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“That they may all be one”
1 Corinthians 12:12-31 & Luke 4:14-21
We met during our seventh grade year.  Except for the fact that we were born in the same year, it seemed there was little else we shared in common.

We were teenagers and over the course of the next two years our lives would be affected by the sweep of historical events beyond our control.  In the fall of 1963 President John Kennedy was killed by an assassin's bullets as his motorcade wound through Dallas, Texas.

Every generation experiences what it considers its own defining moment.  For some it was December 7th; for others it was 9/11.  But for me and my friend, it was that November day in Dallas.  
I remember exactly where I was that day when the news came to us.  I remember the stunned silence in our classroom.  There were hushed conversations.  Our teacher was visibly shaken.  I wondered how it was I had come to believe that our nation was somehow exempt from such a tragedy.  John Wilkes Booth notwithstanding I had come to believe that assassinations were for the dictatorships in countries throughout other parts of the world. 
My friend was convinced that Kennedy's assassination was an anomaly.  But in the years that followed the subsequent assassinations of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968 and Robert Kennedy in June of that same year put to rest that any sense that Kennedy's assassination was an anomaly.
We were a nation at war and with each passing year my friend and I drifted apart in our political, religious, social, and ideological views of the world.  But we were not alone.  In the decades that followed many struggled to make sense of their own lives and the world around them.

If there was any dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs, someone would comment, "When I was growing up . . . "  If there was any anxiety about the changes that were taking place, someone would conclude it was time to draw a line in the sand.  
These days some say we are engaged in the cultural wars of our time.  In the media – whether on television or the radio or in print – we continue to see a level of cynicism that is troubling.  We attribute the demise of civility in our words and actions and dismiss what others have to say as an excuse to be politically correct. 
Illegal immigration, global warming, the war, abortion, marriage, a living wage, stem cell research, homeland security, racism – the list is endless, the issues are many.  The divisions are apparent within our own churches and schools, in our own neighborhoods and towns, and on the streets of our cities and in the halls of government.  But in one sense, such issues and divisions are not new.
In the first century, the city of Corinth was one of the major trading centers in what was then the Roman Empire.  Like other urban areas of the time, the population in Corinth consisted of a few who enjoyed the wealth of the empire, and many who worked on the edge of poverty.  Most who were a part of the church were Gentiles, but it is clear that there were some of Jewish background.

The divisions that beset the city created factions within the church.  Beyond the issues of race and class, the church also struggled with its religious beliefs and the role and presence of women.  It is in such a place that the Apostle Paul established a Christian community.  


In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians we find Paul's response to the realities of life within the church in Corinth.  Amid all of the elements that would seem to be cause for a great division, Paul offers the familiar metaphor of the Body of Christ.  

Paul did not invent the metaphor, but what made his use of it distinctive was its purpose.  Paul argues for the positive role of diversity and the honoring of those who might be viewed as inferior by some.
For Paul the metaphor of the Body of Christ makes a strong statement about our unity in Christ.  The body has been formed, Paul writes in verse 25, so that "there may be no dissension" (1 Corinthians 12:25).  We may be inclined to think that such a unity requires a uniformity of thought and even voice.

But Paul lays to rest whatever notions we may have of developing a cookie-cutter mentality of our faith by declaring that God has constituted the church with a variety of gifts, services, ministries, offices, and functions (1 Corinthians 12:28-30).  There is one church, but it cannot exist if there is only one part with a single function.

Therefore, we can speak of our oneness if we recognize the gift of our diversity.  I would submit to you that our failure to do so is what would bring about the very dissension that we may fear.
The word dissension is translated from the Greek word schisma.  Its literal meaning is "to divide in parts or tear in pieces" ("Better Together," Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life – Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Wood Lake Books, Kelowna, BC, Canada, 2006, page 104).  The church as the Body of Christ has been formed through varieties of gifts, services, and activities not to be divided or torn apart but to demonstrate that the message of God’s word goes forth everywhere and to everyone.
Paul argues in the second half of the same verse that God has determined that the hallmark of unity is achieved by the ways in which "the members may have the same care for one another" (1 Corinthians 12:25).  In other words much could be said about the divisions in the church in Corinth.  Much could be said about the differences of its members.  Much could be said about the disruption that comes from such divisions and differences.  

But Paul contends that as divided and as different as they may seem from one another, it is their care of one another that matters most.   And that is the great lesson for us today.  
Whatever divisions or differences may beset any of our churches, the Bible teaches us that "God has so arranged the body . . . that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another" (1 Corinthians 12:25).  “If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it” (1 Corinthians 12:26).
Our care for one another is not based on whether or not we belong to the same political party or hold the same political views.  Our care for one another is not based on whether we share the same beliefs and convictions on any number of social issues.  Our care for one another is not based on whether we find ourselves compatible in terms of our personalities or temperaments; our likes or dislikes.

What matters most is that we share the same care for one another in moments of pain and suffering and in times of comfort and joy.  That was Paul’s appeal to those in the church in Corinth centuries ago and that is his appeal to us today.

You may be wondering about my friend.  We have remained friends.  Our mothers knew each other.  When my mother died and when his mother died we felt each other’s loss.  Even though we may not have always shared the same views or agreed with one another on anything and everything, we understood what mattered most.  
