“Life’'s Basic Law”

a sermon by
Dr. William P. Wood

First Presbyterian Church
Charlotte, North Carolina

October 23, 2005

Text: “As it is, there are many members, yet one bgdgorinthians 12:20).

“Let me tell you how we are going to die.” So writeavi2l Brooks in The New York
Times. “Twenty percent of us, according to a Rand Cattpor study, are going to get cancer or
another rapidly debilitating condition and we’ll be deathin a year of getting the disease.
Another twenty percent of us are going to suffer fromeaardiac or respiratory failure. We’'ll
suffer years of worsening symptoms, a few life-threatgpepisodes, and then eventually die.

But forty percent of us will suffer from some formagmentia (most frequently
Alzheimer’s disease or a disabling stroke). Our graduaglemting path toward death will take
eight or ten or even twenty years, during which we eglise to become the person we were. We
will linger on, in some new state, depending on the caathers.”

Over the past few years, Brooks points out, the ¢eass Council on Bioethics, chaired
by Leon Kass, has tried to grapple with what this meansubsociety. Some of the issues are
practical; namely, how do we take care of this aging @tjom? But the biggest issues the Kass
report deals with are moral and cultural. We live innalividualistic society. We think of
ourselves as autonomous creatures, making up our own mddeeking our own self-
fulfillment. But as the Kass report notes, “The defincharacteristic of our time seems to be
that we are both younger longer and older longer.”




The report shows how far social thinking has moved ip#se thirty years. A generation
ago, all the emphasis was on rebelling against confoanitiberating the individual. Now the
individual is less likely to be regarded as the fundamemtialof society. Instead, it is the family.

In a mobile, high tech age, the Kass report is a da@arof dependence.

In a remarkable way and in a very different conteat ts precisely the point that the
Apostle Paul makes to the church at Corinth. The prolah Corinth, as Richard Hayes points
out in his Commentary on | Corinthians, is the diviae®s that has taken over an entire
congregation. Some of the Corinthians have placedlimate emphasis on showy displays of
spirituality, especially the gift of speaking in tongueaul deals with this problem by speaking
of the necessity of diversity and the interdependentieeainembers of the body.

The metaphor that Paul uses to describe the churchimale of the human body. Just
as the body has many parts (eyes, ears, legs, aradk,dte.), so the church has many parts. In
every church there are people with differing gifts. Semg in the choir, some teach in the
church school, some engage in pastoral care or irstmnés of outreach. Some serve as Elders or
Deacons. No gift, argues the Apostle Paul, is greaderttie other. The diversity of gifts is the
gift of God to the church (verses 14-20). The interdeperdehall these gifts is what holds the
church together as one body (verses 21-26). BecauseimiCihiere were those of higher social
status and wealth who lorded this over others, Paul ergeaithe more privileged members of
the community to respect and value the contributioneadd members who appear to be their
inferiors, both in social status and spiritual potencycétecludes this section with a sobering
and very true statement about of “Life’s Basic Laflf’'one member suffers, all suffer together
with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice togetwith it.” This morning we are considering
the fundamental nature of human community.

One of the most fundamental aspects of the natureromunity is the intricate and
intimate way that we are connected to one another sermon preached to a group of students
several years ago at Duke University, Tom Long made 4 g@hbears consideration. He told
these university students that the most difficult paetrgf examination was not in the student’s
part but in the teacher’s part. The burden on the te#lfimming the question in just the right
way so that he or she can elicit the right respolnseg told of a geology professor in a
university who was writing a question for his final exanb@sic geology. The students had been
studying certain minerals and geologic rock formations. question on the exam was as
follows: “Name three things that occur on the earfich do not occur on the moon.” One of
the students, recognizing the faulty nature of the questitswered as follows: “Roller skates,
Bruce Springteen, and the Republican Party.”

The problem, you see, is that you cannot get the righteanunless you ask the right
guestion. That is what is so compelling about the argtsnbat Paul makes both in | Corithians
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and in Romans and Galatians as well. The law of neining} to the lowliest and the least is
there, because in a body where we are all membersf@mther, we must despise none and
humbly serve the lowest. The law of finding life byifgsit is there because in a body where it
can never be well with any unless it is well with ale must care about the whole.

Now there are some who think this is idealistic, big not, as the David Brooks article
points out. We are dependent on one another. In faotder to understand Paul's analogy here
one has to frame it in the context not only of | Crigins 12, but also in fact through the whole
section of | Corinthians 12-14. Most of us are familiahwiCorinthians 13. It is Paul's great
chapter on love. But the thirteenth chapter of | Coramnkiis only the logical continuation of the
twelfth, and the heart of the twelfth is this: we ane body--Note--not ought to be one body,
not should be one body--but we are one body. And Rgslthis because that is the basic fact of
life; love is life’s basic law.

That is why the reaction to the aftermath of Hume&atrina has been as strong as it
has. It isn’'t as if Hurricane Katrina was the onlyrstdhat hit the Gulf Coast. There have been
other powerful storms. There was Carla in 1961, Canmil@969, and Andrew in 1992. But,
Katrina was a massive blow not only to the Gulf Coegton, but to America’s pride as well.
David Brooks wrote that it was one of a long seriesiohgdevastating blows: “Over the past
few years, we have seen intelligence failures irirtability to prevent September 1 &and find
Weapons of Mass Destruction in Irag. We have seen indemtpgostwar planning. We have
seen the collapse of Enron and corruption scandai§ahStreet. We have seen scandals at
some of our leading magazines and newspapers, steroidsahdl, and the horror of Abu
Ghraib.” We are a nation whose self-confidence has Bbattered, and the only hope for us is to
rid ourselves of the delusion of our innocence and indepen@edcealize that we are all
interdependent on each other.

There is also a social dimension to the declaratidruman dependence to which Paul
speaks in | Corinthians. We may think we can isolate tursdérom all the poverty, crime, and
lowliness of life, but it is never far from us. Charickens, the great novelist, understood this.
When asked one day why a rich person should care abothaf@ens in the slums, he
answered by saying “There is not an atom of slime, not & auth of any pestilential gas in
which these people live, not one obscenity or degradabioatahem, not an ignorance, not a
wickedness, not a brutality, that shall not work itsilbetion through every order of society, up
to the proudest of the proud, and to the highest of the high.”

You see, Paul was right. We are all in this togethdroare of the most important
guestions each of us should ask ourselves is the questiany‘life making a difference?” The
guestion is not how much money did you make last yeadibdutour life really make a
difference

When | was in Princeton several years ago, | wetht saveral members of the group |
was with to listen to Tony Campolo speak to a group of Uniyestiidents. Tony Campolo is an
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evangelical activist who has served as professor abBgy at Eastern College in Pennsylvania.
He is one of the most outspoken and popular speakerg@aipus circuit. In speaking to this
group of University students he talked about the importahoeaking a difference. He spoke of
one of his students, an African American student by theera Bryan Stevenson, who had
graduated from Eastern College at the top of his classvan had then gone to Harvard Law
School. He was clerking for a federal judge, when onéhdajecided to do something different
with his life. He moved to Montgomery, Alabama. Evergrning this young attorney gets up
and goes down to the jailhouse and defends poor peoplejalpnose on death row. When
Tony Campolo asked him about capital punishment, he saithiicountry they don't put
criminals to death, they put poor people to death. Becaase d@he two kinds of law: one for the
rich and powerful--they get the lawyers that get théimltere’s another kind of law for the
poor and the oppressed, and the poor go down the tubes, Toaysed¢he poor have no one to
speak for them.” And then he smiled and said, “Except intiytomery, Alabama, because in
Montgomery, Alabama | speak for the poor. | speak foptiw, Tony.”

V.

Then, finally, these words in Paul’s letter to therch at Corinth remind us of the
importance of pastoral care in the life of the chuttbBavid Brooks is correct, and we are going
to be living increasingly in a world where interdependenaecigasingly important, then the
church has something to say here that is critically mamb. One of the images that the
Reformer John Calvin used to describe the church wasidngei of “the mother of the faithful.”
Calvin viewed himself primarily as a pastor. He was altggan in order to be a pastor and not
a pastor in order to be a theologian. In speaking othhech as “the mother of the faithful,” he
said, “I shall start, then with the church, into whbesom God is pleased to gather his sons, not
only that they may be nourished by her help and minggngng as they are infants and children,
but also that they may be guided by her motherly caikthey mature and at last reach the goal
of faith.”

Thomas Friedman is right. The world is flat. Businhot flat only in terms of a global
economy. It is flat in the sense that we are #lteel to one another. And when we discover that,
we will finally discover the only real way to real jayd real peace.

Amen!
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