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Most of you know that I attended seminary at Drew University in New Jersey.  I 
want to share with you an experience that I had at Drew that I have thought about 
a great deal since.  Someone had written an opinion piece for the school 
newspaper that upset many people.  I had read it, but it did not enrage me as it 
seemed to do to others. In fact, I thought that in a kind of angry and inartful way, it 
presented a few things the school ought to be thinking about.  Nonetheless, during 
lunchtime one day I took my sandwich and sat in on a meeting of the theological 
school family, both students and professors, to process what this person had said 
and decide if something should be done about it. 
 
The meeting progressed well, with people expressing their opinions about what 
had been published.   People asked, justifiably I guess, whether this kind of 
provocative viewpoint should be given voice in the school paper.  But then 
someone took the meeting in a new direction, wondering aloud whether people 
who thought this way should even be welcome in the school community.  
Someone else suggested that it might be a good idea if the school incorporated 
some kind of “attitudes survey” in its admission process, so that people with 
“intolerable” beliefs and attitudes could be screened out early. 

I’m not sure if I was more shocked by that suggestion, or by the number of people, 
both students and professors, who thoughtfully nodded their heads in agreement 
as the person spoke.  I had not been in academia for years, but had always 
thought that it was supposed to be a place where ideas were freely expressed and 
explored.  I’m certain that if all the people in that room were asked why they were 
there, nearly all would in some way include in their answer that they were there 
seeking truth. 

But the fact of the matter was that at Drew, for all our talk about celebrating our 
diversity, deep down real diversity perplexed and frightened us.  I don’t say this to 
demean the Drew community in any way.  One of the most troubling things in our 
troubling political landscape today is our growing propensity not to engage ideas 
that seem to contradict our worldviews – and to denigrate, exclude, or even shout 
down people who think differently than we do.  In so many contexts, we have 
become a society that wants to reward conformity and punish difference.  The 
Japanese even have a saying for it: “The nail that sticks up gets pounded back 
down.” 



 2

I shared this story of my experience at Drew to introduce some observations about 
today’s epistle reading from 1 Corinthians.  Paul is writing to a community that is 
full of conflict.  Much of it is coming from the fact that the community did not 
equally value everyone’s gifts.  Some people were claiming special honor because 
of what the Spirit had given them, while others were looked down on. 

In today’s familiar passage, Paul is using a very effective metaphor for the church 
– the human body.  He points out how every part of the body is gifted with the 
ability to perform different functions.  No part of the body is more important than 
any other, but the body needs each part to thrive.  Each part must be present and 
doing its job if the body is to be healthy.  But Paul is doing more than painting a 
“feel good” picture of the harmony we can expect as a church family.  Paul is 
issuing a serious and difficult challenge to us: to become people who genuinely 
affirm each person’s uniqueness, instead of pursuing a comfortable and satisfying 
sameness.  The challenge is to figure out how we resist our human tendency 
toward promoting homogeneity, and to discover together the strength that exists in 
our diversity. 

There are some very important things implied in Paul’s metaphor of the human 
body.  The first thing is that we are all linked.  In fact, like the parts of our bodies, 
we are all linked to each other whether we like it or not.  Paul correctly points out 
that “If the foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,’ 
it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body.” (1 Corinthians 12:15) 
That’s true, as far as it goes.  But to carry Paul’s metaphor to an absurd length, if 
the foot could somehow detach itself and hop away, it might still technically be part 
of the body, but neither the body or the foot would be any use to the other.  Both 
the foot, and the body, would be suffering for it. 

What I’m thinking of here especially are people I hear from regularly who say 
something like this: “I believe in Christ, but I don’t go to church.  I don’t think you 
have to be part of a church to be a Christian.  I can encounter God just as well at 
home in my living room.”  I won’t argue that you can’t encounter God anywhere, 
even your living room.  But what I really hear them saying is that they think Christ 
might be okay, but they really don’t want anything to do with Christ’s people.  
Today, Paul tells us that thinking is wrong.  To be part of the body, you really need 
to be where the body is.  To claim the name of Christ is to be willing to take on the 
work of being part of the body.  You can’t have one without the other.  And there’s 
no way around it. 

Notice something about Paul’s language, particularly Paul’s verbs.  They are all 
indicative, not imperative.  What I mean is that Paul doesn’t say, “The body should 
be a unit,” or “the weaker parts of the body should be indispensible.”  Paul says 
things like, “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts…” (1 
Corinthians 12:12) and, “…those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable…” (1 Corinthians 12:22) That’s because Paul isn’t laying out a 
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bunch of rules that he hopes we’ll follow.  Paul is describing the reality that God 
has already created. 

You see, we are the Body of Christ.  Paul doesn’t only mean that metaphorically.  
Now, in this time and place, we are Christ’s body.  Words of forgiveness and 
reconciliation will be spoken only if we speak them.  Acts of compassion and 
justice will be done, only if we do them.  The gospel will be shared, but only if we 
share it.  We are the Body of Christ.   We’re not the “body of Christians.”  That’s 
what we try to be when we think that we can come up with all kinds of rules and 
policies and creeds that will somehow make us into a welcoming, loving and 
serving family.  That’s maybe most tempting for Methodists, who love rules.  But 
Paul’s message is that we are not defined by our doctrines, or our rules, or 
anything else we come up with ourselves.  We are a unique kind of community 
that is solely the work of the Holy Spirit.  We are the Body of Christ: instituted by 
God, sustained by God.  All our definitions of ourselves mean nothing if we are 
doing anything except following where the Holy Spirit leads us. 

Of course, there’s another thing that is implicit in Paul’s metaphor.  That is that 
God gave each of us our gifts, our insights, talents, and abilities so that they would 
be used.  It’s all well and good for the eye to acknowledge that it is an eye, and 
that it is part of the body.  But if it doesn’t want to do the work of seeing for the 
body, it does the body no good.  If the brain says, “I’m a part of the body, and it 
feels great, but I won’t be doing any thinking today…’ well, as Paul asks, “Where 
would the body be?  

What gifts has God given you?  Are you using them?  Maybe you aren’t sure 
exactly what gifts you have.  Perhaps you’ve yet to figure out whether you’re an 
eye, or a hand, or a foot…  The best advice I can give you is to engage – engage 
God, engage those around you, and engage the work of your church family.  God 
will show you what your gifts are. 

Now, there is one thing missing from our reading today.  Paul doesn’t get to it until 
the next chapter of his letter to the Corinthians.  But if you’ve ever been to a 
wedding, the odds are that you’ve heard it.  It says, “If I speak in the tongues of 
men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging 
cymbal.  If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am 
nothing.  If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, 
but have not love, I gain nothing.” (1 Corinthians 13:1-3) Love is the final element.  
Love is what holds the Body together.  Love is what distinguishes communities 
that truly cherish each person’s unique experiences, perspectives, interests, and 
abilities from communities that just like to talk about “how diverse they are.”  

Paul’s message today is simple.  The greatest gift that you can give to God is to 
be who you really are.  The greatest gift you can give to others is to love them 
enough to let them be who they really are, too. 


