 
perhaps it is good that we start as early as possible to teach our young 
about the futility of differing to the death. 

Because we often seem more inclined to tear each other to bits than to 
share, play fair, and say we’re sorry when we hurt somebody.  We need to 
find another way.  Especially in the church, we need to find and proclaim to 
the world another way to live with our differences—to differ deeply and yet 
remain a body.  That is the message of the apostle Paul in his first letter to 
the church at Corinth. 

Now the church at Corinth had all the difficulties faced by the Church in any 
age—it was trying to thrive in a culture that was indifferent or even hostile 
to its very existence.  The Corinthian church was a small Christian outpost 
in a pagan culture, trying to seek and follow their one God amid many 
competing gods.  Because Corinth was a major commercial port for the 
entire Mediterranean region, it was home to sailors and merchants from 
every land and every culture of the known world.  There is archaeological 
evidence of shrines to Egyptian gods and Greek gods existing right 
alongside the Roman cult of emperor worship—and all of these in 
competition with the fledgling Christian church. 

In many ways, however, in Corinth WEALTH was the god that everyone 
could agree to worship.  Corinth is described in the letters of the ancient 
writer Alciphron as being lovely on the surface, but inhabited by persons 
wholly lacking in charm and grace.1  In particular, he calls the behavior of 
                                                        
1 See the New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X.  2002: Abingdon Press, Nashville, p. 775. 
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the wealthy disgusting, coarse, and objectionable, and details the groveling 
of the poor for the smallest amounts of food.  This amid the superficial 
splendor of the city. 

So, you get the point—in the midst of such a setting, the role of the 
Corinthian Christian church SHOULD HAVE BEEN DIFFERENT, to MAKE 
a difference, to be NOT CONFORMED to the ways of the world around 
them but to be TRANSFORMED by the grace, the compassion, the 
teachings, the new life found in Jesus Christ.  But in large part, they weren’t 
different. 

 

Indeed, the subject of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church is conflict—
rips and rifts, divisions and dissensions WITHIN the church that were as 
evident as ANY within the larger community; in fact, maybe they were 
worse.  I have heard it said, “There is no mean like church mean.”  And I 
think it’s true in this way—church mean jumps on you unexpectedly.  It’s 
supposed to be DIFFERENT in the church, kinder and gentler in the 
church, so it’s DOUBLY hurtful and DOUBLY disappointing if it turns out to 
be more of the same.  In the Corinthian church—it was more of the same. 

They struggled and differed over matters of status.  Only the wealthiest 
Corinthians had homes and means sufficient to host the church and to 
provide for the celebration of the Lord’s supper; in their privileged leisure, 
the wealthy would arrive early and eat the best food and even get drunk 
before the less privileged could arrive from their day’s labors (behaviors 
described in I Corinthians chapter 11); they differed over which leaders 
they should follow; they differed over whether a Christian could buy and eat 
meat that had been offered to an idol—an important question because 
much of the meat sold in the market came from animals that had been 
sacrificed in the pagan temples; they differed over spiritual gifts—who had 
been blessed with them and which gifts were most important.  In short, 
rather than transforming the culture of Corinth, the church mirrored it. 

It is in this context of division and difference that Paul makes his famous 
case for love.  “Strive for the greater gifts,” Paul urges his hearers, “and I 
will show you a still more excellent way.” 

And the more excellent way that follows those words is our scripture lesson 
for this morning: Paul’s immortal hymn to love in the thirteenth chapter of 
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First Corinthians.  Now before going on, do you know what we’ve done to 
this passage?  We’ve dressed it up in white lace and sent it off to a 
wedding.  We’ve taken it and let it become a statement about how to 
maintain a romantic relationship between two people who are in love.  We 
hear the words, “Love never ends,” and we sigh and think of a couple 
whose hearts are forever united. 

 

I’m not here to say that’s wrong, necessarily, but I’m here to say that’s not 
enough.  Paul lifts up his hymn to love not to describe how we are to relate 
to the people we love the MOST, but to describe how we are to RELATE.  
Period. 

He makes his case in the broadest possible terms— “if I speak in the 
tongues of mortals and of angels but do not have love,” says Paul, “I am a 
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal,” noise for the sake of noise.  “If I have 
prophetic powers and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I 
have all faith so as to remove MOUNTAINS but do not have love I AM 
nothing.”  In short, for Paul, love is the prerequisite, the basic context for 
every human relationship.  And what is love and how is it described? 

 

Love is patient. Kind. Not envious or boastful, arrogant or rude. Love does 
not insist on its own way.  It is not irritable or resentful. It does not rejoice in 
doing wrong, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends. 

When I was a child, says Paul, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I 
reasoned like a child.  I knew all the languages and behaviors of gingham 
dos and calico cats. But when I became an adult, I put an end to childish 
things.  I stopped taking my relational cues from nursery rhymes. 

You are called to more, Paul tells the Corinthian church.  You are called to 
more.  In your baptism, you put on Jesus Christ.  You are clothed in Christ 
and therefore called to BE DIFFERENT and to LIVE DIFFERENTLY. 

I think that’s a message for those of us in the church in our day.  It strikes 
me as especially apt as we find ourselves emerging from the noisy gongs 
and clanging cymbals of yet another election cycle. It doesn’t seem to 
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matter who wins or loses, our elections of late bring out the worst in us.  
Once again, we have vilified and pilloried those with differing views. We 
have squabbled.  We have held one another not in mutual love but in 
mutual contempt.  We have taken such basic human things as health 
care—employment—the needs of the poor—and we have made them 
partisan political tools and casualties of division, like children caught in a 
custody struggle between bitter and bickering parents.  Instead of seeking 
the hard-earned compromise and consensus of two parties working for the 
good of all we have sought and fought to settle our differences like Kilkenny 
cats—there’s one cat too many and the other’s got to go. 

 

And in the church—well, in the church, we usually seek to survive it all by 
not talking about it.  The church is the safe place where we can retreat 
when the stink and the bickering of the world out there become too great.  
So instead of defining the conversation in a different way—we retreat from 
it.  Don’t talk about politics in the church.  Talk about Jesus and it will all go 
away…as if you can talk about Jesus without touching on matters of 
economics, justice, compassion for the poor, care for the outsider—politics. 

 

I think it is time for the church to behave differently. I think it is time for us to 
lift up to the world the power of Baptism. The way we live amid our 
differences is not by ignoring them or refusing to talk about them, the way 
we live through our differences is by choosing to be united by something 
larger.  Baptism, the love of God in Christ Jesus in which we have chosen 
to clothe ourselves.  In Galatians, Paul speaks of this new unity: “As many 
of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  
There is no longer Jew or Greek.  There is no longer male or female.  For 
all of you are one in Jesus Christ. 

 

This doesn’t mean we cease to be of different minds, different impassioned 
views, different backgrounds and different agendas.  It means amid those 
things, we humbly subjugate ALL of those things to the call of our baptism, 
which is love. 
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I will differ from you, and you from me, and we from our neighbors.  But we 
will differ in love.  Love is patient.  Love is kind, Love is not envious or 
boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way.  It bears all 
things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love turns 
off the cable news.  Love doesn’t tweet back.  Love seeks understanding of 
other views, not merely confirmation of its own.  Love chooses to see the 
familiar face of Christ in one’s neighbor, not the alien and threatening face 
of difference.  Love is humble and yes, LOVE COSTS SOMETHING. It 
costs a lot, actually.  It is not easy or effortless and sometimes it seems 
nigh upon impossible—but lest we are tempted to set it aside as too costly, 
too impractical, too naively wishful— 

 

May we remember the cost of differing to the death.  If we fight and bicker 
until there is nothing left but a scattering of nails and the tips of our tails—if 
we fight until the very last scrap of gingham and calico is vanished into 
vapor…then even if we “win,” we lose, because we have lost our true 
selves and our true calling.  Come, says Paul.  I will show you a still more 
excellent way.  It begins with what you learned in kindergarten. 

Share everything.  Play fair. Don’t hit people. Don’t take things that aren’t 
yours.  Say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody. Love.   

Amen. 


