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E Pluribus Unum – which in Latin, stands for “Out of Many, One”.  It’s a motto that this country has adopted since 1786.  We may not use or hear that term very often, but certainly it’s ubiquitous – it’s on every coin and every bill that we carry in our pocket.  This motto reminds us that we, as a nation, must stand together as ONE, in spite of our individual differences whether in political viewpoints, special interests or opinions.  We are One of Many and out of Many, One.  E Pluribus Unum!
As we read in our passage earlier, unity was one of the major themes throughout Paul’s letters to the early Christian communities.  Ironically here we are, 2,000 years later, we are still talking about the concept of unity within a larger community.  Haven’t we learned anything since all this time?  Can we must live together, work alongside, and cope collaboratively with one another?   
Many argue that the church should play an important role in uniting people and the community together.  It is NOT doing enough in fulfilling our calling as a body of Christ that consists of many parts and individual components.  Well, yes and no.  Historically on one hand, the church has played an important role in terms of influencing the whole western civilization, while on the other hand, the church also has played a significant role in dividing and polarizing communities, waging war among the nations and among the various ethnic groups.  Even within the church itself, it has its own share of struggles as well in keeping harmony and upholding the unity of the body of Christ.  Many churches and denominations have also split due to various differences in opinions, interpretations, and levels of tolerance  towards others.  
Last week, we read about how we are ALL gifted by the Holy Spirit.  We must share our individual gifts of the Spirit, in order to serve the church and serve others for the common good.  Our text today challenges us to take on yet another level.  Not only do we just exercise our God given gifts, that’s not enough…..but we must use our Spiritual gifts wisely and constructively, for the upbuilding of the church – in order to maintain the unity and the peace of the body.  
It serves the body no good, if an individual member thinks he or she can operating solely on his or her own will, wisedom, and strength.  This also goes against the fundamentals of Presbyterian polity of shared power with Christ being the ultimate head of the church, and not whoever can speaks the loudest or has been here the longest. 
In Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, he not only stressed the importance of unity within the body of Christ – but also the church is not just an organization, but rather an organism.  What happens to one part of the body, affects the other as well.  Just like our human body, let’s say if you have a flu, you feel the aching pain all over your body.  Or if you drop a hammer on your foot, the nerve cells on your toes would send a signal to your brain, and your brain will cause you to scream out loud or try to pull your foot away from it.  I believe it affects the whole body’s well-being even if only a small part is being hurt.  

Paul used the analogy of the human body to describe how the church ought to function and that we are all inter-connected to as well as inter-dependent of one another.  There are 206 bones, 639 muscles and 6 lbs of skins along with ligaments, cartilage, veins, arteries, blood, fat on a human body, if any part of this is experiencing problem, the whole system can be affected….because are inter-connected and affecting the others.  The same goes with the body of Christ – the Church.  If one member suffers, we all suffer together.  And if one member is honored (or rejoiced), we all honor and rejoice together.
   


Our Reformed theology leads us to the understanding that we are all One-in-Christ.  We are all bound together through the grace of God, by our baptism of the same Spirit, and our confession of faith in Jesus Christ.  Not only do we belong to one another but we also find our belonging in one another.  Christ is our common denominator who ties us all together while breaking down any barriers (whether it is physically or metaphorically) and separations that we have put up among ourselves.

One of our human needs is the need to belong, but we must note the distinction between belong and belonging.  There is a difference!  To belong means that you are part of a larger entity, an organization, a club or some community establishment.  To discover one’s belonging, however, is deeper than that.  It means that we take ownership of the life and activities of the body, not just being a part of but be an active leading participant of what is going on.  To belong only means “membership”, but to discover one’s belonging means taking “ownership”.  It means that one is fully engaged in the activities of the group, not just by name.  It means one does not walk away when things are not happening or struggling or when someone has a contrasting different opinion than you are.  For the sake of the unity of the body, one stays and strives to work out one’s differences with the others.  That’s what true unity of the body is about.  Unity does not mean that we must all agree with one another on every single issue.  Unity means that we can still function, respect and honor one another…for the sake of the body, even if we agree to disagree with one another and step on each other’s toes.   


Through our community, we recognize what we have in common as one body, in spite of our differences as many parts.  The church, which is the manifestation of the body of Christ, invites everyone to contribute, to share, and to help in order to grow together.  “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you,’ nor the head to the feet ‘I have no need of you.’  If one member suffers, we all suffer together with it; if one member is honored we all rejoice together with it.”  As one theologian wrote, “God has made each one indispensable to the whole – hands, feet, ears, eyes – and given each an essential role: apostle, teachers, leaders, healers, and so on.


Last Sunday, I was greatly encouraged and remained hopeful for this congregation as some of you decided to step up to the challenge, affirmed your commitment to God’s calling in your life, serving as elders and deacons of the church.  This commitment is not to be taken lightly.  In fact, it affirms God’s calling in our lives, recognizing that we cannot do it all by ourselves without depending upon the grace of God.  

For God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as God chooses.
  This is the fruit of the body functioning at its best through the power of the Holy Spirit.  You and I are called and commissioned to be a part of the same body as well.

Friends, through our baptism, we have discovered our own sense of belonging, as well as we who are, in this community, under the sovereignty of God.  We, the body of Christ, must strive to accept one another’s differences and to carry on God’s ministry of reconciliation and grace here on earth.

As modern day theologian Karl Barth once defined the church’s bodily character as the product not of its sociological structures or institutional arrangements but of its relation to Jesus Christ.
  We are being called together in relationship with Christ.  In Christ, the church is already a unified body, even if that unity at times may seem to be fizzled or even non-existent at times.  There is grace to be found.  There is love to be embraced.  There is hope that we must strive for.  Time after time, God has promised us that we will not abandon. 

Later on this year in June our denomination, the Presbyterian Church (USA) will formally adopt the Belhar Confession into our Constitution – the Book of Order.  Came out of South Africa soon after the country emerged out of the apartheid era in the mid 1980’s, the church was compelled to reclaim our true identity as we are being called as the body of Christ, even though the church itself was still wounded by the many divisions and ideological differences.  This confession offers a snapshot of what Christian unity is and what it is not.


One part of the statement confesses that “the unity of the people of God must be manifested and be active in a variety of ways: in that we love one another; that we experience, practice and pursue community with one another; that we are obligated to give ourselves willingly and joyfully to be of benefit and blessing to one another; that we share one faith, have one calling, are of one soul and one mind; have one God and Father, are filled with one Spirit, are baptized with one baptism, eat of one bread and drink of one cup, confess one name, are obedient to one Lord, work for one cause, and share one hope.”

The unity of the body is experienced whenever we come together as a whole, in fulfilling our common calling as God’s hands and feet to this world.  As part of the body of Christ, we shall live as a tangible presence and expression of God’s love in this world.  This is all part of the work of the Spirit as we endure and cherish our life together. Whenever and wherever 2 or 3 are gathered in God’s name, we bear the testimony of our Trinitarian God – who is Three-in-One. 


E Pluribus Unum - Out of Many, One!  “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are One body, so it is with Christ.”
  

In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Three in One, Amen.
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