Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Third Sunday of Epiphany, 26th January 2025


1 Corinthians 12.12-31a; Luke 4.14-21


Our first Bible reading, from St Paul’s First Letter to the Church in Corinth, could be left to speak for itself.  It has so much to say about the nature of the church, which is one body, with many members, with a diversity of gifts and skills.  

15If the foot were to say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body’, that would not make it any less a part of the body.

17If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be?

19If all were a single member, where would the body be?

21The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you.’

18But … God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose.

I would, however, like to focus this morning on one particular aspect of being a member of the body of Christ, namely leadership.  It is interesting to note where Paul places leaders in his list of those who contribute to the flourishing of the whole body:

God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership,

and so on.  I’m not sure to what extent Paul’s list is a hierarchy, with the contributors listed in order of importance.  I think Paul is saying that there is no order of importance.  At the same time, we note that ‘forms of leadership’ comes seventh in the list.  However you look at it, the leader is not the most important member of the church, and I shall come back to that shortly.

In the meantime, note that Paul refers to ‘forms of leadership’ in the plural.  Being a Vicar or Priest in Charge is one, but not the only, form of leadership in the church.  They also lead who take on the role of churchwarden; they also lead who serve on the PCC; they also lead who organise the flower arranging, or the refreshment rota; they also lead who play the organ, or lead the congregation in singing, or the St Cuthbert’s Junior Singers; they also lead who read the Bible, in a way that elicits the understanding of the congregation; they also lead who lead the prayers of intercession, in a way that enables people to join in with, and assent to, what is being said on their behalf.  

And, by the way, the word Vicar derives from the word vicarious.  The Vicar exercises a particular kind of leadership, on behalf of Christ.  And the Priest in Charge is not someone who has permission to boss people about, but someone who has the charge of, or responsibility for, the care and wellbeing of the congregation.

As for the idea that the leader is not the most important member of the church, I think back to my time at theological college.  Those of us who felt called to ordained ministry had the tendency to think that we were God’s gift, if not to the world, then to the Church.  But I remember an apocryphal story about a priest, who was complaining about the vagaries of the lay members of the church, who made his life difficult, and frustrated his plans.  ‘Ah yes,’ said another priest, ‘but you would look pretty silly without them.  Imagine preaching to an empty church, or leading a service without a congregation.’

The fact of the matter is that we are the church.  I sometimes hear people offering to exercise their gifts and skills in order to ‘help the Vicar.’  But it’s the other way round.  Church is prior to ministry, and it’s the role of the priest to help the church to be the church.  You don’t help me; I help you.  Or, to be more true to what St Paul was saying, we help each other.

Take a service of Holy Communion.  I think I have said before that I inwardly wince, when I hear the priest referred to as the celebrant, because it’s the whole congregation that celebrates.  The priest is better referred to as the president, because he or she presides over the celebration of Holy Communion.  

The rubrics of the Book of Common Prayer state that, 

There shall be no celebration of [Holy Communion], except there be a convenient number to communicate with the Priest.  

And … there shall be no Communion, except four (or three at the least) communicate with the Priest.

In other words, a priest cannot celebrate Communion without a congregation.  We all have a part to play.

[bookmark: _GoBack]We live in a world in which the so-called ‘strong leader’ is in the ascendant.  But I continue to model my leadership on what I read in the Bible.  My favourite role model is Joseph of Nazareth, the husband of Mary.  He is mostly in the background of the life of Jesus, and yet he was, in those days, head of the Holy Family, which is a prototype of the Church.  Joseph intervened when necessary, as when he was warned in a dream that the Holy Family were in danger.  (And you might say that Joseph’s dream represents his attunement to the will of God, and to the political threat posed by Herod.)  But, by and large, Joseph is in the background.  He must have done a good job, because Jesus grew up to be a good man.

We all have a part to play in helping the church to be the church.  It may be a prominent role, or it may be less prominent, but no less important.  When we take part in worship, then we help the church to live out its primary calling, that of worshipping God on behalf of the world.  We are all God’s gifts to each other, and to the church.  And we play our part by being part of the whole.  
