
1 

 
A Body, The Body of Christ 

Anna Pinckney Straight 
Old Stone Presbyterian Church ~ Lewisburg, West Virginia 

January 27, 2019 
 
 
1 Corinthians 12:12-31a 
For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body--
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free--and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. Indeed, the body does 
not consist of one member but of many. If the foot would say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not 
belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear would say, 
"Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of 
the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were 
hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, 
each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, 
there are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you," 
nor again the head to the feet, "I have no need of you." On the contrary, the members of the body 
that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less 
honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with 
greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so 
arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no 
dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one 
member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it. 
Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. And God has appointed in the 
church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, 
forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all 
prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in 
tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the greater gifts.   
 
 
When Ben and I started dating, we knew pretty early on that our relationship was THE 
relationship.  We had loads in common. We laughed at the same things.  Our favorite thing to 
talk about at lunch was what we were going to have for supper. 
 
And yet, we still dated for almost two years after that before getting married.  Taking our time 
getting to know one another.  Telling our stories to one another.  Meeting each other’s families.  
Traveling together.  Going to premarital counseling. And only then did we feel ready to get 
married.  Correction.  All of that was before we got engaged to be married. 
 
And then, there was a wedding to celebrate our marriage. 
All in all, it was a pretty big deal. 
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And, pretty different from how I talk to people about making the decision to join the church.  
When I’m having those conversations, I don’t minimize what it means to join the church, but I 
do try and put people at ease. 
 
And I would suspect that, whether you were born into this congregation or have joined along 
the way, you took it seriously, but not in the same way you did or would about getting married. 
 
I’ve been thinking about this this week because often the language we use for being a 
community of faith, a church, is the same language we use to talk about marriage. 
 
Being a part of a community of faith is about making a covenant.  With one another, with God.  
A commitment.  For better or for worse. 
 
One of my favorite things to say when we welcome new members is: 

Joining a church is an exciting, wonderful thing.  It can also be a little frightening.  
In part, this is because joining a church is not like joining any other organization.  
We’re not a club, group, or gathering.  We are a community of faith, brought 
together not by our successes but by the faithful knowledge that we only live into 
being the Body of Christ when we come together to be forgiven, seek the will of 
God, and truly depend on one another to be more together than we could ever be 
on our own.1 

 
Church community, described by Henri Nouwen as “the fruit born through brokenness.”2 
 
A place where we know and anticipate and hope that we will not be all alike, but that we will 
come together and learn from those places where we are different. 
 
All of this relevant to the passage we heard today from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians in which 
he talks about the community of faith, the church, as a body. 
 
Talking about a community as a body was common image at the time, but used by Paul in a 
very different way.   
 
At the time, talking about the community as a body would refer to the head and the heart 
which would rule and rely on the hands and feet.  It was about the hierarchy. 
 
Paul, on the other hand, uses the familiar image but does so in a dramatically different way. 
 

                                                 
1 Paraphrased from page 4 of “Church Membership: An Introduction to the Journey,” by John McFadden and David 
McCarthy, Renewing Radical Discipleship pamphlet 5, edited by Steve Long and Dan Bell, Copyright 2002 by The 
Ekklesia Project. 
2 Henri J. M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith, SanFrancisco: HarperCollins, 1985,  
January 4 (there are no page numbers, just dates). 
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In Pauls’ words, the body is still made up of different parts, but none is greater than the other.  
None more needed than the other.  They are all equally needed and important. 3 
 
We are a community.  And not just any community, a faith community, a particular way of 
being together.  The body of Christ. 
 
Community is one of the most defining features of our faith in Jesus Christ.  Not only does God 
call us to belief, God calls us to make this journey with others. 
 
 Do we meet God in the wilderness, at the beach, on the lake, in the quiet moments of the 
morning?  Of course. 
 
Being a Christian is so much more than meeting God, it’s about learning to welcome God and 
grow, and for that we need one another. 
 
In community, we worship 
Confession, word, peace, fellowship, thanksgiving.  They happen here.  Because when we 
gather, God is with us in a very particular way.  
 
Jesus said, “where two or three are gathered.” (Matthew 18:20) 
 
The melodies and harmonies of worship can happen because we are together.    When I find 
myself singing a hymn in the sanctuary by myself, it certainly doesn’t glorify God in the same 
way as when it was sung a few minutes ago, with all of our voices filling this place from 
baseboard to rafter.   
 
Worship, where we are not the audience, God is.  We gather to give thanks.  To lament.  To 
open ourselves.  Give God the Glory. 
 
 
In community, we learn together by being forgiven sinners together.  Different people.  
Different styles.  Different experiences.   In any given congregation you will have people who 
like to keep things organized.  Others who love the adrenalin of last minute prep work. Life-
long church members and those who are new to faith.  Children, middle aged, retired.   Those 
who aren’t yet ready to face their baggage, and others who are healing by talking about where 
life has taken them.  Because we see things and live things in different ways, we learn with each 
other in ways we could never duplicate on our own. 
 
We learn in formal ways, in classrooms and studies, and we learn in ways that cannot be 
programmed or scheduled, that happen when we are together.  Conversations out classrooms.  
Inquiries made while washing hands.  Relationships modeling integrity.  Honest empowered by 

                                                 
3 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a Commentary by Brian Peterson - Working Preacher - Preaching This Week (RCL) 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2733 
1 Corinthians 12:12-31a Commentary by Yung Suk Kim - Working Preacher - Preaching This Week (RCL) 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3954 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2733
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God that is difficult to emulate elsewhere. All of this, what happens in classrooms, sanctuaries, 
and spaces in between, faithful learning that goes way beyond labels of Bible or study. 
 
 
In community, we come as we are and lean on one another.   
Not only does the community of faith give us a place to celebrate and share, it is a place to lean 
when we feel lost.    
 
Marilyn Chandler McEntyre tells this story, of: 

One friend for whom I promised to pray as his wife was dying said to me in a 
moment of spiritual exhaustion, ‘You pray.  I can’t.  I’ll just have to rely on others 
to pray for now.’ And so he did.  His reply has stayed with me as an 
encouragement to pray for those unable or unwilling to pray for themselves, 
invoking the privilege we enjoy as members of one body to count for as well as 
count on each other in asking for what we need.4 

 
In community, we are empowered to take greater risks. 
When I was a lifeguard, one of the techniques we were taught for lifesaving at the beach was 
the life line.  If someone was being pulled out or away by the currents, we were instructed not 
to go out by ourselves but to form a human chain, to go out into the water without ever losing 
hold of the grounding provided by land.  Community empowering risk greater than any one 
person could absorb. 
 
One person can make a lot of sandwiches, a community can start a food pantry.   
 
One person can send some supplies, a community can support- send, supply, nurture, and 
encourage a missionary.   
 
One person can believe in human rights, a community can encourage the adoption of a living 
wage. 
 
It is through community that God faithfully change the world, changes our lives, day by day. 
 
We’re called together not because we have it all figured out, but precisely because we don’t. 
 
  
 
In community, our path is also illuminated through struggles.    
Church life is not, and is not intended to be, a utopia.  If you have been a part of any church for 
any length of time you know this and probably know it well.  We are humans and the church is 
filled with humans, all with human failings.  These failings provide the opportunity to seek 
God’s forgiveness, and they can also be a gift. 
 

                                                 
4 Marilyn Chandler McEntyre, “Learning to pray: Power line.” In The Christian Century, September 9, 2008.  Page 
32. 
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Because people with failings, they are our people.  My people.  Your people.  Us. 
 
A few years ago, the pastor and poet J. Barrie Shepherd, my pastor when I lived in New York 
City, wrote these words: 
 
  “Why I Still Go”5 

For all their quirks and quibbles, all their foibles, 
squabbles, even downright donnybrooks, 
I find my people there. 
Recalcitrant, to be sure, concerning this issue, 
or that. As reluctant as those first followers 
to accept what fairest Jesus brought to life. 
Yet singing the same sweet songs. 
Murmuring familiar prayers. 
Admitting, as I must, that another week 
has worn its way, no closer to the kingdom. 
Hungering, across years of disappointment, 
for words that ring so clear they melt 
the frozen marrow, drag you back again – 
despite – to trust, compassion, even resolution. 

For all my weary, reasoned doubt, 
the continuing disillusion and despair 
of this already blood-drenched century, 
for all my anger at her blind echoing 
of the worst that hides in all of us, 
come Sunday morning, somehow, 
I still find myself in church. 

 
It’s said another way by Barbara Wheeler a leader in our denomination and retired president of 
Auburn Theological Seminary, wrote that church is made up of, “strangers, who cling to each 
other for dear life in the same chilly, rocky baptismal boat because we are headed toward the 
same destination: a better country… The church is better off -- more productive and more faithful 
-- when the strangers in it hold on to one another … [We have]… a lot of important work to do; 
and though we would like to see all of it accomplished our way, the fact is that none of the 
factions, including our own, has the capacity or the skills to do it alone.”6 
 
But how does it all work? 

                                                 
5 Presbyterian Outlook Magazine, August of 2016 
https://pres-outlook.org/2016/08/why-i-still-go/ 
6 Barbara G. Wheeler, “Why Liberals Need Conservatives” in The Christian Century, January 13, 2004, pp. 18-20. 
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How do different people, all broken, all wondering, many wandering, come together to do 
something with God that they cannot do on their own? 
 
The answer is, as it always is, “Jesus.” 
 
Community is, ultimately, not our own creation.  It is a gift from God, given by God, redeemed 
by Jesus Christ, sustained and nurtured by the Holy Spirit.  It is a gift to be received, a gift we 
are supposed to have help with, each and every step of the way. 
 
We cannot, could not, will not be able to do this without Jesus.  Without the Holy Spirit. 
  
A community of faith is many things.  A place to learn, lean, laugh, and sing.  There are risks 
and comforts, dangers and hopes.  It is a place of moved hearts.  It is something known, and it 
is a mystery.  In church there are comings, and there are goings. It is place and a gift from God.   
A gift from God for which we give thanks.  “What a fellowship, what a joy divine.” 
 
So, I don’t think we should look at joining a church the same way we look at getting married.  
Because they aren’t the same.  
We’re not married, we are a community. 
The body of Christ. 
A body where you have a role to play, that is an important role.  Because it is yours. 
We have been brought together by Jesus    
Not in spite of our differences. 
Not in spite of our varying outlooks or opinions. 
But because of them. 
 
And it’s for all. 
 
If I can put my own twist on one of the key take-aways from Netflix’s recent movie entitled 
“Dumplin” 
 
Every Body is a Church Body. 
 
It’s not only what makes church happen, it’s what makes church GOOD. 
 
Thanks be to God.  Thanks be to God. 


