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“Spiritual gifts and church unity”

This  past  season  of  Advent,  I  enjoyed  going  online  each  day  to  the  Lutheran  World

Federation  website.  Each  day  during  Advent,  the  LWF  website  featured  a  video  of

musicians  playing  and  singing  Advent  hymns.  These  musicians  were  from  Lutheran

churches around the world. It was interesting to see how diverse these musicians were. For

example, there was a wide variety of how they were dressed; what music they chose to sing

or play; and how they played and sang. Some of the choirs were quite lively, moving their

bodies and expressing joy on their faces as they sang. Then there were other choirs, quite

serious, who did not move their bodies as they sang, and were very much concentrating on

what and how they were singing. I enjoyed watching each of these videos because of their

diversity; yet reminding me that even with all of our differences we are all Lutherans and

members of the Lutheran World Federation. So we have a great deal of diversity within our

unity as Lutherans; and we can celebrate that diversity because it unites us.  Our diversity is

a blessing whenever it builds up and edifies us in our faith for the common good of us all. 

   As  Christians  around  the  world,  there  are,  of  course,  many  other  non-Lutheran

denominations. And that reminds me of the following joke: 

   Every imaginable denomination was in attendance for an unprecedented spiritual event.

During one very  well-attended meeting, a  secretary  suddenly  rushed in  shouting, “The

building is on fire! The building is on fire!” At which point:

   The Methodists gathered in the corner and prayed.

   The Baptists cried, “Where is the water?”

   The Quakers praised God for the blessings that fire brings.

   The Lutherans posted a notice on the door declaring that the fire was evil.
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   The Roman Catholics passed a plate to cover the damages.

   The Jews posted symbols on the doors hoping that the fire would pass.

   The Congregationalists proclaimed, “Every person for him or herself.”

   The Fundamentalists proclaimed, “It’s the vengeance of God.”

   The Anglicans formed a procession and marched out. 

   The Christian Scientists concluded that there was no fire.

   The Presbyterians appointed a chairperson to appoint a committee to look into the matter

and make a written report.

   The secretary grabbed a fire extinguisher and put out the fire.1  

   Even though we may find this humorous, there is a more serious point to it—namely, that

each of the denominations mentioned, although different and unique, were together at this

special event. In other words, there was unity in diversity.  

   On Tuesday of  this week, the Week of  Prayer for Christian Unity begins. The Week of

Prayer for Christian Unity has been sponsored by the World Council of Churches for many

years  now.  Each  year  different  denominations  from  countries  around  the  world  write

material for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. This year the material is written by the

Middle East  Council  of  Churches. The material  can be accessed by going to the WCC

website. Over the decades, I  have been involved in helping to organize and have also

participated in Week of  Prayer for Christian Unity worship services. Those services have

reminded me over and over again that we belong together as Christians. We need one

another.  Each  of  the  denominations  has  both  its  weaknesses  and  strengths.  Each

denomination has its spiritual gifts, and those gifts are meant to be shared with one another

for the common good of  us all. That is precisely what the apostle Paul is  saying in our

passage from 1 Corinthians today. God gives you, me and everyone gifts. They are all

different, yet shared with each other, we discover and are able to celebrate church unity.

1 Edited slightly from: Wm. J. Bausch, A World Of Stories for Preachers and Teachers and all who love stories that 
move and challenge (New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, Eighth Printing, 2007), p. 387. 
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   If gratitude is our first truly adult response to gifts, then their responsible use should be

our  second.  If  we  have  gifts,  we  should  use  them. If  something  really  is  a  “gift”  then

personal conceit or boasting are inappropriate. It  is  quite tempting for those with high

profile  “gifts”--in  art,  music,  maths,  sport,  or  whatever—to  be  conceited.  The  extreme

adulation that surrounds high achievers in the arts or in sport doubtless fosters conceit. All

those curtain calls at the end of an opera, the groupies who pursue pop-stars, or the kissing

and laps of  honour that  have crept into sport. It  is not difficult  to see how the “gifted”

become conceited.

   Yet natural abilities, or God-given abilities, are not in themselves anything to boast about.

Quite the opposite. Once we identify “gifts” as “gifts of God,” our concern should be rather

to use those gifts to God’s glory, not to our own. 

   However, even here there is a danger. Gifts can appear to be too exotic. By focusing on

special “gifts”--in art, music or sport—the rest of us can appear ungifted. “Gifts” appear to be

for the few, not for the many. Even “gifts of the Spirit” have sometimes, and quite falsely,

been seen as the privilege of  the few. So a  few have “gifts”  of  healing or  speaking in

tongues, whereas most of us are ungifted.

   Nothing could be further from Paul’s vision of “gifts of the Spirit.” He repeatedly insisted

that all have gifts. These will undoubtedly differ, some people having one gift and others

having another. Yet in the Christian community—what he termed the Body of Christ—all gifts

of the Spirit should contribute to a single goal: “Now 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. To each is given the

manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” (1 Corinthians 12:4-7) 

   Not in a few, but in each of us. So, Paul’s logic insists, each of us must use our “gifts.” They

are given to us in Christ to be used, not to be wasted.

3



   Together these gifts contribute to a single, living Christian community. Paul seemed ever

conscious that Christians are not just individuals. They are part of a larger fellowship. The

modern saying that “I can be a perfectly good Christian without going to church” would

have been very alien to him. For Paul, being a Christian entailed being an active part of the

Christian community. Christianity was not just about thinking or acting privately. It involved

being a part of a worshipping community. 

   Gifts of all types can be seen as gifts of the Spirit precisely when they are used in Christ.

Whether we use our gifts directly in the service of churches, or whether we use them in the

wider world as an expression of our commitment to Christ, they are truly gifts of the Spirit.

Whatever gifts we each have, and however modest we may feel them to be, they are gifts of

the Spirit.2   

   So what are your gifts of the Spirit? How are you using them for the common good and

unity of this congregation, the larger church, and the world? May we as the Body of Christ

acknowledge  and celebrate  our  spiritual  gifts.  May  your  gifts  be  a  blessing  to  others,

yourself, and give glory to God the Giver of all spiritual gifts.  

2 Robin Gill, Gifts of Love (London: Fount Paperbacks an imprint of HarperCollinsReligious, 1991), pp. 132-134.
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