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Second Sunday After Epiphany • January 20, 2018 
Isaiah 62:1-5  •  Psalm 36:5-10  •  1 Corinthians 12:1-11  •  John 2:1-11 

 
Funny things happen when you bring civic holidays into church. Sometimes, they raise 

interesting questions. For example, some churches mark the Fourth of July with patriotic songs like 
“God Bless Our Native Land,” (ELW #891) which includes the line, “God save the state.” How 
can we honor our desire for sound government, we might ask, without making it sound like the U.S. 
has a unique relationship with God? Sometimes they are awkward in kind of a fun way. 
Thanksgiving services usually fall into that category. They often lack any real direction, but people 
are in a good mood and who is going to argue against being thankful? And in some cases the result 
is awkward in a this-is-so-uncomfortable-just-get-me-out-of-here kind of way. None more so than 
Mother’s Day, a day when many churches give flowers to the moms in the congregation. If you 
don’t have kids or you can’t have kids or you just don’t want kids, they seem to suggest, maybe you 
should try the Thanksgiving service.       
 Martin Luther King, Jr. Day is an unusual case. In some ways, it slides smoothly into our 
liturgical life. King is included as a renewer of society and martyr in our liturgical calendar, so we 
have some language to use to talk about him and even some designated prayers. And because the 
civil rights movement he led grew out of churches, bringing parts of the holiday into church feels 
natural. 

And yet, our liturgical commemorations of King depart from the way he is celebrated in our 
culture in some important ways. The mythology that has grown up around King can make us think 
that progress is inevitable and irreversible. It can make us think that racism has more to do with 
prejudiced thoughts you have in your head than with systems you never notice. And, most 
important for us today, it can make us focus so much on the man that we underestimate the many 
people who made up the movement.  
 That kind of mythologizing isn’t just historically inaccurate. It also changes how we think 
about our own context and how we engage in the public sphere. If progress is inevitable and 
irreversible, you might think, then why bother trying to hurry it up? If racism is all about prejudice, 
you might think, then you can’t be racist if there are no minorities in your neighborhood to be racist 
to. And if the man matters more than the movement, you might think, why not just wait for a more 
charismatic figure to lead you?  

That last one is what we want to focus on today. Because that tension between the individual 
and the movement isn’t a new one. It’s a tension in how our nation becomes, as King once put it, 
truer to what we said on paper, and it was a tension in the church in Corinth, too.1 

The church in Corinth was a constant source of struggle for St. Paul. The first Sunday of 
Advent, you might remember, we heard about the church in Thessalonica. Paul loved the church in 
Thessalonica. It was small, but it was committed and faithful. The church in Corinth was the exact 
opposite of that. It was big, but it was full of all these different groups that couldn’t get along. 
Sometimes those divisions fell along class lines. One of the issues Paul had to deal with were these 
lavish receptions they would have after church where none of the lower classes were invited. But the 
division he addresses in today’s reading is different. It’s not about money. It’s about spiritual gifts. 
And more specifically, it’s about speaking in tongues. 

                                                           
1 “‘I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,’ Address Delivered at Bishop Charles Mason Temple | The Martin Luther 

King, Jr., Research and Education Institute,” accessed January 17, 2019, https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-
papers/documents/ive-been-mountaintop-address-delivered-bishop-charles-mason-temple. 
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The Corinthians believed that when you received the gift of the Holy Spirit, you could speak 
unknown human languages. When you spoke in tongues, it got the attention of everyone around you 
and, more than that, showed everyone that you had received the Holy Spirit. So the church in 
Corinth became obsessed with speaking in tongues. It was all people wanted to do. To be someone 
who was able to speak in tongues meant that you were someone who had received the Holy Spirit 
and were closer to God than everyone else. So you can imagine what happens next.  

The church becomes stratified. There is a group of people up here who think they have 
received the Holy Spirit more than anyone else. And so they look down their noses on everyone 
else. They are the “real” Christians, and everyone else is playing JV ball. 

And you have something else, too. You also have a group of people down here who think 
they haven’t received the gift of the Holy Spirit and who think that they have nothing to contribute 
to the life of the congregation. Who think, Well, the only gift that matters is the one that everyone pays 
attention to.  

Look at how Paul addresses this divide in today’s reading. He tells the people speaking in 
tongues that these are spiritual gifts. And because they are gifts, they have nothing to do with your 
abilities. So if you are going around bragging about your spiritual gifts, Paul says, you are missing the 
whole point. Because it has nothing to do with you. And that’s what Paul doesn’t want them to be 
misinformed about. The problem is that they think of speaking in tongues as a skill instead of as a 
gift. A skill is something you acquire for yourself. A gift is something you received from someone 
else. You can’t have a gift without relationship. In fact, Paul seems to be saying, the relationship is 
the really important part. If all you want from a gift is the thing and not the relationship with the 
person who gave it to you, you really haven’t gotten anything at all. 

And Paul says something else to the people who don’t think they have any spiritual gifts 
because they’re not flashy enough. Paul says that all the gifts come from the same Spirit. So what 
makes your gift valuable isn’t how many other people notice it. What makes your gift valuable isn’t 
even how useful other people find it. What makes your gift valuable is who it comes from. Because 
what matters isn’t the gift so much as the relationship it creates, your seemingly insignificant gift has 
infinite value. Speaking in tongues might get people’s attention. But unless you have someone to 
interpret it, unless you have someone who can take the time to make sense of it, it’s just noise.   

We don’t really practice speaking in tongues, anymore. If we are slain by the Spirit, we might 
clap during the choral anthem. Maybe. But we still suffer from that same Corinthian dynamic. It’s 
present in almost all churches. We value certain gifts over others. We stratify ourselves according to 
some hierarchy of who we think is closer to God and who is farther away based on how interesting 
their spiritual gifts are. 

Thankfully, we don’t have a lot of people here who think their gifts are superior. But we 
have a lot of the other problem. People who think that their gifts really don’t matter. Or that they 
don’t have anything to contribute. The thing people always say when that’s how they feel is, “Well, 
someone else could probably do a better job.” And the funny thing is that when people say that 
they’re usually right. There probably is someone who could do a better job. Ninety-nine percent of 
the stuff we all do every day is stuff that someone else could probably do better. 

But when you read St. Paul’s letters, you see he’s not really interested in doing things better. 
There’s almost nothing in them about the readers mispronouncing words. There’s nothing in them 
about the outreach efforts being too hastily organized. There’s nothing in them about people 
tripping over their words when they talk about their faith. There’s virtually nothing in them about 
what we think of as doing something well. But they’re full of stories about people who have gifts to 
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share and don’t. That’s the travesty, Paul says. Doing something well doesn’t mean doing it 
perfectly. Doing something well means doing it together.  

That’s part of what we forget on MLK Day. The civil rights movement that we 
commemorate on Monday succeeded not because it had a charismatic and extraordinarily gifted 
leader in MLK, but because it was filled with people who trusted that that their gifts and abilities 
were worth something not because they got other people’s attention but because they were God 
given. 

One of those people was Jo Ann Robinson.2 Robinson was a professor of English at the 
historically black Alabama State in Montgomery and was part of the political action committee at 
MLK’s church. On the night Rosa Parks was arrested, Robinson and some her colleagues broke the 
rule against black women driving alone at night, and told their families they had to go back to 
campus to grade papers. Instead, they met in their offices at midnight and drafted a letter proposing 
a bus boycott. The only problem was how to get the letter out to Montgomery’s black community. 
Radio was too public. Newspapers were out of the question.  

And then they remembered that Alabama State had mimeograph machines on campus. 
Mimeograph machines paid for by the state legislature and paper bought by taxpayers. So those 
weren’t a safe option, either. So guess what they did? Jo Ann Robinson and her colleagues stayed up 
all night working the mimeograph machines and printed out fifty two thousand flyers. When King 
and his colleagues met the next day to draft guidelines for the boycott, he had Robinson’s flyer in his 
hand. Imagine if King asked Robinson if she wanted to work on the bus boycott and Robinson said, 
“There’s probably someone else who can do it better.” 

Paul doesn’t want us to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, because he doesn’t want us to 
be afraid of using our gifts. There are many gifts but one God. One God who allots them 
individually just as the Spirit chooses. And in Jesus Christ, the Spirit chooses all of us.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 

                                                           
2 This story is recounted in Walt Harrington, “A Person Who Wanted to Be Free,” Washington Post, October 8, 

1995; and Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters : America in the King Years 1954-63, Reprint edition (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1989). 


