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January 27, 2019 Epiphany 3/Year C 
Texts – Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21 

 
 You might be wondering why I’m holding this stick this morning.  Don’t worry: it’s not a crozier; 
I’m not pretending to be a bishop.  I’ll leave that for the five nominees who are waiting over the next 
two weeks to discover which of them will be elected our next bishop.  No, this is a simple, yet 
beautiful, walking stick.  George Shaw made it and gave it to me not long after I arrived here three 
years ago.  Most of you know George and Anna, active and generous parishioners here for over 17 
years before they moved to Connecticut a year and a half ago.  Both were avid walkers and hikers.  It 
didn’t matter the weather.   You often could see them walking all over the place: downtown, around 
the Hart property, down trails wherever they could find them.   

George gave me this stick along with the invitation to join him, once spring came, on a hike up 
Mt. Batty.  I regret that we never took that hike together.  But I treasure the gift of the stick 
nonetheless.  It’s been leaning in a corner of my office, a visible reminder of what you and I have been 
doing here these past three years.  

For we have been walking together on a wondrous journey, a season of transition, during which 
we have discovered the depth and beauty of who you are as a community, of who you are as this part 
of the Body of Christ.  And along the way, we have caught glimpses of God walking with us. 

You are a body that carries tremendous gifts.  Paul reminds us “…in the one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free…,” it doesn’t matter who you are, for we are all 
part of the same body, the Body of Christ.  And there are a variety of spiritual gifts in that Body, 
manifested in each one of us.  If we had gathered here last week and heard the earlier part of this 
chapter, we would have encountered Paul’s list of several of those gifts: wisdom, knowledge, 
prophesy, healing, miracles, speaking in tongues.  But we could add many more.  What is the purpose 
of those gifts?  It is to manifest the Spirit for the common good.  To put it a little differently, it is to 
build up the Body, the Church – not for its own sake, but so that others can see and come to the light 
of God in Christ. 
   As I have looked out across this congregation over the past three years, this particular 
expression of the Body of Christ, I have seen a magnificent array of gifts: the gift of hospitality, of 
teaching, service to the poor and needy, care for the sick and lonely, joyful music and worship 
leadership, financial prowess, skills in fixing things, administration, knowledge of the law, artistry, 
gardening…I could go on.  Sometimes we don’t consider these things “spiritual gifts.”  They are just 
what we do.  But they become spiritual gifts when they are brought forward as our offering, when they 
are allowed to manifest the Spirit for the common good.  Then they become part of that brilliant light 
that enables all to see something of God.   

I encourage all of you to look inside yourself.  Name the gifts you have.  Don’t be bashful.  And 
don’t hide your light under a bushel.     

You are a body that has born some wounds and carries some scars.  But guess what?  You are 
not alone in that.  Every congregation of God’s people has been wounded in one way or another.  It’s 
just that some are more willing to see those wounds and scars not as signs of failure, but as marks of 
strength and resilience and hope. 
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You see, God has sanctified your wounds.  God has made your scars holy.  At the core of our 
Christian story is the image of Christ on the cross, the wounded, scarred savior who cries out “Forgive!” 
even as he bears the pain of the people.  You have learned that feeling pain is not an aberration, but a 
normal part of living together, of being the Body of Christ.  You know, as Paul reminds us, that if one 
member of the body suffers, all suffer together with him/her.  You know that to be a follower of Christ 
is to embrace his message of forgiveness, God’s gift of salve to us to help heal and restore us.  You 
know that you have the capacity hold one another’s pain.  And when you do hold one another’s pain, 
you give that gift of healing to one another.   

Finally, you are a body that has glimpsed the power of love.  Paul writes his letters to the 
Corinthians out of a sense of frustration.  In one place he refers to writing to them with tears.  They’re 
an unruly lot, full of pride and self-importance and one-upmanship.  They’ve got their gifts for ministry 
all right.  They got them in spades.  But rather than use them to edify the whole community, to build it 
up for the well-being of the world, they are using them as competitive weapons, wielding them against 
one another.  Divisions are tearing them apart.  Paul affirms their gifts, for sure.  But his affirmation 
carries a significant qualification.  Their gifts are nothing, they are worthless, without love.  What we 
hear today is a prelude to what comes next, what you’ll hear next week: the beautiful and powerful 
hymn to love.   

 
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy 

gong or a clanging cymbal.  And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am 
nothing.  If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but 
do not have love, I gain nothing. 

 
We have come to associate this passage with weddings.  And that’s fine.  But it’s really a call to 

live fully into what Christ envisions for his followers, for all of us.  “Love one another as I have loved 
you.”  Love is the one thing we absolutely cannot do without.  Love, agape, is not a fuzzy, warm 
feeling.  It’s an intentional act of the will to reach out to meet the genuine need of the other without 
thought or calculation of what we might get in return.  Love is the binding agent for Christ’s body.  It’s 
what keeps us whole when we are in danger of fraying.  It’s what enables us to live through suffering 
and loss.  It’s what gives us courage and grace to speak the truth without destroying relationships.  It’s 
what takes away bitterness in our heart.  It’s what infuses our words with tenderness.  It’s what makes 
it impossible for us to say to someone else, “I have no need of you.”  This church, St. Andrew’s in 
Newcastle, Maine, is a school for life-long learning of the art and discipline of God’s love.   And your 
guiding prayer from here on out might be, “May the wider community of Lincoln County and beyond 
know who you are by your love.” 

Today, we have come to a fork in the trail, one that we always knew was up ahead.  I’ll speak 
for myself and say that I’ve been having such an enriching, fulfilling, and joyful time on this journey 
with you that at times I completely forgot that one day we would come to this point where I must veer 
off in a different direction, and you must continue on the main path.   

But you are not alone.  At some point, there will come that joyful day when you will welcome 
another collared person in you midst, someone who will walk with you as you continue along the 
journey of being the Body of Christ.  You will walk together.  And God will walk with you, sometimes 
undetected, but nevertheless always here. 


