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Second Sunday after Epiphany Lyle McKee 
January 20, 2019 St. Thomas Lutheran Church 
I Cor. 12:1-11 Bloomington, Indiana 
 
 Unity in Diversity 
 
 Grace to you and peace from our loving God, and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 It was a surprise to me when I saw that the First Corinthians passage was set as 
one of the readings of the common lectionary for today. Since I was immersed in 
preparing the eulogy for my sister prior to Tuesday, I hadn’t even taken the time to look 
at the lessons until Wednesday. 
 
 The surprise was that this passage from First Corinthians was one that came to 
mind as I reflected on what to say about my sister. I read a portion of this very passage 
at the funeral. My sister lived a quiet life. She lived her final decades in a very small 
town—Winchester, Indiana—with fewer than 5,000 residents. Her life was unremarkable 
in many ways. But these words of St. Paul echo the truth that I wanted to communicate 
about my sister, Janet. “There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are 
varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the 
same God who activates all of them in everyone.” (vv. 4-6) 
 
 And here’s the clincher: “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 
common good.” 
 
 To each. To all. I went on to speak about Janet’s kindness and intelligence, yes; 
but most importantly the manifestation of the Spirit present in her for the common good. 
She loved well and was beloved. That is among the most important of the gifts. Indeed, 
Paul says so in the next chapter, as you may recall. “Now faith, hope, and love abide, 
these three; and the greatest of these is love.” (13:13) 
 
 We are all gifted in unique ways. We are all here for the benefit of all—for the 
common good. And the Spirit is the source of these gifts: “All these (gifts) are activated 
by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit 
chooses.” (12:11) 
 
 In further meditation upon these rich spiritual insights from Paul, I ran across an 
announcement of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. This “octave” as it is called is 
an annual observance for the sake of praying for and working towards true unity of the 
churches, denominations, and groupings that claim the name of Christian. It started in 
1968, during a time when ecumenical dialogue was picking up some steam. And it 
occurs each year during the eight day period (hence “octave”) bookended by two lesser 
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festivals of the Church—The Confession of Peter, January 18, and The Conversion of 
Paul, January 25. So the observance started on Friday. 
 
 The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is something I paid close attention to 
earlier in my ministry. Perhaps it was more popular then. Maybe it was that some of the 
places where I served considered it more worth celebrating. In some places there are 
ecumenical services held. But this observance hasn’t crossed my mind much in recent 
years. So I thought that it might be good to remember and to celebrate it a bit with you 
this morning. 
 
 It strikes me that the sentiments of St. Paul this morning are manifestly 
appropriate, for several reasons. First, of course, is that they come from Paul, the 
commemoration of whose conversion marks the end of the week. Second, because his 
words in First Corinthians call us to unity. And third, because this passage also offers 
that fundamental spiritual insight that helps to forge unity. It’s the one that informed the 
eulogy for my sister this week—that we are all gifted for the sake of the common good. 
 
 Paul is trying hard in this letter to clarify for those who will listen that the ultimate 
test of whether or not a person is guided by the Holy Spirit is the nature of the witness of 
that person. The primary and most important gift of the Holy Spirit is not evidenced in 
such things as wisdom, understanding, healing, or speaking in tongues, but in words 
and deeds that bespeak love and the lordship of Christ. 
 
 In the “Small Catechism,” Martin Luther emphasizes this truth, saying: “I believe 
that I cannot by my own understanding or effort believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or 
come to him. But the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with 
his gifts, and sanctified and kept me in true faith. In the same way he calls, gathers, 
enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on Earth, and keeps it united with 
Jesus Christ in the one true faith.” 
 
 Paul is saying that if you want to know whether or not someone has the Spirit of 
God, observe what is spoken and acted out by that person. Do those words and action 
reveal a life in Christ? Is there a concern for others or is there concern only for self? Are 
the actions focused on glorifying the self or done to the glory of God? If someone is led 
by the Spirit, his or her life will show forth the fruits of the Spirit in some way for the 
good of others. 
 
 In the context of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, Paul’s words help us to 
honor our connectedness in the extended Body of Christ. Paul and Luther both suggest 
that the Spirit is active among us and in each of us. Paul even goes so far as to say that 
none can confess Jesus as Lord except under the influence of the Holy Spirit. All who 
make that confession are a part of Christ’s body fully as much as the persons sitting 
next to you here at worship. 
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 Paul speaks of a variety of gifts infused with the same Spirit. It is sometimes our 
tendency not to hear the whole of what Paul is trying to tell us. We’re fine to a point: 
“There are varieties of gifts,” but we may stop short of the rest—“but one and the same 
Spirit.” We sometimes want to do a rewrite: “There are varieties of gifts, but some gifts 
are more important than others, and while the same Spirit might just possibly be 
responsible for conferring those gifts, people are sometimes overlooked—or 
circumstances might prevent the gifts from being delivered, and it’s not the fault of those 
of us who get the short end of the stick that we don’t do more of the many kinds of 
service that are to be done.” 
 
 You get the idea. We see the variety, but it’s a challenge to see how that diversity 
combines into a functioning whole. We are so accustomed to thinking competitively that 
cooperative and collaborative action for the sake of the common good often eludes us. I 
yearn in these days of political chaos to hear and see evidence of Paul’s words taking 
hold. I long for talk and action that seek the common good, holding out a vision that 
sees different people and various talents contributing to a multi-faceted, gem-like, 
whole. 
 
 The church is beginning to get the idea. But we still have a ways to go. For 
example, when you think or talk about the church, do you catch yourself thinking “the 
Lutheran Church” or “The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America?” This church is but 
one part, one member, one organ of Christ’s body. Paul develops this image more fully 
in the remainder of this chapter 13 of First Corinthians—a passage we will hear again 
next Sunday. 
 
 But the image is important. Each person, as well as each church—however you 
think of that term—contributes its gifts for the benefit of all. The image of the body is a 
powerful one. 
 
 Consider our power to see things—a sunrise, the diffused light falling upon us 
from the beautiful stained glass windows in this sanctuary, or that of a string of street 
lamps seen from a bridge through fog, or the glories of hand-woven banners and 
paraments, or a human face. We are enabled to see only through the cooperative effort 
of millions of cells. The millions of cells in each of our retinas give up the many 
possibilities open to individual cells just for our benefit. These millions of cells give 
themselves up so that we may perceive variations of light and shadow, color and tone. 
And we glory at the wonders that we behold by their sacrificial cooperation. 
 
 Or think of an unimpaired ear. In each ear, millions of tiny hairs of various lengths 
each respond to a different tone or sound. These are sensitive enough to discern the 
sound of a pen on paper, and durable enough to endure a thunder clap. Together they 
make possible perception of the complexities of sound represented by a symphony or a 
choral anthem or human speech. 
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 These illustrations suggest that there is a level of cooperation beyond the level of 
Paul’s analogy of the body. Each organ is itself a body, not separate, but with differing 
sets of cells, each with its own distinct and essential function in the life of the part. 
 
 And so, we might envision ourselves not as entire organs, but as single cells, 
each making our own small but essential contribution to this gathering of cells—this 
congregation, for example. When added to all of the other congregations of the ELCA, 
we comprise a single organ of the body which is made up of all denominations and 
expressions of church, each doing their organic parts for the sake of the whole—for the 
common good and for the good of creation. 
 
 Some cautions are in order. There is no perfect metaphor, even scriptural. 
Specifically, the members or organs of the body ought to avoid competitiveness and 
pride. Such internal revolts can and do lead to disaster. 
 
 To press the metaphor: Without the brain, the information received by and sent 
from the eye could not be interpreted for the benefit of the toe that doesn’t want to be 
stubbed. Without the heart, the brain would soon die. Without the hand, a threat to the 
heart might not be averted. Each depends upon all the others, and there is a constant 
interplay among them. 
 
 As Paul reminds us: “If one part is hurt, all parts are hurt with it. If one part is 
given special honor, all parts enjoy it.” Pain in an arthritic hand or finger can dominate 
the whole of our mind and body. When one part aches, the whole begins to ache along 
with it. On the other hand, the pleasure of a touch or a kiss or a kind word is felt in every 
cell—all are enlivened and quickened by the honor of one. 
 
 So as we continue our prayers this week for the unity of the church, we need to 
be mindful that the glory is not in the part but in the whole. Without our sisters and 
brothers of other denominations and races and nations, our ministry would mean 
nothing. When one lords its gifts and functions over another, the entire body suffers. 
When the arm lords its strength over the back, the back suffers. When the mouth lords 
its appetite over the stomach, the stomach suffers. That I know only too well. 
 
 Our ministries and roles as individuals, as congregations, and as organizations of 
congregations are diverse, but they ought never to be divisive. Differences do not 
divide; it is our pride in our differences and our competitiveness which divide. There are 
differing gifts, but always the same Spirit, different cells but one organ, different 
members but one, whole, cooperating and glorious body. Amen. 
 
 May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds through faith in Christ Jesus our Lord, unto abundant and eternal life. Amen. 


