
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time - Year A 
 
Sosthenes, our brother  
Readings:  Isaiah 49: 3, 5-6, Ps 39, 1 Corinthians 1: 1-3, John 1: 29-34 
 
 
 
If you are ever marooned in front of the television on a lazy afternoon you will 

encounter the inevitable prize quiz. By answering one question you may win 

£25,000. The questions are not difficult as the organisers want you (and half a 

million other suckers) to pay the three quid (read the very small print) entry fee 

thus netting them a cool million plus. The question will be along the lines of…. 

Which programme, set in the EAST END of London has a pub called the ‘Queen 

Vic’? Is it Pride and Prejudice, News at Ten or EASTENDERS? It is the equivalent of 

the famous celebrity quiz question, ‘Who wrote Charles Dicken’s ‘A Christmas 

Carol?’  

 

So I am going to ask you a similar no-brainer today. Who wrote St. Paul’s first 

letter to the Corinthians? To those who have just answered ‘Charles Dickens’ my 

spiritual advice is to cut down on afternoon telly. To the wag who suggested 

‘Christopher Marlowe’ – nice sense of irony. To the majority, who answered St. 

Paul….congratulations you are half right. Half right?  Most of us never notice that 

this letter has an acknowledged co-author. Any offers? 

 

The co-author is one Sosthenes. So who is he and how did he creep into the 

credits? 



A little background. Paul had spent a year and a half in Corinth, preaching and 

teaching. Corinth was a key city of the ancient world, the great trading hub of the 

eastern Mediterranean world. She had risen to glory only to be shattered by 

Roman conquest in 146BC and then been rebuilt at Caesar’s command in 46BC.  

Her wealth, her fame, her multiculturalism were renowned. Even more 

renowned was her reputation for sin. ‘A Corinthian Girl’ was another name for 

prostitute.  

 

The acropolis of Corinth was home to the Temple of Aphrodite, goddess of 

‘LURV’, and, at any one time, services were offered to the ecstatic worshipper by 

a thousand cult prostitutes of either sex. It was, as you might imagine, more 

popular, with men, than the Mass. It was an international port, packed with 

nouveaux riches, drunk with luxury and sex, a sort of ‘Soho on steroids’ – an 

uncomfortable resemblance to Western modernity. 

 

In the midst of all this was a thriving Jewish community and it was at this 

synagogue that the bother started. Paul had teamed up with Jews exiled from 

Rome by the Emperor Claudius. They had been preaching, teaching and debating 

the Gospel in the Corinth synagogue. This led to a huge row after the leader of 

the synagogue was converted. Paul was dragged before the Roman proconsul, 

Gallio.   Gallio was not interested in disputes about Jewish religion and watched, 

unphazed, as the plaintiffs beat up, not Paul but, their former synagogue 

president. The beaten convert was Sosthenes. 

 

Why does any of this matter? Well, there are several reasons. 

First of all, in understanding the Scriptures context is always important. If we 

don’t know the circumstances that are being addressed then our comprehension 

of God’s Word is diminished. 



Second, there are missionary lessons to be learnt here. Paul has lived in Corinth 

but Sosthenes is Corinth through and through. Local knowledge and community 

understanding is always a great aid to those in the mission field. It adds authority 

to wisdom and particularity to the proclamation. It is about real people here and 

now. Through their reality, by the grace of God, we can better come to 

understand our own. 

 

Third, Sosthenes is a convert. Judaism is not wrong but Sosthenes has now come 

to understand that the whole salvation history mapped out in the Scripture has 

finally been fulfilled in Jesus. This is Paul’s experience and he understands the 

radical cost of conversion. Of course there were no ‘cradle Catholics’ then. 

Everyone was a convert.  

 

But Paul uses the convert in his ministry. Remember the Church had made Paul 

wait nearly a decade before using him – so nervous were they about his 

enthusiasm and vision for the universal Church. Paul has no such qualms. He has 

catechised Sosthenes for 18 months and now he employs him straightaway in the 

Gospel task. I recall with gratitude and affection how, on my own conversion, Fr. 

Guy catechised me for nine months and then, having ensured that I was ‘kosher, 

invited me to teach. 

 

Too often the Church is nervous about converts – they are ‘too keen’ – ‘wait until 

the fire has died down’ etc. That is not Paul’s way. Cradle Catholics can be 

grateful for the renewed enthusiasm of the convert. Catch the rising tide to 

relaunch the ship of the Church.  Converts will always be grateful to cradle 

Catholics because, without them, there would be no Church to come home to, no 

Ark of Salvation to clamber aboard, no long experienced navigators at the helm. 



Cradle or convert we need each other. We assist one another in the mission and 

ministry. We are one in the Body of Christ. 

 

To a culture besotted by luxury, divided by personality and obsessed with sex, 

(how very modern), Paul and Sosthenes write this corrective letter on the theme 

of unity in the Church of God. 

 

There is only one Church, the Church of God. There is no such thing as a 

Corinthian Church anymore than there is an Anglican, Russian Orthodox, 

Methodist, Baptist, Pentecostalist or Lutheran Church or any other partial 

revelation attaching to nationality, personality, technique or liturgical 

preference. There is only the Church of God and it is to this Universal Church that 

we must always and everywhere welcome the convert home and employ the 

gifts they have alongside our own in the service of Jesus Christ, our Lord and 

Saviour. 
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