A sermon preached by the Reverend Nigel Guthrie at Holy Cross, Crediton
21 January 2007, 9.30am

Epiphany3 – Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
In our New Testament readings in January we’re working through one of the best known parts of St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians.  Last week we heard the first half of chapter 12, this week the second half of the chapter and next week chapter 13.  Of course chapter 13 ‘the greatest of these is love’ is a favourite on the wedding circuit, so I feel as if I’ve heard it, and read it, more times than I’ve hot dinners.  But chapter 12, although its slightly less well known, contains Christian teaching which is vital for us to grasp and to understand deeply and since I didn’t mention it last week I hope you’ll forgive me if I take the whole chapter together.  

The first half of chapter 12 speaks of the spiritual gifts which God gives us, the different gifts which he gives to each and Paul makes the point that although our gifts differ each one comes from the Holy Spirit.  Therefore each gift must be respected as coming from God.  Paul gives some examples and in today’s church we might mention the gifts of teaching the faith, of encouraging others, of administration, of music, of caring for neighbours and of speaking out against wrongdoing.  Even if someone has a very different gift from our own we should seek to understand the value of it, and that’s what leads Paul to expound the picture of the Church as a body with its different parts, which we have heard this week.

So the challenge which comes in the first half of the chapter is for us to recognize and develop the gifts which God has given us, but the second half reminds us that our gifts will only find their fullest and best expression within a body in which people with other gifts are working together.  To use our gifts without a real awareness and sympathy for the gifts of others is really to abuse them because the whole body is then not working in a balanced way.  

I believe that this teaching of Paul, which sounds so simple, can help us throughout our lives, guiding the decisions we take.  Certainly when we’re young, as teenagers and in our twenties, it can help us to find the confidence to express our gifts and begin to work out how we can match our abilities to an occupation which can sustain and fulfil us.  In our years of work and in involvement in the church and other organizations it can help us to reflect, especially with difficult people and situations, how the gifts of those we don’t naturally warm to can also be of value to us and to the wider community or business.  And as life moves on different things often become important to us and, not least in retirement, we must look again at how our gifts can best work with others.  And in old age, when we may have less physical ability, the challenge of how to use our gifts is just as sharp and can even be harder as in some settings our contribution may not appear to be valued.  One of the great things about the Church is that everyone who is baptized is an equal member and God has given gifts to all, young and old and a church gathering should be one in which all ages can find their place.    

But perhaps the part of this chapter which I value most comes towards the end where Paul writes:

God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honour to the inferior member, that there may be no dissensions within the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.  If one member suffers all suffer with it; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together with it.  Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.     

When we have a bad headache or a bad back, or even a broken leg, our whole bodies, indeed our whole lives, are impared.  Should the Church not also be like that so that when one person suffers, everyone shares in compassion, at least a little of their pain?

Although its easiest to understand Paul’s teaching within the context of the local church I think, in this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity its also worth considering its meaning for the whole Church.  There’s been a great move in this country over the last hundred years to see the different Christian denominations as part of the same Body of Christ.  What a change that is from the distain, or worse, with which other denominations used to be viewed.  And yet there are still institutional divisions which prevent us from sharing communion and other ministries with some of our fellow Christians.  And this raises the question of what sort of unity is attainable and useful.  Perhaps it’s really more important that Christians should be working together for social justice and the alleviation of poverty than that we should have institutional union?  Perhaps it’s really more useful to be engaging in pastoral and youth work together than that we should necessarily be worshipping in exactly the same ways on Sunday Morning.  Early on in my ordained ministry I came to believe that differences between the churches have a positive aspect because some people value more formal worship and a hierarchical structure in the church, whereas others find this stultifying and value informal worship and more egalitarian patterns of leadership.   What surely matters most is that we treat each other with respect and love and work together whenever we can to make God’s love real in the community.  
Paul’s teaching about gifts and about us all being part of one body leaves us with questions which we need to try to answer, and which we need to continue to work on answering as life moves on.  What gifts has God given to us?  How can we best use them in the Church and the wider community?  Can we recognize gifts which are different from our own in other people?  Can we work with them for the common good inspite of our differences?  When we are part of one body how do we share the joy and pain of other members?  I pray that in answering these we will become stronger disciples of Christ and build a Church which is still more loving and effective in our community.
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