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In Christ, we are one body with many parts. Commentary writer and Professor Emeritus at Duke
Divinity School Richard Hays once wrote that the biggest problem with this concept for modern
teachers and preachers  is not that the idea is hard to understand but that it has been read often and
referenced so often that it is difficult to know what to say about this passage that has not been said,
heard, and understood by the people listening.1

We are blessed on days like today to have a focus for our time together. Today we are celebrating
Human Relations Day and we can easily attach the heart of such an occasion to our reading. What
does it matter if you have eyes to see if your head cannot move? What is the purpose of having vocal
cords if you have no lungs to breathe? One of the reasons this passage is used so often is that it
makes sense. There are parables that require deep contemplation and then there are analogies like
this analogy. It is clear, understandable, and concise.

We may not always understand the context of the parable and that can be sad. Many of us know the
chapter that follows. 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 says in the NRSV:

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5 or rude. It does not
insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but
rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

We read these words often when people are married. The words are quite poetic and beautiful. I often
think that each person who wants 1 Corinthians 13 in their wedding ceremony should be required to
memorize portions of 1 Corinthians 12 before their ceremony. Yes, bearing all things after being united
in marriage before God means that at some moments the hand will wish the foot was another hand, but
alas! A foot is sometimes a foot regardless of how hard the foot tries to have fingers. Sometimes the
nose can be a bad listener when there’s a bad scent in the air.

I often think we wish to jump to talking about love without realizing that love called for in the Bible often
needs to be present when it is hard to love. We may all understand in our heads that the people around
us have different talents, gifts, and ways of living. We may acknowledge in our heads that love is as
much a verb as it is an adjective or feeling. We may acknowledge that we often need to choose to love
even when it is hard to feel affection for another person in our heads, but it can be really hard to move
from knowing something is true to acting like it is true.

In the Corinthian church, this call to the act of love in the following chapter took place in a community
that had many different gifts, talents, and personalities. Paul writes to a church that is talented in many
ways. Paul is not writing to a church full of people that know everything and can do everything on their
own. The Corinthian church was not a church full of experts in every field. We probably know the
answer when Paul asks at the end of the chapter if everyone present is an apostle, a prophet, a
teacher, a miracle worker, a healer, a speaker of tongues, or an interpreter. Of course not!
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Even thousands of years later, we understand that the Corinthian church was not filled with people who
could do everything on their own. Why? We understand that they must have had a number of different
gifts and talents because we recognize that truth in the community around us. Is everyone in our
community a preacher? Does everyone know how to connect the community through the use of
technology or know how to keep the furnace running? Does everyone have a warm smile for a lonely
soul on a Sunday morning or know how to offer a cup of coffee so that it starts a relationship that can
save a life? No! We are a diverse community and we see the same truth in the people of Corinth.

In his commentary on First Corinthians in the Interpretation Commentary series, Richard Hays wrote
about our reading:2

“The body is internally differentiated in accordance with the design of God (v.18); without such
differentiation, the body would be grotesque and helpless (v. 17), all eye or all ear. For that
reason, no member of the body (church_ should ever think that he or she is worthless or
unimportant (vv. 15-16); each constituent part has its own distinctive purpose in the functioning
of the whole. This also suggests--though Paul does not develop this point--that members should
neither envy nor mimic one another, ‘desiring this man’s gift and that man’s scope.’ (T.S. Eliot,
‘Ash-Wednesday,’ Complete Poems and Plays, p. 60).”

I love the way that Doctor Hays puts the situation. The body would be grotesque and helpless if
everyone were all the same. It has a certain humor to it, doesn’t it? A church full of Pastor Robs would
have great coffee, but heaven help us if a water pipe broke. A church full of our lector who is also
President of the Trustees could likely handle both the coffee and the water pipe, but God help us when
the next problem arises that is beyond his comfort zone. It is a frightening thought to think of a church in
which any of our members were the exact same. If nothing else, it would become a really boring and
stale church really quickly.

The church is designed and thrives on diversity. We need the gifts and talents of each person to be the
best community we can be in this world. We are a community that thrives on the fact that not everyone
can be great at everything. Even if none of us are spiritual superheroes in every single aspect of church
life, together we can survive and thrive.

All of this may make you wonder what any of this has to do with diversity and human relations. Well,
there’s more diversity around us than many of us realize. How many of us have sung Amazing Grace
over the years? Have we stopped to recognize how that song came out of a life that was deeply
convicted and changed by exposure to God’s truth and a people that many considered inferior and
worthwhile only as property? Have we remembered lately how many songs came from people that lived
different lives than ours?

Forget skin tones for a moment and stop to think about how the technology that we are meeting
through today passed through many minds and hands to enable us to worship together today? Would
we be here without Mediterranean mathematicians laying the groundwork built upon by people of every
color, creed, and type until the code was written behind our communication today? Would we be sitting
in warm homes if our ancestors across the seas long ago had not come to understand the value of fire
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and continued to refine the use of fire over ages until we had the furnaces that warm our homes? We
are a people who rely on the diversity of gifts and talents across every human conception of boundaries
every single day of our lives.

Again, Doctor Hays writes in his commentary:3

“Because God has arranged the body as an interdependent organism in which diversity is
essential, the differences between the members should not lead to division (shisma-cf. 1:10,
11:18), but to the members’ caring for one another (v. 25). Here Paul explicitly relates the “body”
discourse back to the theme which has dominated the letter from the first: the appeal for unity.”

Friends, let me be absolutely clear about what I see in this passage and tie it directly to the theme of
the day. We are called to care for one another because we are all a part of the same church: we are all
a part of Christ’s church. The left hand may not touch the right hand every single day, but the well being
of the one is directly related to the well being of the other. As Hays states and we are aware of from
experience:4

“…everyone knows how a pain in the ankle or finger can absorb the entire body’s energy and
attention. That, Paul contents, is how things are in the church. He does not speak of what
should be, but of what is: the body really is diminished and pained by the suffering of any of its
members.”

When part of our body is hurt, we do not put a bandaid on that cut or splint the broken bone because
we should do that action. We care for our hurt bodies because our whole body suffers when one part is
harmed. The entire body is weakened by the injury so we do our best to help bring that wounded part
back into wellness.

On Human Relations Day, it is a good time to note that there are parts of our body that are suffering.
There are parts of our body that have been facing challenges for generations. There are times when
the pain they are suffering is like a splinter in the back of a person’s hand: unless the brain listens,
unless the other hand reaches, unless the tweezers are grasped, the pain will continue and the problem
can grow worse and worse.

There are severe issues at hand that are harming people that are more than simply people out there in
the world. We are deeply connected with people who are suffering out there. We are deeply connected
with people who are suffering in our midst. We share a church, share a faith, and share a common
humanity given to all of us by God. Both we and they are created in the image of a loving God. I believe
with all of my soul that we are each connected through our common connection to a God that loves us.
I believe with all of my soul that when others are hurt through the cruelty and brokenness of this world,
we are all brought a little lower. When societal, cultural, and personal sin breaks down a person’s
wellness, we each have a calling to respond with the love God first showed us.

Friends, there are many issues out there that we could easily name here. The world is sick and infected
by racial and economic disparities that harm children of God. There are people who are quite literally
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struggling with medical bills that will keep their children from affording good education or that create
such fear that they refuse to get the next problem looked at until it is too late to treat. We know that
there are hungry people, cold people, and people seeking freedom from addiction that will never find a
way out of their circumstances without others giving them a second chance. Some of these things are
controversial but I would wager that even if you do not agree with me, you know why I am listing these
things. Even if you do not agree, perhaps you acknowledge that other people who at least seem like
intelligent and reasonable people look at the same ideas and come to a different conclusion.

I am not going to tell anyone in worship that they need to do one thing or another today. I simply want to
invite you to pray over one idea: if we are truly one body in Christ, then what should we be doing when
we as a whole body in Christ are suffering? What should we do?

As a people, we have a calling from God. As a minister called to one part of the church of God, I
believe in our community. I believe that we are capable of doing all things through Jesus Christ who
strengthens us. I believe that through the power of the Holy Spirit, each of us is empowered and can do
what we need to do to listen, to understand, and to reach out in love to others. Friends, I believe in you,
God knows5 you, and I believe you should believe in yourself as well. Let us pray.

5 If you are interested in why I did not say that God believes in you, I invite you to consider the word. Belief implies
a faith in something that is not seen. God sees all of you. God cannot believe in you because God sees you as
you truly are on the inside and outside. I stated that God knows you because I believe God knows that you can do
what needs to be done.


