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2 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is
with Christ. ® For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—]Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all
made to drink of one Spirit.

" Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. P If the foot would say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not
belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. '® And if the ear would say, “Because [ am not an
eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. ' If the whole body were an eye,
where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? ¥ But as it is, God
arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. *If all were a single member, where would the body
be? 2% As it is, there are many members yet one body. * The eye cannot say to the hand, “T have no need of you,” nor again
the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” 2 On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are
indispensable, > and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less
respectable members are treated with greater respect, 2* whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But
God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, %> that there may be no dissension within
the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. 2 If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if
one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.

2 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 2 And God has appointed in the church first apostles,
second prophets, third teachers, then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership,
various kinds of tongues. 2 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work powerful deeds? ** Do all
possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? * But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a
still more excellent way.

I apologize for being biased, but the Corinthians are my favorite Christian community. I mean, I am not sure you
can script a more dysfunctional church. They were divided into factions and corners of the church over which of their
former pastors was their favorite. Their was the silver-tongued Apollos faction, the Cephas loyalty to Peter faction, and
there was their founding pastor Paul, who also had his mini-following. So they were debating and fighting and jockeying
with each other over which of theirs leader was the best (that’s chapters 1-4). They were sleeping around and engaging in
ritual sex (that’s chapter 5). They were suing each other in the public judicial system rather than resolving their
disagreements within the community or at the communion table (that’s chapter 6). More messed up sexual relations
(that's chapter 7).

They also fought over food. Some members of the community following Jewish dietary laws thought it was sinful
to eat meat that was sacrificed to pagan idols while other members of the community that it was wasteful not to do so.
Plus, they believed, Christ’s coming removed the obligations of the law from them. Those who had no problem eating
meat sacrificed to idols did it right in front of those who had a real problem with it creating more conflict and flaunting
their dietary liberation in front of those who saw things differently (that’s chapter 8 and chapter 9). Some of the
Corinthians worshipped pagan idols (that’s chapter 10). And then when they would gather for the Lord’s day, the more
affluent members would bring a five course meal and eat it while the poorer members of the community had little to

nothing to eat and relied solely on the bread and cup at the church’s celebration of communion. Still others overindulged



at the meal before communion and when it was time to share in the bread and drink from the cup, they had become
drunk. (that's chapter 11).

Finally we have made it to chapter 12 where our scripture reading is found for today and where we are still not
done with this litany of Corinthian dysfunction. The Corinthians were strong believers in spiritual gifts and believed the
most prized spiritual gift was speaking in tongues and those in the Corinthian community who possessed that
mysterious gift flaunted it in front of all the other members of the community who had, in their view, lesser gifts. So in
sum, the Corinthians were experts in sexual immorality, forming factions and fighting with each other, turning the
sacrament of the Lord’s supper into a frat party, letting their disagreements with each other spill out into the local courts
where they then sued each other. They made fun of other’s dietary concerns, they flaunted their spiritual gifts and
poormouthed those they deemed with lesser gifts, and they fought all the time over their former pastors. Corinthians is
one of the longest books, if not the longest book in the new testament, and nearly all of it is about the dysfunction of the
Christian community.

You read these books chapter and verse and you kind of want to pull Paul aside and say what is it about these
people that you are so invested in them? What are their redeeming qualities? Nothing they do, even their Sunday services,
are done respectfully to each other or for the purpose of honoring Jesus Christ. They don’t seem to be getting better. Why
not burn it all down and start over. Why not throw in the towel with these people. Why not pull up stakes and try your
luck elsewhere? Oh and why on earth would they be may favorite Christian community in scripture? What redeeming
value might I see in them. None, but they always make me feel better about my own flaws or our own struggles or foibles
in the church. Let me give you an example. I may be braggy about that sermon, but at least I don’t flaunt my spiritual gifts
like the Corinthians. Or we are having a major fight over the color of the church carpet, but at least we are not as
dysfunctional as the Corinthians. Worship wasn’t up to much today, well, at least it wasn't as bad as...the Corinthians.
You get my point.

What is equally flummoxing about the Corinthians is that some of the most beautiful words and theological language in
all of scripture are also found in Paul’s missive to them. In our reading today and again chapter 13 in Paul’s meditation on
love, we encounter a vision of the Christian community that simply cannot outrun the love of God no matter how far they
fall and how dysfunctional they may act. In the hands of God and together as a community, they become more than the
sum of their parts, where ‘one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together
with it No one is indispensable. Each member of the body has unique God-given gifts, that we are not called to waste or

only use for our own self-gratification, but for the sake of the whole community.



In the words of the 17t century English poet and cleric John Donne,
‘No man is an island,

Entire of itself;
Every man is a piece of the continent,

A part of the main.

If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less,

As well as if a promontory were:

As well as if a manor of thy friend's

Or of thine own were.

Any man's death diminishes me,

Because I am involved in mankind.

And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee’

In a sermon given nearly fifty years ago, Ernest Campbell, the minister at the Riverside Church in New York City,
professed that the ‘two most important days in a person’s life are the day on which she was born, and the day on which
she discovers why she was born.”! Our gifts may be different, Paul tells us the Corinthians, but Christian community is
that place through baptism that helps us discover why we are born, what we are for, who we are called to be for the sake
of the world God so loves. Discovering why we are born and why we are here, though, is not a one time thing, but
something that ambushes us, happens to us, and overtakes us again and again. It is a constant calling.

And perhaps the most important thing that can happen in a church is not perfect functioning all the time or
perfect dysfunctioning either, but the most important thing that can happen is if the community is intentionally helping
one another to see their God-given gifts and to help the members of the community then put those gifts to use for the

sake of all, inside and outside the community’s life. We participate in God’s transformation of the world by helping each

! Ernest Campbell, ‘What’s the Story?’ in Sermons from Duke Chapel: Voices from ‘A Great Towering Church, May 11, 1975, 171.



other find out why we were born and putting those God-given gifts to use for the sake of Jesus Christ. Every human being
has been given gifts, not all the same, but the church is in the world to help the human beings we encounter identify the
God-given gifts they have been given, and to help them put them to use for the sake of their neighbors and the world God
so loves.

As usual, the community Paul describes here with various gifts and differences but with a mysterious harmony in
their life together in Christ is as hard for 21%t century Americans as it was for I century Corinthians. We prefer to be
transactional. If T put something in I better get something out. Or utilitarian, what’s in it for me? What is the point of
worship, after all, I don’t get anything out of it other than giving away my worship to God. Why not better spend my
time expanding my brand? Why toil around with people of lesser gifts and abilities who aren’t doing anything to advance
me or fulfill me? Perhaps the most offensive thing Paul says in this whole passage, especially to our 21t century
sensibilities, Paul says in verses 22 and 23 of our passage: ‘the members of the body that seem to be weaker are
indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less
respectable members are treated with greater respect.’

Don’t worry, I am sure those words sounded just as oft-putting and radical and countercultural to the first
century Corinthians as they do to us?

The weakest members of the body are most indispensable? That makes no sense.

Those we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor...so pathetic.

Our less respectable treated with greater respect. So peculiar. What more can we say about such a way of life?

What more can we say about being called to live this way? Well, at least we are not as dysfunctional as the Corinthians....



