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All in One Body 

1 Corinthians 12:12-30 

 It is difficult to think of any metaphor Paul uses to describe the Church, with the possible 

exception of the metaphor of the Church as the bride of Christ, that has captured the imagination of 

Christians over the centuries more completely than the image of the Church as the body of Christ.  St. 

Thomas Aquinas, who has surprisingly little to say about the nature of the Church in the Summa 

Theologiae, nevertheless uses the Pauline metaphor of head and body to argue for papal supremacy in 

the Church militant.  Head and body is a theme that persistently recurs in medieval theology, 

hermeneutics, and political theory.  Indeed, Walter Ullmann, the distinguished medieval historian, once 

remarked that the history of medieval Europe could be understood as an extended gloss on 1 Corinthians 

12.   

 Paul's original use of the image of the Church as a body is, of course, a good deal simpler than 

the corporate theory the western Church erected on the Pauline foundation.  The Church, argues Paul, is 

a body with many members, whose spiritual gifts and structure have been determined by God.  No 

member or gift, however lowly, is dispensable; each member and gift is dependent on the gifts and 

graces of the whole community.  If one member suffers, the whole body suffers; if one member rejoices, 

the whole body rejoices. 

 However, in spite of its popularity in Christian history, the Pauline image of the Church as a 

body has proven somewhat problematic in practice.  Let me mention three recurrent difficulties: 

1. The first difficulty is whether to place the accent in Paul's ecclesiology on the gifts and charisms 

of the individual members of the body or on the unity and harmony of the organizational structure of the 

community as a whole.  Is the Church a loose association of individuals to whom the Holy Spirit has 

given gifts or is it a more tightly ordered corporation with fixed offices and lines of accountability?  The 

same Paul who says "to each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good," (12:7) also 

lists offices in the Church from apostles to interpreters of ecstatic utterances (12:27-30).  Are office 



                           2 

holders (and the early Church seems to have a long, if variable, list of them) merely facilitators who 

enable the community to exercise individual gifts or is the order, structure, and continuity of offices over 

time an essential charism of the Spirit?   

 One of the earliest controversies in the history of the Church centered on exactly this issue.  The 

Montanists looked on the Church as a loosely organized community of free prophecy immediately led 

and inspired by the Holy Spirit.  By emphasizing spiritual gifts rather than structure the Montanists were 

able to make a credible claim that they were nothing more than a revival of the primitive Christianity of 

the apostolic age.  On those grounds, the previously orthodox Church father, Tertullian, converted to 

Montanism. 

 From the perspective of orthodox Christian communities, the difficulty with the prophet 

Montanus and his followers was not that they admired primitive Christianity or reveled in the gifts of the 

Spirit.  After all, the Church as a body is undeniably the recipient of such gifts.  The difficulty with 

Montanism was that the prophet Montanus claimed to be led by the Spirit away from what he regarded 

as the obsolescent revelation in Christ to new and ecstatic revelations inspired by the Spirit.  Because 

Montanus and his followers were mad for novelty, they could not distinguish the Spirit who leads to 

Christ from the spirit that leads past him.  They failed to perceive that the order of the whole community 

with its established traditions and fixed offices is as much a "manifestation of the Spirit for the common 

good" as prophecy or healing. 

2. The second difficulty has to do with the hidden reality of the Church's true nature.  It is not 

terribly obvious that the local congregation is in fact the body of Christ.  Christ is the embodiment of a 

love which, to use the language of Paul himself, is "very patient, very kind....knows no jealousy;...makes 

no parade, gives itself no airs, is never rude, never selfish, never irritated, never resentful;...is never glad 

when others go wrong,...is gladdened by goodness, always slow to expose, always eager to believe the 

best, always hopeful, always patient." (1 Corinthians 13:4-7, Moffatt translation).  The Church as the 

body of Christ certainly intends to embody the love described by Paul, but its attempts are never perfect 

and its life falls woefully short of its rhetoric.   
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 In the Screwtape Letters, written by C.S. Lewis, a senior devil, Screwtape, advises his nephew, a 

junior tempter named Wormwood, how to deal with a young man who has just become a Christian: 

 

 One of our great allies at present is the Church itself.  Do not misunderstand me.  I 

do not mean the Church as we see her spread out through all time and space and rooted in 

eternity, terrible as an army with banners.  That, I confess, is a spectacle which makes our 

boldest tempters uneasy.  But fortunately it is quite invisible to these humans.  All your 

patient sees is the half-finished, sham Gothic erection on the new building estate.  When 

he goes inside, he sees the local grocer with rather an oily expression on his face bustling 

up to offer him one shiny little book containing a liturgy which neither of them 

understands and one shabby little book containing corrupt texts of a number of religious 

lyrics, mostly bad, and in very small print.  When he gets to his pew and looks round him 

he sees just that selection of his neighbors whom he has hitherto avoided.  You want to 

lean pretty heavily on those neighbors.  Make his mind flit to and fro between an 

expression like "the body of Christ" and the actual faces in the next pew.  It matters very 

little, of course, what kind of people that next pew really contains....Provided that any of 

those neighbors sing out of tune, or have boots that squeak, or double chins, or odd 

clothes, the patient will quite easily believe that their religion must therefore be somehow 

ridiculous.  

 A friend of mine in the UCC Board of Homeland Missions was assigned in the late sixties the 

task of advising rural UCC congregations in eastern and central Pennsylvania, including what were 

known as "union congregations".  Union congregations were rural churches in which a small UCC 

congregation shared a common building with an equally small Lutheran congregation.  On Sunday 
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mornings separate services were held at different hours with different pastors for the Lutheran and UCC 

faithful.  But everything pertaining to the maintenance of the common building and its adjacent grounds 

was shared by the two congregations on an equal basis.   

 In one rural community, however, the Lutheran congregation decided to build its own church 

building.  In due course the new building funded by the Lutherans was finished and the UCC and 

Lutheran congregations met one last time to discuss their amicable parting.  My friend attended the final 

congregational meeting as representative of the Board of Homeland Missions and reported to me that he 

listened to a riveting two hour debate between Lutherans and UCC on the vexing question how to pro-

rate the cost of a garden hose purchased in July.  The hose would remain at the old building after 

September.  The problem for the departing Lutherans was that the UCC congregation would be the 

primary beneficiary of the new garden hose.  The problem for the remaining UCC congregation was that 

they were left with the entire burden of the maintenance of an aging plant.   

 Neither side made a gift of the hose to the other.  Both maintained their contractual rights.  And 

so the reality of the Church as the body of Christ was obscured, not by a great sin or a magnificent 

apostasy, but by a niggardly and parsimonious spirit.     

 For this reason Karl Barth observed that the creed proclaims "I believe the holy catholic Church" 

rather than "I see it."  What I see is always less than what the Church is.  In spite of its failings, the 

Church remains the body of Christ "spread out through all time and space. and rooted in eternity, terrible 

as an army with banners."  I dare not abandon this Church because of what I see.  The Church is the body 

of Christ even if the reality of its nature is temporarily obscured by its infuriating obtuseness, its 

unfailingly bad taste, or its passion for the trivial. 

3. The third difficulty is one which Paul explicitly warns against; namely, the sin of pride.  

Corporate thinking is not necessarily democratic thinking.  If anything, the metaphor of the body lends 

itself more naturally to hierarchical thinking.  The head, for example, is more important than the hand, 

sight and hearing than the sense of smell, the heart than the appendix.  In fact, throughout the course of 

its history the Church has used the Pauline image of the body to justify a hierarchical structure in both 

Church and State.  While all Christians are, in a certain sense, equal before God, some Christians are (to 
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use the language of George Orwell) more equal than others.  Indeed, if we did not think some offices in 

the Church were more important than others, we would not seek them.  Conversely, if we did not think 

some offices in the Church were lowlier and less important, we would not resent being asked to fill 

them.  Even in our democratic society the Pauline image of the body conjures up a vision of a hierar-

chically ordered corporation, in which there are roles and tasks that can be ranked in order of dignity and 

importance. 

 It is exactly this vision that Paul is determined to correct.  In an extended passage in which the 

metaphor of the body is made to walk on all fours, Paul attempts to forestall both pride and envy by 

stressing how vital each part of the body is to its proper functioning.  An eye may seem more important 

than a foot until you need to flee a burning building.  A hand may seem more important than an ear until 

you attend a concert.  All arguments about greater and lesser dignity, greater and lesser importance, are 

beside the point.  The eye has a function to fulfill that can be fulfilled by no other organ; but so does the 

foot.  Every part of the body is essential to the whole and makes its own unique and irreplaceable 

contribution. 

 The twin vices of pride and envy, however, are not easy to exorcise.  They engender a spirit that 

remains perpetually dissatisfied with its own successes, even if those successes are sweetened by the 

delicious failure of one's friends.  Even high office with its honors and recognition fails to gratify the 

envious spirit, if a still higher office eludes its grasp.  The proud spirit prays for humility, but is 

infuriated when God grants its request and mercifully humiliates it.  Indeed, it may be the case that high 

offices are the refuge of the spiritually infirm, since the spiritually weak are not mature enough to bear 

with fitting grace a lowly place in the kingdom of heaven.  The Virgin Mary certainly suggests such a 

state of affairs when she sings: "The Lord has filled the hungry with good things and the rich he has sent 

empty away." (Luke 1:53) 

 In this connection it may be important to remember that 1 Corinthians 12 is a transitional passage 

leading to 1 Corinthians 13.  There are, of course, spiritual gifts and they are vital to the life of the 

Church, but the most important gift of all is the gift of love.  Love is "very patient, very kind....knows no 
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jealousy;...makes no parade, gives itself no airs, is never rude, never selfish, never irritated, never 

resentful;...is never glad when others go wrong,...is gladdened by goodness, always slow to expose, 

always eager to believe the best, always hopeful, always patient." (1 Corinthians 13:4-7, Moffatt 

translation).  With these words Paul describes the best gift of all, the universal charism that casts out 

pride and envy, the bond that unites all members in one body.  It is the leveling force that makes all 

exalted tasks common and all common tasks glorious.  It is the liberating power that delivers us from a 

preoccupation with our own resumé and fills us with a cheerful enthusiasm for the triumphs of our 

friends.  It is the gift (and not the labored product of our own moral resolution) that unites us to Christ 

and so indissolubly to each other. 

 


