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The Second Sunday after Epiphany 
January 19, 2020 

Preached by the Rev. Lisa M. Erdeljon 
St Michael’s Episcopal Church, Barrington, IL 

1 Corinthians 1:1-9; John 1:29-42 
  

“I give thanks to my God always for you… that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift” 
 
Teresa of Avila, a Carmelite nun, mystic, writer, and theologian, is accredited with writing a poem, 
which she sent to her sister nuns towards the end of her life, in the late 16th century. A part of it goes 
like this: 
 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours,  

no hands but yours,  
no feet but yours, 

Yours are the eyes through which to look out  
Christ’s compassion to the world; 

Yours are the feet with which he is to go about doing  
good; 

Yours are the hands with which he is to bless men  
now. 

 
It reads as a call to go and do and be like Jesus. Be the hands, the feet, the eyes… the compassion of 
Jesus in today’s world. 
 
This poem has become quite popular as a reminder of Jesus’s incarnation—God became man and 
walked among us—and also died and rose before us. 
 
But without Jesus present in the incarnate form—in the human form—this poem calls us to carry 
on that presence for Him. 
 
But several scholars point out that reading this poem too literally could be risky. 
 
It could set us up for committing the great sin of idolatry, but not of any other object, but ourselves. 
As if we could be messianic in this world. 
 
As if we could be the hands or the feet or the eyes of the Messiah who came to save this world. 
 
As if we are the One who Is—the Son of God made Man in this world. 
 
A cute story I read while preparing for this sermon was about a youth pastor from several years ago. 
 
This youth pastor had a conversation with a teen about those WWJD bracelets teens were wearing 
all the time. 
 
Do you remember those? 
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“What would Jesus do?” as a reminder to always do good, be kind, etc.  Whenever faced with a 
challenging or puzzling ethical or such dilemma, these bracelets offered a guideline for teens to 
consider what Jesus would do. And then to do it. 
 
Well, the conversation between the youth pastor and the teen was about those bracelets. 
 
And the teen was concerned. She said she struggled with the idea of knowing “What would Jesus 
do?” 
 
Not because she had issue with Jesus or thought Jesus wouldn’t be a good framework for 
compassion and kindness. 
 
But instead, she argued, how could we possibly know what Jesus would do? After all, we are merely 
human. There is no Divine in us. 
 
And while Jesus was fully human. He was also fully Divine. 
 
So knowing what Jesus would do seems impossible as we can only guess at half the equation. 
 
And it is this that becomes the problem with Teresa’s beautiful poem. 
 
How can we be Jesus’s hands and feet? How can we be Jesus’s body in this world? 
 
Especially when we are not fully equitable to Jesus! 
 
I suspect this might touch you in a more contemporary manner, too. 
 
Something called “compassion fatigue” 
 
We see what is happening in the world. We see things on the news and in social media and from our 
friends and family and neighbors. 
 
We see suffering and disaster. Pain and anger and hurt. 
 
We want to save the whales and give women equal rights and feed the hungry and stop animal abuse 
and provide affordable housing and health care and stop wars and create a world of love and peace 
and joy—a world where no one is without and everyone is safe. 
 
But with all of that, it becomes too much. Overwhelming. And easy to say, “That’s it. I can’t do it.” 
 
We start to think, “If I can’t do it all, then why even try doing a little bit of it?” 
 
Compassion fatigue is a growing sense of indifference or helplessness. Especially when looking at all 
that is in need. All that requires our help and our support and our whatever… 
 
How can we know what a fully human AND fully Divine GOD would do in this world? And how 
can we be His hands and His feet and His eyes? How can we offer the compassion that He offers? 
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When we are merely finite, human, imperfect, and broken ourselves. 
 
[breathe] 
 
Well, we can turn to Paul’s letter. At least as a hint of what to do or how to be. 
 
Today’s Epistle reading is the opening of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. The church in Corinth. 
 
A young church, beginning merely ten or twenty years after Jesus’s Resurrection, Corinth has a lot of 
hardy and heart-y Christians. 
 
Although, I fear calling them “Christian” is a misnomer, as I doubt that word even existed. They 
were followers of Paul’s Glorious Message of a Messiah that overcame death to rise to God’s 
Heavenly Kingdom with the message that we should, in all we do, work towards bringing that 
Kingdom to earth. 
 
The Corinthians were people trying to figure out what “Christian” means. Who could be a 
Christian. What does a Christian do or say. How does a Christian act or pray. 
 
They were also trying to answer WWJD, but in a much more immediate and tangible way. As in, 
“What would Jesus Do” to call Himself a devoted follower of the God who Saves and Choses to 
Save us! 
 
The church in Corinth is full of conflict. Full of division and strife. Full of factions seeking their 
own goals, their own causes, their own ways of <quote> “being Christian” in a way that was 
counterproductive to the community-building efforts of Paul. 
 
And so Paul writes a letter. (Actually, he writes two—because the first one doesn’t seem to do the 
trick. Ha!) 
 
And he opens the letter with this beautiful greeting and blessing. In very traditional Roman Rhetoric, 
Paul opens the letter with all the proper pieces. 
 
Like we probably learned, if we learned how to write a letter: You start with the date. And then you 
add “Dear <whomever>” And then it’s “How are you? I have missed you. I have heard that you are 
doing wonderful things. I look forward to hearing about it all.” 
 
And then it’s the body of the letter. The true message. The reason for writing. 
 
But today, we don’t get that. We get that opening. The beginning. The introduction of who is 
writing and who is receiving. 
 
I, “Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God…” 
 
And “the church of God that is in Corinth…” 
 
And of course, “Peace to you…” 
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And then, there is the beautiful piece of prose that Paul writes, praising the people in Corinth and 
their attempt at creating a church. 
 
“I give thanks to my God always for you” Paul writes. 
 
Thanks to God for you! 
 
You are so amazing that God is worthy of gratitude for who you are! 
 
Despite all your short comings. All your arguments. All your factions. 
 
God is worthy of gratitude for you! 
 
And then Paul goes on to say why. 
 
“For in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every kind… so that 
you are not lacking in any spiritual gift…” 
 
I suspect if Paul was southern that would read something more like “All ya’all have been enriched in 
Him… so that all ya’all are not lacking in any spiritual gift…” 
 
This is not a personal letter from one individual to another. 
 
This is a plea to a whole community of people. To an “all ya’all!” kind of group. 
 
Paul is not saying one single person has been enriched in speech and knowledge of every kind. He is 
saying that the community as a whole has been enriched. That the community as a unified entity is 
not lacking in any spiritual gift. 
 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu has often used the word Ubuntu. It is a Nguni word, from a tribe that 
lives in the southern part of Africa. And it often is translated to mean “humanity,” but that’s not 
quite it. 
 
A more accurate translation would be “I am because we are” or something like “to be” is to be 
“we,” not “me.” 
 
It takes a community to create the individual. 
 
And that is what Paul is naming in his letter. 
 
The church in Corinth will never be if the community cannot first form together 
 
Forget about the faction that talks in tongues and insists that if you do not talk in tongues you are 
not Christian. 
 
Or the faction that kneels when praying or stands when praying or speaks in Latin or English or 
Greek. 
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That group that says God’s most important mission is saving the whales. Or that group that says 
God’s most important mission is feeding the hungry. 
 
They are all fine and dandy, but they must exist together to be the church. To be Christian. To be 
Christ-like and Christ Followers. 
 
And I think that’s the true point of being Christian. While we can all strive to be “Like Jesus” or to 
do “what Jesus would do” or to be His hands and His feet. 
 
We must strive to be that and do that TOGETHER. 
 
As one. As one community. One Church. One being, together. 
 
John the Baptist gets it, too. He knows He is not the Messiah. But he knows his job is important for 
the whole picture of the Messiah to exist.  
 
In today’s Gospel reading, John says, “I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water 
for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” 
 
I am not Him. But I had a job. A gift. And I did it. And thus, Jesus was a little bit more revealed to 
the world because of my gift and my completed task. 
 
We, as in all of us, can be the hands and the eyes and the feet of Jesus because we, as in all of us, are 
“not lacking in any spiritual gift” given by God. 
 
We, as in us all, can live into the gifts given to the individual as a community of gifted—loved and 
honored—followers of Christ. 
 
Compassion Fatigue has no hold on us when we see ourselves as a unified group. When we allow 
some to work towards feeding the hungry. And some to work towards stopping wars. And some to 
work towards healing the sick. 
 
And you know what? 
 
You all do that really well! 
 
All ya’all! 
 
The body of St. Michael’s is a body of gifted and God-filled followers of Christ. 
 
We know we are not the Messiah come again. But we also know that we, in our tiny ways, can make 
a difference. 
 
And we do that so well! We do that in such amazing ways. 
 
When we work together to better the world. To make this world a little bit more like the Kingdom 
of God. 
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So the next time you are faced with the question “What Would Jesus Do?” perhaps make it a little 
bit less daunting, a little bit more personal. 
 
And ask, what would my fellow Christians. My faith community. My St. Michael’s Family do? 
 
What would we do as a unified front of all the gifts that God can give. 
 
And then go and do it! 
 
Be Christ’s body, His hands, His feet, His eyes. Fill the world with your piece of the great big 
beautiful puzzle of God’s Glorious Gifts to all who believe in God and follow Christ. 
 
And keep doing it together. 
 
… 
 
I’m going to close with a story I heard from another pastor in Barrington. 
 
She was here, at St. Michael’s, a couple of weeks ago, for Dave Pepper’s visitation. And while she 
stood outside for a bit, and waited in line for quite a bit longer, she had nothing but amazingly 
positive words to say about you all, this community of believers. 
 
She was overwhelmed with the hospitality and support offered. People caring for those in line, those 
in distress, those who were hurting. 
 
She saw how amazing you all worked together to make what could be such a heart wrenching 
experience a little bit more Christ-filled. 
 
And she said a lot of people around her noticed too. 
 
Noticed how we, you, came together and offered your gifts in a way that really revealed Christ’s love 
to all, no matter what circumstance. 
 
Epiphany season is about that. It’s about God’s manifestation—God’s revelation—in human 
form—in the man Jesus of Nazareth, born in a manager. 
 
Epiphany season is about the beginning of Jesus revealing His ministry to the world—a world 
broken and hurting. Seeking and hoping for the Messiah—the Savior of all. 
 
And when Epiphany season is over. When the Incarnation is over. When, in a few short months, 
Jesus hangs on a cross and dies and rises to be with His Father in Heaven. 
 
We will be the ones left. We. You. All ya’all. 
 
It will be up to us to continue the revelation of Christ Jesus. In how we live and love. How we have 
compassion. 
 
And the best way to do that is together. 
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But all ya’all already knew that. 
 
Which definitely deserves an Amen. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


