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1 Corinthians 12:12-20

Celebrating identity
Introduction

Can’t believe it’s a year ago since I stood here for my first service with you. We seem to have covered a lot of ground. Not least of all God giving us a vision and a mission for our life here.
Like all work of this nature it takes time to bed in and become the core values of our life in Christ. 

The theme I want to take this morning is The Big Trail. This is in fact the title of a western for which I have a particular weakness. For the film fan – the director Raoul Walsh cast a studio prop boy in the lead role who later became the epitome of a cowboy - John Wayne.

So let me ask you a question – What were your feelings leaving the school to come here?

I suppose it was a little like this – Clip One (the wagon train leaves). Packing up and starting out on a journey and taking everything with you both physically and spiritually.

I’m sure that you can also remember difficulties, perhaps not as extreme as this but something similar – Clip Two (negotiating the wagons over the cliff). The fact that we are all here some twenty years later bears testimony that as a church we have overcome all difficulties. 

The final clip I would like to show you bears heavily on the future and the importance and influence of the Holy Spirit - Clip Three (John Wayne’s speech to the pioneers). 
So another question in the context of westerns - what do pioneers become? 
The word that springs out for me is – settlers. In many ways that is the natural result, pioneers set out with a goal in mind. Once they reach it they then start to live a more permanent way of life. Unsurprising there are dangers in that – the spirit that took them off into the unknown loses its urgency because of their change of circumstances. 

Paul letter to the Corinthians
I mentioned just before we saw that last clip that the future relies on the importance and influence of the Holy Spirit in our fellowship. So at this point I would like to draw another strand together as we conclude our Celebrating series with Celebrating identity.
Paul addresses this very point when he comes to this particular part in his first letter to the Corinthian Church. You will recall that Corinth stood at a crossroads of trade and influence in the Roman world. And as such the population would have been a very cosmopolitan bunch.  

Paul has reached that point in his letter when he addresses them on what it means to be spiritual. He spreads his discussion over a couple of chapters and we this morning will look at only a snap shot of that discussion. Our reading brings out the point Paul had made earlier – the need for diversity within unity.
The full argument lies in three parts – verse 12-14, 15-20 and 21-26. The first (vv12-14) lays out the basis of the imagery, the second and third work out this imagery through stressing diversity (vv15-20) and then unity (vv21-26) 

Paul does this by using a rich analogy familiar to his audience – people such as Plato and Plutarch had used the image of the body to promote the need for harmony where there was diversity of status. 
The Roman historian Livy records that a particular senator appealed to workers on strike to resume work. The senator appealed on the basis of the inter-dependence of the’ body’ of the city to urge the workers to return their work feeding the ruling class.
Paul however turns this thinking on its head. He appeals for the strong to value the weak. All Christian believers constitute a single body (v12); to think otherwise is to literally tear apart the body of Jesus Christ (v12b).

The key to this thinking lies in verse 13 – ‘For we are all baptised by one Spirit into one body – whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free – and we are all given the one Spirit to drink.’ Our entry into the communal reality of being ‘in Christ’ through the work of the Holy Spirit is what makes Christians, Christian.

All of us stand on the same footing as members of one body. The baptism of the Spirit is not for the exclusive few. Whether we view baptism as the specific rite of water baptism or the broader metaphor for being immersed into Christ’s death – the latter is of course the basis of Christian water baptism. 
Moving through Paul’s argument in verses 15-26, he appeals to those who think themselves somehow second rate. Paul encourages them to recognise that they genuinely belong to Christ having made a personal profession of faith in His name.
In his application to Corinth, Paul challenges us as a church today. Those who appear to flaunt supposedly more spectacular gifts or whose social status appears to confer prestige may turn out to be less indispensable than those who are humble, hard praying or hard working whose value may be over looked by the power seekers.
The German theologian Jurgen Multmann puts it like this - Christian believers who bring with them disabilities, adversity or experiences of suffering may be the most precious and charismatic part of the body, because every church stands in genuine  need of such [people] to live out and to teach the character of the gospel.

Some reflective thoughts

If we are ‘in Christ’, being very part of His body, then to sin against a fellow Christian is not just a social matter. In this sense it is to sin against Christ Himself. Christ Himself assures us that we are under His protection if we call Him Lord.

Do we use the views of Plato and Plutarch to stress that the vulnerable and less in the ‘know’ need the support and service of the strong? Do we stress strongly enough that the ‘weak’ are respected parts of the body?

Do we apply both directions of Paul’s analogy – ‘you may not have spectacular gifts but you are part of the body and you are needed?’ And in the other direction –‘you may have special gifts but don’t think that you are the be-all and end-all of what the body needs.’
Lastly, baptism is a sign of Christian unity. Through the Spirit Christians are initiated into a common allegiance to Christ as Lord. Why does this become divisive at times? How can we avoid it? (Quoted from 1 Corinthians – a shorter exegetical and pastoral commentary by Antony C. Thiselton 2006)
Linking thoughts together

What we have explored up to this point are two strands of the same thread - the core thread of the Holy Spirit. Over many months we have moved from ideas and prayers into having a fresh understanding of God.
We are now at the stage of exploring values, those things that have come out of understanding more of God. The opportunity to explore values helps us from rushing into structures. 

The five marks of mission from which our values have flowed – 

· To proclaim the good news of the Kingdom

· To teach, baptise and nurture new believers

· To respond to human need by loving service

· To seek to transform unjust structures of society

· To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and renew the earth

Lambeth Conference 1988

Some strategic work

Over the past year there have been three strategic exercises which have helped us to look at our values. 

· The PCC Day Away in September last year – from which flowed God’s vision and mission (Jesus at the heart – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support)
· Our congregational meeting on the 25th January – where we looked at what it means for us as individuals to have Jesus at the heart. The abiding picture for me at least was the diagram Tom Cawley’s group were lead to (Three circles representing God, self and others which gradually became as one)
· And the exercise we did in church on the 29th March about Celebrating gifts with Angela) – the results of which are still on the back wall.
Like all such exercises and the information flowing from them they need to be given time to bed in and became the inspiration for our fellowship. It is with that thought in mind we will shortly start looking at exploring how we as a church can serve, share and support. We will do this through a sermon series entitled Pioneer Church, thinking and hopefully being challenged into reviving qualities that have brought us to this point. And towards the end of the year we’ll look at what it means for us to serve, share and support the community of Kempshott.
A holistic view

Just as scripture needs to be viewed as a whole so too does the thinking and practical work we have done so far. When we had our meeting on the 25th January, Will Hopper asked me – well what next?
Our aim this coming year will be to start to measure what we do as a church both as individual members and as a whole against our vision and mission statements. 
There are some clear advantages – 

· Are we developing our Christian life together?

· Are we able to sustain the activities we currently do?

· Are we touching need?

· Are we having an impact?

As you will be aware there are a number of groups that currently seek to do just that and they will continue. But recently we have formed another small group to look at The Cry of Kempshott. And without wishing to pre-empt anything this group does in relation to its remit – when they first met and we explored what we currently do to meet need, they expressed surprise as to the extent that happens now. With finite resources we may want to increase the number of church members in those ministries.
Other ongoing areas of development are in our worship and in our approach to journeying in faith. Worship as you will have experienced is undergoing a transition as we explore how to make our services more accessible to those seeking the benefits of the Christian life and to continue to meet the needs of committed Christians.

In looking at the opportunities we offer to develop a Christian faith we are going to position them to flow in a progressive way - 4U is aimed at those asking spiritual questions but who have made no Christian commitment to Alpha where the emphasis will be giving people the opportunity to make a profession of faith and then finally to discipleship where new faith can be nurtured.

There is a widely held view that the limited time we spend together on a Sunday can’t always supply solid and developing spiritual food. Over the coming months I will seek to look at our house groups, recognising that these provide wonderful opportunities to share and learn together on a far deeper level that is possible in church on a Sunday.

Under pinning all this exciting work is the financial contribution that each of us is encouraged to make in response to the grace of God. We haven’t planned to undertake any activities purely to raise funds. Rather we will do things that fit with our values to serve, share and support.

A wonderful example of this stepping out in faith is the expanded Holiday Club. Alison and I had the belief that God gave us the vision to dramatically increase what we can offer young people this year. He has blessed that work in the form of increased numbers of leaders and resources. 
Another example of stepping out in faith has been in the numbers of children we have sponsored through Compassion and the links we are establishing with Kiugu and its church. We have much to thank God for and it’s right to give Him all the glory. Amen.
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