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“The Gifts of Others”
Psalm 36:5-12; 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 January 17, 2016

We think of gifts as something we wrap up in a package 
and put under the Christmas tree or place around the 
birthday cake. Paul has a different understanding of gifts. 
He thinks of the gifts that lie within each one of us. In his 
letter to the Corinthians, Paul reminds us that God has 
given each one of us gifts for our life together in the church 
and in the world. We do not all have the same gifts. We are 
not all called to be or do the same thing. All these gifts come 
from the abundance of God. The psalmist declares that we 

“feast on the abundance of your house, 
and you give [us] drink from the river of your delights. 
For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we  

        see light” (Psalm 36:8-9).
The abundance of God overflows into our lives bringing 

us joy, spiritual gifts, light and life. 

It is important to have a sense of our own gifts. Sometimes 
we are totally unaware of our gifts until we find ourselves in 
a situation that demands something unexpected from us. 
Other times a friend may say, “You have a real gift for… 
teaching, listening, organizing, speaking or caring.” At our 
program staff retreat this fall, the Rev. Caroline Dennis 
had us write and share one word to describe something 
we are grateful for in another staff member. These words 
usually described the gifts we see in one another. These slips 
of paper were collected and placed in an envelope for each 
person. When I read mine, there were some familiar things 
and some surprises. I kept mine. (I think I am going to put 
them under my pillow to remind me of these things when 
life gets tough!)  

Our gifts are not our own; they are God’s gifts in us. The 
Greek word for these gifts is charismata, a word that comes 
from the root word, charis, meaning grace. In one sense, 
we are all grace filled, charismatic Christians because we 
have all received gifts from God. If you wonder what gifts 
you have, listen to (and do not brush off) what others are 
saying to you. They may see you more clearly than you see 
yourself! Then look at what brings you joy, what stretches 
you, what drives your passion, and what gives you a sense of 
deep satisfaction.  

Each gift is essential to the healthy functioning of the 
entire body. We need one another. We forget how simple 
things - like rocking a baby, preparing a meal for a sick 
friend, figuring out how to save on our energy costs in the 
church, leading a small group, planting a tree, preparing 
the budget, decorating the church, participating in prison 
ministry, calling visitors, taking communion to homebound 
members are all essential to the whole. The Holy Spirit 
inhabits and sanctifies all these activities.   

Later in this chapter of Corinthians, Paul will say that 
we are given these gifts for the common good. These gifts 
are not given so that we may boast of our talents or use our 
particular gifts to get ahead of others. We are given these 
gifts so that we might build a community of mutual love 
and appreciation in order to accomplish more together 
than alone. The Corinthians struggled with this; they 
misunderstood and misused their gifts. Their gifts became 
a source of competition instead of cooperation, boasting 
instead of humble appreciation and seeking power instead of 
selfless service. God inhabits the most ordinary experiences 
of life when we use our gifts to serve Jesus and others. Simple 
acts like driving a neighbor to an appointment, shopping 
with a guest in the food pantry, teaching a child to read, 
volunteering at a school, and coaching a team become holy 
moments when we use the gifts God has given us. 

In the fellowship of the church, we talk a great deal 
about gifts for teaching, caring, administration, serving, 
and preaching. There are many other kinds of spiritual 
gifts. We do not often talk about the spiritual gifts that 
God has given to artists, musicians and writers. Yet, the 
church has always been a great patron of the arts - from the 
magnificent cathedrals with their vaulted ceilings, mosaics 
frescos, paintings and sculptures to the simple clapboard 
congregational churches with clear windows on the village 
green - architects, engineers, builders and artists have used 
their gifts to create holy spaces where others may come 
worship, meditate, pray and sing. Our own church building 
is the work of those who had the spiritual and artistic vision 
to create a beautiful chapel and sanctuary of stone, wood, 
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windows, font, organ, table and pulpit. 

Without the spiritual gifts of artists we would not 
have the Sistine Chapel with Michelangelo’s Creation of 
Adam or the ancient dome of the Hagia Sofia defining the 
skyline in Istanbul for 1500 years. Composers have given 
us sacred music to lift and transform us from Bach’s St. 
Matthew Passion to African-American spirituals and from 
the chants of Iona and Taize to blues and jazz anthems. 
During Lent, our sanctuary choir and guest orchestra 
will present Mendelssohn’s oratorio, Elijah, to enrich our 
Lenten study of the story of this great prophet.  

It is good to understand, appreciate and use our own 
gifts, but it is even better to recognize, encourage and value 
the gifts of others. We are grateful to have members of 
our Fine Arts Ministry Team serving as our liturgists this 
morning. Over the years, they have been working quietly 
behind the scenes using their gifts to organize art exhibits 
from members and guest artists and area students. These 
exhibits help us to see the beauty of creation, to delve 
into scripture, and to see the world with fresh eyes. They 
have also been building our church’s own art collection to 
awaken us to the power of art to convey spiritual truth.   

Today we are dedicating a new work of textile art titled 
“Let Justice Roll.”  Through this work of art we will be 
reminded of God’s call to justice and righteousness as 
expressed by the prophet Amos, 

“But let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  

    (Amos 5:24)

The brilliant blues and folds of fabric call to the mind a 
flowing river, a never ending stream. The biblical pursuit of 
justice is not a onetime event, but a way of life. The various 
colors remind us of the many ways in which we pursue 
the ministry of justice with the saints down through the 
ages who have lived and died for the sake of others. They 
have given their lives for the well-being of children, for 
the protection of women, for standing up for persecuted 
Jews, Muslims, Christians and people of other faiths, for 
relieving the suffering of the hungry, exploited, rejected 
and homeless. How fitting it is to dedicate this work of 
art on the weekend we remember the life and legacy of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. whose ministry was about 
establishing justice for all people in our land. 

Sacred art stirs the mind and heart to see things from 
God’s point of view. Sacred art inspires us to join the 
faithful of every generation who “do justice, love kindness 
and walk humbly with God” (Micah 6:8).

The Catholic priest and author, Henri Nouwen, taught 
for many years at Harvard Divinity School and then became 
the pastor of the Toronto l’Arche Daybreak Community 
for adults with mental disabilities. It was during this 
time of transition that he returned from an exhausting 
mission for peace and justice in Central America. When 
he was considering his new call, he saw for the first time a 
reproduction of Rembrandt’s painting, The Return of the 
Prodigal. He was barely able to listen to a conversation with 
a friend because he could not take his eyes off of a particular 
detail in the painting. It was the returning prodigal kneeling 
before his father and being held in his father’s embrace. 
Nouwen writes in his book:

“I was dead tired, so much so that I could barely walk. 
I was anxious, lonely, restless, and very needy… I felt like 
a little child who wanted to crawl onto its mother’s lap 
and cry.  As soon as the cheering and cursing crowds 
[in Central America] were gone, I experienced a 
devastating loneliness and could easily have surrendered 
myself to the seductive voices that promised emotional 
and physical rest... My heart leapt when I saw [the 
Prodigal]… the tender embrace of father and son 
expressed everything I desired at that moment… I was 
looking for a home where I could feel safe. The son-
come-home was all I was and all that I wanted to be. 
(The Return of the Prodigal, p. 4-5)

Sacred art awakens us to understand and interpret our 
experiences in the light of God. As the psalmist says, “In 
your light, we see light.” 

Each one of us has been given gifts for ministry. We do not 
all have the same gifts. It is good to recognize and to use our 
gifts to the glory of God. It is even better to appreciate and 
celebrate the gifts of others. Today we give special thanks 
for the gifts of artists who help us see the world through 
God’s eyes. ”


