“Diamonds in the Rough”
October 19, 2025 Text: 1 Cor. 12:12-19
Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture
	Our reading today comes from Paul’s first letter to the church he founded in Corinth. This was a church which had become divided into factions, arguing about what the church should be doing, about who had the most important talents and gifts for church leadership, about which leaders should be followed. But it was also a church healthy enough to talk about the important issues, to ask the hard questions, to listen for the hard answers. Here, Paul is helping the church come to grips with the paradox of diversity and unity, of how the church can avoid the Scylla of stultifying sameness, the homogenization of the church to enforce unity, and at the same time avoid the Charybdis of diversity run wild, where everyone is so busy doing their own thing that there is no longer anything holding the church together.
-----------------
	For all the faults scholars like to find with that church in Corinth, it is at least clear that it was an exciting church, a vibrant congregation. There were the old guard, the founders, loyal to Paul; there were the newcomers, claiming allegiance to other apostles; there were men gathered with women, the enslaved together with the free In short, in a socially stratified culture, here was a new, unique community, an intergenerational, one that included folk from all walks of life and genders. 

More than that, there were people with varying gifts and abilities – some with extraordinary faith, some with gifts of wisdom and knowledge, some with the gift of teaching, some with other spiritual gifts. 

So perhaps it was only natural that rival groups developed in the church, each claiming supremacy, each claiming that their gifts and their ideas were the most important.

Not so much has changed over the last 2000 years. A lot of churches find themselves in the same situation. Perhaps we should not find this so strange, for we live in a culture which is continually placing different valuations on people based on what they do, on what they are perceived to contribute. In football, we place a higher value on Patrick Mahomes than Jacoby Brisette because he has a better won-lost record and associated stats; colleges value students seeking admission based on grade point average or athletic ability; companies value salespeople based on their respective abilities to bring in sales. Why should it be any different in church?

Shifting gears. Back when I was still a lawyer, helping lead worship at the Needham Congregational Church. I am standing in the front of the congregation, clipboard in hand, the children of the church school gathered at my feet. I had my Time for Children all planned out – I was going to get across to the children how many people a church needs to make church happen on Sunday morning. I wanted them to gain an appreciation for all the people who work so hard to enable us to worship together on Sundays.

I ask, “What needs to be done to have a worship service here on Sunday morning? Who is needed?” Hands fly up. Everyone has an answer they want to give. We need the pastor; we need someone to provide the donuts for coffee hour (at least that came after the pastor!); we need someone to arrange the flowers; we need ushers; we need musicians, like the church organist and the choirs; we need a sexton to unlock the doors and turn on the heat; we need teachers for Sunday School. 

As each function is identified, I call forward one person who did that task to symbolically represent that task – the pastor, a member of the choir, the sexton, and so on. Soon the chancel is crowded with over a dozen people. I look down at my checklist and see that yes, all the jobs were accounted for, it is time to wrap this up.

The comedian W. C. Fields was famous for saying that he would never work with animals or children. Had I only listened…..

Because here is little Alex, waving his hands insistently. “Yes, Alex,” I say, “have we missed anyone? Have we left out anyone we need so we can have church on Sunday?”

In his thin, reedy voice, but in a voice loud enough to be heard by the entire congregation, Alex earnestly responds, “We need Mr. Diamond.” The congregation erupts in laughter and applause as Sid Diamond rises from his pew and walks down the aisle, taking his rightful place with all those folk needed to make church happen.

Why the laughter, why the applause? Sid Diamond (that is his real name) was in his late 70s, retired, held no position on a church board, had no official duties in the church whatsoever. From most viewpoints, Sid did nothing to make church happen on Sundays. Yet Sid was known to all as the genial fellow who always had a kind word and big smile for everyone in the church, old-timer and first-time visitor, adult and child alike. And Sid always has a piece of candy to go along with the greeting. 

Prompted by little Alex’s comment, the congregation recognized that Sid Diamond epitomized caring, giving, and loving; they recognized that we could not have church without Sid, or without the caring, giving and loving he symbolized. The congregation recognized that I had the wrong idea of who is important in church, and they were delighted to remember what they truly believed about church.

This, I believe, is what Paul was driving at in his letter. It is the thing that allows the paradox of unity and diversity in the church to be resolved, it is what lets us be one church together, even as we have differing gifts and ideas about where we ought to go as a church.

First off, Paul talks about unity in the church, a unity which is foundational, a unity which comes through the very nature of the church, referred to here as the Body of Christ. We all, Paul writes, are part of that one Body through our baptism into it, and we all drink of one Spirit. We start, therefore, from a place of unity.

But for Paul unity does not mean homogenization. Paul celebrates the diversity of the various members of the Body, of the one church. It is good that individuals have different strengths and gifts, whether it be in faith, in wisdom, in service. 

But more than that, this diversity is required for the church to be the church, for the body to function. Just as parts of the human body are organically interconnected, so too are various members of the church. We need all those Marys and Marthas if we are to be the church. 

We need those, like Georgia Lonkart and Peter Smith, with a devotion to maintaining this historic Meetinghouse. We need those, like Robin and Jim Miller and Elaine Brouillard, with a passion for taking on social justice and peace issues. We need those with a head for numbers, like Marianne Williams and Bob Stolte, and we need those who dream beyond the confines of bank balances and income statements, like Sarah Wyatt and Susan Moeller. We need those who literally stick to their knitting, fashioning those prayer shawls, like Robin Fryer and Heiti Manning, and we need those who are actually good at organizational stuff, folk like Steve Abbott and Bobbie Jordan. We need folk with institutional memories of how this church has functioned over the decades, like Roy Thomas and Wendy Northcross, and we need folk with new, out of the box ideas, like Alycia Williams, Liz Knox-Lupfer, and Mary and Jim McCormick.

And we need those kids, even if they tend to come to the Saturday service because it meets their parents’ needs. Kids like Alex back in Needham, whose wisdom often eclipses that of lay leaders and pastors alike. 

Kids like the second grader who was part of the students called forward for the Time for Children on my first Thanksgiving Sunday here. Once again, I had it all planned out, and with the Thanksgiving holiday only days away, I was going to teach them what they might truly be thankful for. So after a softball question to get them warmed up – “There is a holiday later this week – who can name it?” – I asked, “Tell me what you are thankful for.” 

I was confident I would get answers like, “My new video game”, or “Our soccer win yesterday”, or “The American Girl Doll I got for my birthday.” And after they gave me a list of things, I would remind them that we have so much more to be thankful for.

That was when I made my first mistake, calling on that second grader vigorously waving his hand. In a voice loud enough that even folk in the balcony could hear him, he said, “I’m thankful that my brother and I just got adopted from that orphanage in Ecuador.”

Right. At least I recognized that there was nothing left to say, so I just dismissed the students to Sunday School. And I will certainly never forget Daniel and Miguel Miller, and I am sure those who were that day won’t forget them either.

The church needs all the varying gifts and talents that this diverse world can bring to it. We are all, young and old and in-between, long-timers and new-comers, those with rock solid faith and those with a mustard seed of it, precious in the sight of God, diamonds in the rough. All united as we exhibit caring for one another, a love that is no less important than whatever ends we might seek. Amen.
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