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Various Gifts, One Body
I Corinthians 12:12-31
          The Mount Vernon Baptist Church in Memphis is pastored by Rev. James Netters, a graduate of Memphis Theological Seminary.  Rev. Netters received his master’s degree from MTS several years ago and then received his Doctor of Ministry degree in 1994, while I was a student at MTS.  As a part of the Doctor of Ministry degree program, students must develop some kind of ministry specifically for their current call.  Rev. Netters developed a systematized plan to utilize the gifts of the entire Mt. Vernon congregation for the sake of the church.  As a part of this plan, Rev. Netters spent a great deal of time working with the congregation in recognizing their spiritual gifts and on the concept of the stewardship of their gifts resources.  One of the aspects of the program which amazed me was that the people of Mt. Vernon Baptist Church were encouraged to tithe their time as well as their resources.  That means that every member of that church is expected to give ten percent of her or his time to God.  That may be done through prayer, bible study, volunteer work in the church or community, making phone calls, visits or sending cards.  There are multitudes of ways in which people can fulfill their time commitment, but they all understand that they are expected to give at least 14 hours per week to God.  That commitment is not taken lightly, and it is not done because the preacher said they had to do it, or because of what the member will receive in return.  It is done simply out of devotion to God, because of the giftedness which is theirs through the Spirit, and for the sake of the church's ministry in that community.
          It almost makes you wonder if Rev. Netters was reading I Corinthians 12 just before he decided on his D. Min. project.
          Earlier in this chapter, Paul reminds the Christians in Corinth that there are various gifts given by the one Spirit, various services but the same Lord, and various activities all of which are activated by the one and only God.  It may seem surprising, but apparently the Christians in Corinth were jockeying for positions of power.  It's hard to imagine, but church people were arguing over whose role was of utmost importance and whose gifts were most significant.  Paul didn't want their silly human competitiveness to get in the way of their potential to minister and to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
          In essence Paul was saying that we all have been gifted by the same Trinity.  No matter our gifts, they all have the same origin, so they are all equally important.  All gifts, whether they seem important or unimportant to the world, come from the same source, and, as a result, all are necessary.  The one who is sensitive and aware of spiritual concerns, perhaps serving on the session, is not more important than the member who is able to fix the plumbing in the bathroom.  The one who can read scripture and lead worship is not more important the one who hangs around after the potluck dinner to see that all of the dishes are done and that all of the tables and chairs are put back in place.  The worshipper who comes faithfully every Sunday, sitting quietly in the pew, praying confidently for all those in need of prayer, is no less important than the one whose heart for missions leads him or her to glorify God through acts of service and witnesses in impoverished villages in Mexico or half-way around the world.  The trained soloist in the choir does not scoff at the shy choir member, who is so reluctant to stand out from the crowd that he or she cannot be heard by those on either side.  The spirit of taking charge needs to be balanced by the spirit of helpfulness, and both are necessary to make the whole life of the church function well.  All these various gifts are needed because they all have the same source and purpose.
          Paul said that the purpose of all of the various gifts which people have is for the common good.  Note that he did not say that gifts are for self-satisfaction or  self aggrandizement or self service.  No, all of these God given gifts are given for the common good, for building the body of Christ.  He goes into this long, almost comical, discussion about the various parts of the body talking to one another, saying that because you cannot perform the same function within the body that I perform, you are useless.  He also jests about parts of the body saying that because they do not carry out the important functions of some other body part, they do not really matter.  I think the point that Paul is trying to make is that all of the gifts that have been given are important in their own way and that each has an important part to play within the overall work of the church.  To hide our gifts or to try to keep them to ourselves somehow cheapens the gift and the giver.
That means that the artist who hoards all of his art for himself because he thinks that others will not appreciate it or for fear that others will be too critical, is actually cheapening the gift by not utilizing it for the common good.  Or the instrumentalist, who has never played her instrument for the benefit of all and to the glory of God, is actually insulting the Source of that gift.  Just as the singer who refuses to use the God-given gift of beautiful music for the glory of God and to enhance the community's worship is weakening and cheapening their efforts.  As my voice instructor used to say, "If you don't give your all in the singing of hymns in worship, you might as well walk down front and pile your trash on the altar before God.  That is in essence what you are doing if you do not give your best in worship."
          Paul went on to tell the Corinthians that the church is much like the human body.  The body is made up of many parts and no one single part constitutes the body, rather it is the combination of the whole that makes the body so special.  Each part within the body has its own unique function and each is needed for the entire body to function most effectively.  Just as each person in the church has a unique role to fill in the life of the church and is needed for the church to reach its full potential.  Certainly the human body is amazingly resilient and can learn to adjust when it must function with some part missing.  Similarly, the church can function without all of its members utilizing their gifts, but that church will be functioning in a diminished capacity in some way, because the church's full potential can not be fully realized until all are using their God-given gifts.
          As the church we are united into the body of Christ in and for the world.  Scriptures tell us that we are to be in the world to share the gospel message for the sake of the world, but that we are not to be of this world.  God has called us by name to be different.  We are to conduct ourselves differently because we are a part of the body of Christ.  We each have a part to play, a function to fulfill.  We have been gifted by the Spirit, not for our own sake, but for the building of the body of Christ.
          If this church is to become all that God wants it to be, we must all do our part to be good stewards of the gifts which God has given us through the Spirit.  We are not all gifted the same, and it is a good thing we are not or there would be a lot of roles left undone.  Each one is important and each is necessary to help its part of the body to function properly.  We all have been given a role to fulfill and we are all needed and important, because we were all baptized into the one Body.  That means that all matter, or to paraphrase Paul’s words elsewhere: all matter, whether Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female, old or young, clergy or laity, Catholic or Protestant, Democrat or Republican, conservative or liberal.  In other words, within the body of Christ, labels become obsolete.
          We are living in a time of intense turmoil.  Somehow our society has come to believe that we must think alike and act alike in order to get along.  Nothing could be further from the truth in my understanding.  God calls us to love alike, but that means nothing about how we think or act.  Certainly, we can live out our faith differently, but God is big enough to handle that and to allow for rich diversity.  As a matter of fact, I believe that God wants that in order for us to reach a more diverse cross section of people with the love of God.  This means that God needs us all to work together instead of arguing with those Christian bodies that practice their Christianity differently than we do.  We need to learn what that old song really meant when it said, "All God's children got a place in the choir."  Then we will truly know what it is to drink of the same spirit.
          All through my high school years, I was actively involved in the choral program at Marlow High School.  Now you may not believe this, but as a freshman and sophomore, singing solos made me a nervous wreck.  I can remember going to solo and ensemble competition.  I would be fine when I was singing in an ensemble, but when it came time for my solo piece, I would fall apart.  I mean that I would be shaking so badly that I could barely sing.  My nerves would get the better of me almost every time and I would fall apart after it was over.  During my junior year, our choir director formed a boy’s quartet and we traveled all around central Oklahoma singing for civic organizations.  Now, I know this may be hard to believe but there was a great deal of competitiveness between the four of us.  We would always perform well together, but when we did solos, James and I were always more nervous than Brian and Will.  Brian and Will had both had great success at solo competition, receiving Superior ratings at district and at the State level.  I was always happy for them, but always disappointed in myself for not being able to overcome my fears.
          I don’t really know what changed during our senior year, but for the first time, all four of us received superior ratings at District, which meant that we all qualified to compete at State.  We were used to superior ratings when we sang as a quartet, but this was new territory.  When we traveled to Stillwater for the state competition, we had a great time, but I remember how disappointed I was on the trip home.  For some odd reason, that year, I was the only one of the four of us to receive a superior rating at the State solo competition, but my friends from the quartet were so unhappy about not receiving a superior rating that they could not be happy for me.  They could only see their own disappointment.  Even though we brought home a superior rating as an ensemble, they could not get over my individual success and their individual disappointment. 
          On this Fourth Sunday of January, as we worship together as one body with many gifts, may we take a long hard look at our lives to see if we are giving our all to God.  It is my prayer that we all will give the very best that we have to God, for certainly God deserves nothing less than the very best that we have to offer.  We are all gifted by the same Spirit and we are intended to use those gifts for the common good.  We all have something to share.  We must find what that is and get to work.  I know that we have been blessed abundantly and I know that there are many gifts represented within the sound of my voice.  Our challenge is to find the ways that we can share our gifts for the common good.  May we be found faithful in doing just that.
          And to God be all glory and honor in the church, and to the Spirit, who gifted us and brought us to a saving knowledge of the Christ whose body we share with all who profess him as Lord and Savior, be our heartfelt thanks and the commitment of our lives now and forever more.  Amen.
