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I Corinthians 10:23-33 

23 “All things are lawful,” but not all things are beneficial. “All things are permitted,” but not all things build up. 24 Do not 
seek your own advantage but that of the other. 25 Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising any question on 
the ground of conscience, 26 for “the earth and its fullness are the Lord’s.” 27 If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you 
are disposed to go, eat whatever is set before you without raising any question on the ground of conscience. 28 But if 
someone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, out of consideration for the one who informed 
you and for the sake of conscience— 29 I mean the other’s conscience, not your own. For why should my freedom be 
subject to the judgment of someone else’s conscience? 30 If I partake with thankfulness, why should I be denounced 
because of that for which I give thanks? 

31 So, whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. 32 Give no offense to Jews or to 
Greeks or to the church of God, 33 just as I try to please everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage but 
that of many, so that they may be saved. 

 One of the great gifts of Harper Lee’s fiction is her clear depiction of the caste system of the Depression era south 

made complicated by the divisions of race but also the divisions of class. The villain of the tale is not an educated middle 

class white person or a person of color, but the villain is a poor uneducated white person who lives next to the town 

garbage dump. Such a morality play, led another Southern writer, Flannery O’Connor, to wonder, if the moral of the story 

was a bit too ‘easy’ and clear-cut. Thankfully the Ewell family is not the only family depicted in the novel. There is 

another family portrayed by Lee as Southern White poor. The Cunninghams.  

 Here is why she describes it through the eyes of Scout Finch: ‘Catching Walter Cunningham in the school yard 

gave me some pleasure, but when I was rubbing his nose in the dirt Jem came by and told me to stop. 'You're bigger'n he 

is,' he said. 'He's as old as you, nearly,' I said. 'He made me start off on the wrong foot.' 'Let him go, Scout. Why?' 'He 

didn't have any lunch,' I said, and explained my involvement in Walter's dietary affairs. Walter had picked himself up and 

was standing quietly listening to Jem and me. His fists were half cocked, as if expecting an onslaught from both of us. I 

stomped at him to chase him away, but Jem put out his hand and stopped me. He examined Walter with an air of 

speculation. 'Your daddy Mr Walter Cunningham from Old Sarum?' he asked, and Walter nodded. Walter looked as if he 

had been raised on fish food: his eyes, as blue as Dill Harris's, were redrimmed and watery. There was no colour in his face 

except at the tip of his nose, which was moistly pink. He fingered the straps of his overalls, nervously picking at the metal 

hooks. Jem suddenly grinned at him. 'Come on home to dinner with us, Walter,' he said. 'We'd be glad to have you.' You 

see earlier in the day, the child narrator in this story Scout Finch got in trouble with her new teacher for trying to explain 

why Walter didn’t have lunch and would not accept the teacher giving money for lunch. Walter was a Cunningham, a 



 
 

poor rural Alabama family who had very little money for things like school lunch, but who could pay for services rendered 

with a bushel of potatoes or a pile of chopped wood.  

 One of the big achievements of my elementary school years occurred when I was able to walk home after school 

on my own. This was an important rite of passage because there was a little convenience store on the walk home called 

Kee-Kee’s and everyone could stop and by tootsie roll pop or some candy on the walk home for 5 and 10 cents. I had not 

concept of money or was entrusted with any except if I ate school lunch. Then my dad would give me a dollar to pay for 

lunch at school. But little did he know that lunch actually was 90 cents, so I would get a dime back and it would burn a 

hole in my pocket until I could stop at Kee-Kee’s on the walk home. No one was the wiser. The other thing I remember 

about eating school lunch was every day, at the beginning of the school day, our teacher would go down the list each day 

to confirm our lunch plans: did we bring our lunch, were we paying for lunch, or were we free lunch. Yes, second grade 

children forty something years ago had to declare to a classroom of peers whether or not they were on the free lunch 

program at the public school. Thankfully some years ago, such social stigmas were removed by our Department of 

Education covering lunch expenses for all public school children.  

 And in spite of the hospitality Walter Cunningham received from Scout’s brother Jem, Walter’s visit to the Finch 

home for lunch ends in further calamity. Hear Harper Lee’s masterfully written account: By the time we reached our front 

steps Walter had forgotten he was a Cunningham. Jem ran to the kitchen and asked Calpurnia to set an extra plate, we 

had company. Atticus greeted Walter and began a discussion about crops neither Jem nor I could follow. 'Reason I can't 

pass the first grade, Mr Finch, is I've had to stay out ever' spring an' help Papa with the choppin', but there's another'n at 

the house now that's field size.' 'Atticus was expounding upon farm problems when Walter interrupted to ask if there 

was any molasses in the house. Atticus summoned Calpurnia, who returned bearing the syrup pitcher. She stood waiting 

for Walter to help himself. Walter poured syrup on his vegetables and meat with a generous hand. He would probably 

have poured it into his milk glass had I not asked what the sam hill he was doing. The silver saucer clattered when he 

replaced the pitcher, and he quickly put his hands in his lap. Then he ducked his head. Atticus shook his head at me 

again. 'But he's gone and drowned his dinner in syrup,” I protested. 'He's poured it all over -' It was then that Calpurnia 

requested my presence in the kitchen. When she squinted down at me the tiny lines around her eyes deepened. 'There's 

some folks who don't eat like us,' she whispered fiercely, 'but you ain't called on to contradict 'em at the table when they 

don't. That boy's yo' comp'ny and if he wants to eat up the table-cloth you let him, you hear?' 'He ain't company, Cal, he's 

just a Cunningham —' 'Hush your mouth. Don't matter who they are, anybody sets foot in this house's yo' comp'ny, and 

don't you let me catch you remarkin' on their ways like you was so high and mighty! Yo' folks might be better'n the 



 
 

Cunninghams but it don't count for nothin' the way you're disgracin' 'em - if you can't act fit to eat at the table you can 

just set here and eat in the kitchen!' 

 The Corinthians believed Christ’s death and resurrection had freed them in such a way that they could live 

however they liked because the law and the requirements of Jewish Torah no longer applied to them. Some members of 

the community thought it was wrong and disrespectful to eat food from the market that had originally come from pagan 

temples, i.e., meat sacrificed to idols, while other members of the community had no qualms at all about it and also no 

qualms about causing offense to those that did. I think Paul’s message to this community with so many divisions is not 

unlike the message Scout Finch receives in her own lack of generosity and hospitality with a guest in her home, one she 

perceives is inferior to her caste and therefore isn’t her company and responsibility, he's just a Cunningham. Maybe 

pouring molasses all over your pot roast and mashed potatoes and vegetables does ruin it, but is it beneficial and honor 

Walter’s humanity to point out the fact. ‘All things are lawful,’ but not all things build up. And so at its root, at its most 

fundamental, at its heart, the apostle Paul reminds the rowdy and wild Corinthians, what happens here should be about 

building up, not tearing down, not de-humanizing, not making people feel small. Paul continues: ‘Do not seek your own 

advantage, but that of the other….so ether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God (v.24, 

31). Whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. In many ways, that is a mantra of the Presbyterian Reformed 

tradition. Our lives are not meant for consumption or our own personal self-advancement or even to get what we can in 

the rat race of life, our lives are meant to give glory to God. To reflect grace. To be mindful of the needs of others. To 

notice when the way lunches are counted is dehumanizing and to try and do better. To build up the community, not fight 

out our personal agendas on the proxy canvas of the larger community. Author Marilynne Robinson writes and reminds 

us that ‘our ancient habit of celebrating the glory of God has tended to obscure the fact that, in the Incarnation, it was not 

glory God chose, except as it is inherent in all humanity.’1 The hardest question Jesus puts to us, is whether we value 

humanity like God does, bestowing dignity on every last one of us, whatever our station, ‘walking among us, feeling the 

heat of the day, and –bearing the suffering for our oldest crime—be rejected and killed by us, as the unvalued were and 

are.’  

 The challenge for us is to celebrate God’s glory in the Walter Cunninghams of this world and not to simply 

congratulate ourselves for inviting him over lunch, but to build him up, treat him with dignity, and not say a word when 

he drowns his meal in syrup. You know these letters were written to Christian communities approximately in the late 
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50s A.D., just about two decades after Christ’s death and resurrection. These fledgling Christian communities were little 

blips in the apparatus of the Roman Empire. In fact, it would take another 100 years for the Romans to figure out that the 

followers of Jesus were a distinct religion unto themselves. About as small and miniscule on the power scale as you can 

imagine. Not able to influence public policy. Not capable of moving the needle on world affairs. Nowhere to be found in 

the ‘Who’s Who of the Roman Empire first century edition.  

During the global conflict of World War II the prime minister of the United Kingdom, Winston Churchill, 

sought to lobby Josef Stalin against Soviet control over Poland, and Churchill wondered aloud to Stalin how the Pope 

would feel about incursion’s on Poland’s independence and freedom. Allegedly, Stalin replied: ‘And how many divisions 

does the Pontiff have?” Does the Pope have an army? Does the Pope have military might? Why take the Pope seriously. He 

has no real power. A community that works to build up and not tear down. A community that encourages its members to 

not just to live their lives seeking their own advantage, but to seek the advantage of the other and to work for the 

common good. A community that glorifies God in its eating and its drinking and in whatever it is doing. A community 

unafraid to be deemed impotent, marginal, lowly, powerless. For those are exactly the places and conditions where the 

glory of God seeks to dwell. And that is who we are called to be. And that is where we will find our true power and 

distinctive witness in the world. To God be the glory. Amen. 


