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 "THE GIFT THAT KEEPS GIVING (#6):  BELONGING" 

 (1 Corinthians 12:12-27) 
© 2019 Rev. Dr. Brian E. Germano 

[PROP NEEDED:  White Napkin for analogy] 
[McKendree U.M.C.; 2-17-19] 

 --I-- 

1. Read Text (NRSV): 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 and Pray. 

2. Today we’re concluding our worship series "The Gift That Keeps Giving," in which  
  we've been unpacking six ways that God’s gift of Jesus at Christmas can make a  
  difference in our everyday lives all year long. 

 A--And each week, Pastor Ryan has filled our large gift box with something that  
      represents that week's theme.  So, what do you have for me this week, Ryan?  
  [GO OVER TO SERIES GIFT BOX & OPEN IT... homemade QUILT... ] 
   "Quilts usually have a story that tells us about the family to which we belong..." 

  B--Great!  Thank you!  So, so today we're talking about the gift of BELONGING, and 
        how, when we give our lives to Jesus, God gives us a family -- a community of 
        belonging -- so that we're not having to navigate life alone/by ourselves anymore. 

  C--Now, of course, that "family/community of belonging" has a name...  we call it the CHURCH   

3. But WHAT is it?  WHY does it exist?  And given the fact that there is so much that we 
  often find that's wrong with it, WHY do you and I need it in the first place to be able to 
  successfully follow Jesus in our lives today?  
  
  A--Well, these were just some of the questions the apostle Paul was trying to address 
        in today's scripture from 1 Corinthians 12, where he gives an analogy of the Church 
        being like the parts of a human body -- each part unique and different, and yet 
        altogether necessary for the proper functioning of the whole.  1

  B--So, as we think about this metaphor, I want us to talk about how it addresses the 
       questions about the Church that we often raise today,  and how it can also us help 
       understand the Church to be God's community of Belonging.  

--II-- 

4. First, let's talk about WHAT the Church is, and WHY it exists. 

  A--Our English word "church" comes from the Greek word ekklesia, which literally 
       means "a calling out," or a "public assembly" of ANY group of people.  
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  B--Yet, as the New Testament used the word, it became a reference to all who chose to 
        be "called out" of the world to follow both the teachings and practices of Jesus.   2

   1--For us today, that means "The Church" is not some institutional hierarchy 
       headquartered in Atlanta or Nashville (or even the upcoming "UMC General 
       Conference" in St. Louis). And neither is it merely your Pastors, Staff, or Lay  
       Leadership here at McKendree. 

   2--No. The "Church" is all of us! How does the popular children's song put it?... 
       "The church is not a a building, the church is a steeple, the church is not a 
     resting place, the church is a people. 
        We're many kinds of people, with many kinds of faces, all colors and all ages, 
     too, from all times and places. 
       [SING...] I am the church! You are the church! We are the church together!  All 
               who follow Jesus all around the world! Yes, we're the church together!"  3

  
   3--In fact, as the "body" metaphor in today's scripture implies, it's intended to be a 
        "family/community of belonging" (like a biological family, in fact!) where 
        everyone in it doesn't necessarily always look or believe or practice their faith 
        exactly alike, but who are united in a common ancestry (i.e., we're GOD'S!) 

   4--So, that means that we here at McKendree are not an  exclusive club where 
        only certain people who look or think or act like we do are welcomed, but 
        instead are called to be a diverse community who welcome and (as our Vision 
        states) "...connect ALL through Christ." 

   5--Nor are we a place just for those who already have their life figured out.  No! 
        In the words of the great 2nd-century theologian Augustine, "The Church is not 
       a museum for saints but a hospital for sinners." 

  B--So that means that as the "body of Christ," we also have a common mission/purpose:  
       sharing the gospel of Christ with others. 

   1--In other words, as the Church, we're NOT "called out" of the world for special 
        privilege, but for the special task and responsibility of sharing God's love. 

   2--That's why our mission here at McKendree UMC says that we exist "To Make 
       Disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world" (and that, by the 
       way, is also the mission of our entire United Methodist tradition).  

   3--You see, unlike any other group to which you and I may belong, God's Church 
        is the only organization in the world that exists primarily for those who are  
        not yet part of it! = we're not here only to get our OWN needs met, but to work 
            through the Church to serve and meet the needs of OTHERS. 
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  C--Let me show you what I mean... [NAPKIN ANALOGY] 

   1--This is what a lot of people think the Church exists to do...  
        [Tuck napkin around neck...] "Feed me!  Give me what I want! If you 
         don't, I'm outta here and I'm going to another church down the road!" 

   2--And yet, Paul's metaphor of the Church as "the body of Christ" implies 
        a very different purpose...  [Fall to knee & drape napkin over right 
        arm, extended towards audience]... "How may I serve you?" 

   3--THIS is why we do events like "Rise Vs. Hunger" and other mission 
       activities as a Church -- because we are fulfilling our role and calling  
       to be servants to others!  

5. So, that’s What the Church is & Why it exists. But we all know that it isn't always 
what it's supposed to be -- in the words of the French theologian Lewazee, "Jesus 
promised us the Kingdom of God.  We got the Church instead!" 

--II-- 

6. So WHY, then, do we need it in first place?  Why should we be part of a family/ 
a "community of belonging" that is often messed up and imperfect?  

  A--Well, I'll be honest, there are times I wonder this myself -- when church 
        members have sent me nasty emails or letters, or told me that I was destroying 
       "their" church, or made to feel I wasn't really wanted, and just generally caused 
        hurt... in those times I've sometimes wondered if it were worth it.  

  B--But the, I'd remember the words of Augustine, who also used to say that "The 
       church is a lot like Noah's ark:  if it weren't for the raging storm outside, you 
       wouldn't be able to stand the stink inside."  

  C--His point is that as imperfect as the Church is, it's God's tool not only to pass 
       on our faith to others, but also in which to find salvation for ourselves!  4

   1--Does the Church contain "hypocrites"?  You bet!  But only because it 
        contains imperfect people like you and me; and NO person ever lives 
        out perfectly all that they profess -- making ALL persons hypocrites! 

   2--So, the question is NOT whether or not to belong to something that is 
        imperfect, but whether we will choose to allow God to use even its  
        imperfections to help us become more perfect & more holy in our lives. 

7. So I often hear people say (& you have, too): "I can be a Christian without ever 
  being part of a Church."  
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   A--And I always get a bit amused at this, because... I'm happy that people who say this 
       have figured out how to challenge their own presuppositions and move out of their 
       own comfort zone every week all by themselves. 

   1--I'm glad, when they're down, they know how to encourage themselves, alone. 

   2--I'm thrilled that they take time to live out the mission of Jesus to change the 
        world without help from anyone else. 

   3--And I'm ecstatic that on the golf course on Sunday morning, they bring along 
        their Bibles, and share scripture and praise songs as they worship with their 
        friends playing golf! 

   4--And of course, I'm being extremely facetious, because I haven't figured out 
        how to do these things! 

  B--So, my point is that while you and I might could live out our Christian life and 
        transform the world all by ourselves, the reality is that most of us do not. 

   1--And what God's Church exists to do (imperfect as it is) is to take those good 
       intentions and turn them into reality.  

   2--Remember that even Jesus didn't think a person could be a "good Christian" 
       without belonging to an organized community of believers, because the first 
       thing he did in Ministry was to gather together a group of 12 very different,  
        yet needed "Disciples" to help him carry out his calling. 

   3--And it's why Paul compared the Church to a human body: for him, it would 
       make no more sense to think a person could live out their Christianity alone 
       than it would be to say that the parts of the human body (ear, hand, foot) could 
       live and function alone and apart from one another. 

   4--Maybe you've heard it before, but "A Christian without a church is like... 
    ...a student without a school;    ...a soldier without an army;  
    ...a citizen who won't vote;       ...a seaman without a ship;  
    ...a child without a family;   ...a drummer without a band;  
    ...a ballplayer without a team;  ...a honeybee without a hive; 
    ...an ember of coal without a fire; 
    ...a scientist who does not share findings with colleagues; 
    ...a party that you have all by yourself." 

8. You see, in the end, we all need the Church because through it, God gives us a place of 
BELONGING -- a community/family where we are part of something greater than 
ourselves, helping us not only become more like God, but changing the world as we do it! 
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9. [PRAYER] 

10. [During closing song or Benediction, have congregants join hands in singing...] 

ENDNOTES: 

  There were, in fact, other analogies/metaphors used in the New Testament to describe the Christian 1

Church.  For example, the church was called as the "bride of Christ" (Ephesians 5:22-31), "God's new 
creation" (2 Corinthians 5:17), and as "the household/family of God" (1 Peter 4:17).  However, the 
analogy of the Church as the "body of Christ" was used more than any other.  Each of these images 
reveals that the early Christian church shared not only a common belief in and devotion to Jesus, but also 
a commitment to carrying out his mission of spreading the good news of the gospel throughout the known 
world.

  Jesus himself first applied this word to his followers in Matthew 16:18 as he spoke with Peter at 2

Caesarea Philippi.  The biblical book of Acts, in fact, is a short history of the early church's efforts to 
shared God's love through Jesus as recorded by Luke, the writer of the third Gospel.

  Verses 1-2 and Chorus of "We Are the Church" (Lyrics by Richard K. Avery and Donad S. Marsh, 3

1972), in the United Methodist Hymnal #558.

  The famous 17th-century English author John Donne once wrote that "No man is an island, entire of 4

itself; every man is a piece of the continent."  In this, he was emphasizing our human need for each other, 
and that we were all created to be in community/a family (i..e, created to BELONG to something greater 
than ourselves).


