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 About 40 years ago a novel appeared that could have been written by the Apostle Paul.  It 
wasn’t.  It was written by Richard Adams, and it was called Watership Down.  Watership Down  
a novel about a bunch of rabbits, who search for a new warren to call home.  The rabbits run 
away from their first home because they correctly sense that it is going to be destroyed by 
humans.  A second warren the rabbits find is not appealing because it is run by a snarling general 
who keeps everyone in a state of fear.  In a third community they visit, the local rabbits are being 
seduced by the farmer, who feeds them but also snares and kills them one by one.  Eventually the 
rabbits create a new home for themselves on the ridge called Watership Down. 

 Through their many adventures, the rabbits make two important discoveries.  One is that 
they need each other.  A second is that they are strengthened, even saved, by their diversity.  One 
rabbit is strong, another fast, another quick-thinking.  Perhaps the key rabbit is the smallest and 
clumsiest, who has a sixth sense that anticipates danger.  And outsiders play a critical role in the 
rabbits’ survival, too.  There’s a bird who sees things the rabbits can’t see. There’s a young girl 
at a farm who saves a rabbit from her cat.  It’s because of all these diverse insights and gifts, 
from within their group and from strangers, even enemies, that the rabbits can find the wisdom, 
courage, and strength to reach the safety of Watership Down. 

 Humans sometimes can be as wise as these rabbits.  A sports team thrives when members 
realize that everyone---not just the stars, but even the bench-- has something vital to contribute.  
A choir sings most richly when all the parts are there.  Imagine what would happen if the 
soprano tells the alto half way through Handel’s Messiah, “I have no need of you.”  The key to 
success is to value everyone, and to respect and utilize the diversity that everyone brings. 

 And this was not happening among the house churches in Corinth.  Their rich diversity  
was turning out to be not a blessing but a bane.  Spiritual gifts, like tongues and healing, were 
flourishing, but those with flamboyant gifts were flaunting their own and putting down others.  
Elite civic officials were worshipping alongside blue collar workers and slaves, but at the Lord’s 
Supper table, the rich were jumping into the food line ahead of the poorer members, leaving 
them with nothing. And liberal and conservative believers were wrangling over whether a 
Christian could eat meat that had first been offered to idols, accusing each other of not believing 
the Bible. 

 And at the root of these divisions lay a failure to value sisters and brothers who were 
different, to listen to them and to learn from them.   If you and I could have been a fly on the 
wall in that church, we might have heard such mutterings as, “Why are those people in this 
church anyway?  They’re so different.  Do we really have need of them?”  

 Our 16th century Anabaptist forebears believed that, in the church, we do have need of 
each other.  For them, church was not something that we attend.  Church was something that we 
are—a koinonia, a community, a body made up of different parts, who study scripture together, 
and care for each other, and suffer together because of our common commitment to Jesus.  And 



quite often—even when they’ve not always agreed on everything--the Anabaptists and their 
Mennonite heirs have succeeded in being just such a body.  

 Other times, we’ve caught the Corinthian virus.  There are lots of church splits in our 
Mennonite closet.  Today we fight over whether to worship with hymns or choruses, we divide 
over whether we can fully include gay and lesbian persons and still be biblical, we wonder 
whether people whose ancestors don’t come from our ethnic background can really be woven 
into our fabric, we question whether people who are not in our income and education bracket can 
really feel welcome in our church.  “Do we really have need of them?” is the sometimes not-so-
subtle question.  “Do they really have need of me?” is the sometimes keenly-felt feeling.   

        “Listen up, Corinthians,” Paul says.  “The eye cannot say to the ear, ‘I have no need of 
you.’  The head cannot say to the feet,’ I have no need of you.’”  Why not?  “Because you’re not 
just a bunch of unattached consumers shopping for a religious experience, you are a body.  
That’s what Christ has made you into.   And,” Paul says, “it really is a good thing that you’re not 
all the same.  After all, if the whole body were the eye, where would the hearing be?”  (Guess 
what:  there wouldn’t be any.)  “And what’s more,” Paul says, “those persons among you who 
are weaker, quieter, less socially distinguished are so very important for your health.   It’s like 
with our human body,” Paul says.   ‘The members that seem to be weaker are indispensible, and 
those members that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor.’ You must pay special 
attention to these ‘lesser’ members among you,” says Paul, “because they are really special gifts 
to you.”  

 At a Mennonite church in a major Canadian city, there is a member who many might 
consider to be “weaker” and “less honorable.”  He’s a single man, in his 60s, who lives on social 
assistance in a low-income apartment downtown.  He works hard to control his schizophrenia.  
This man will bring things to the attention of that affluent, professional congregation that many 
of the other members just can’t or won’t see.  On two Sundays this past Advent he stood up and 
asked for prayer for the homeless on the streets of that city.  No one else was praying for an issue 
like that. That church really has need of that man, for its health and faithfulness. 

 My mother also might have felt herself to be one of those weaker, less honorable body 
parts.  She was by nature shy, often felt inferior to other people.  When my father died, she felt 
dropped by her married church friends.  She’d still attend the church, off and on, but would 
complain about it.  She’d sit near the back in a pew she dubbed “the sinners’ bench.”  As a 
widow, she just didn’t feel at home anymore in that church.  It’s too bad, because she could be 
very empathetic to people in need.  Out of her own experience of pain, she might have had quite 
a bit to offer to that congregation, had she felt that she had more need of them, or that they had 
need of her. 

 And then there is our neighbor in Hamilton whom we’ll call Mike.  Mike is not part of 
the body of Christ, because he is not a churchgoer.  Not long after we moved to our house in 
2000, Mike introduced me to another neighbor.  He said something like, “This is Phil, but he’s 
out of my league, he’s a pastor.”  Once Mike was outside fixing the wall of his garage.  He was 
having trouble, and he started cursing.  And then he suddenly remembered that some pastors 
lived next door, and he hurried over to apologize to Julie for his language.  Mike is a community 
builder.  He’s knows everyone on our block. In the summer he is always outside and greets 
everyone who comes and goes.  In the winter he snowblows our sidewalk.  Now that he’s retired, 



he donates time to renovating houses for Habitat for Humanity.  If there’s a need, Mike will be 
there.  What a gift Mike would be, to the body of Christ, if he could feel the need of it, or feel 
that the body had need of him.  Mike would probably say, “Oh, you wouldn’t want me in your 
body.  I’d be a wart on your chin.  I’d be a hair on your nose.” Actually I think Mike would be a 
great right hand.  And even if he were “only” a hair on the nose, that would be just fine too, 
because we know that those lowly hairs keep out pollen, and lower the risk of asthma, and that 
we have need of them. 

 I’ve only begun to learn to know this body called The First Mennonite Church.  But 
already I give thanks for the hands and legs and eyes and ears and hearts that work quite well 
together to make this place a body.   

 I’m thankful for you who farm.  You help us appreciate the beauty, bounty, also 
vulnernability, of nature.  We have need of you.  I’m thankful for you who work in organizations 
and businesses.  You teach us about how the world works, and about human needs.  We have 
need of you.  I’m thankful for you who are older—you have much experience and wisdom to 
share with us, including how your season of life might be a Sabbath time for God.  We have need 
of you.   I’m thankful for you younger adults, who can teach us new ways to be church in a 
Facebook world.  We have need of you.  I’m thankful for you children, for we remember that 
Jesus said that we must become like children to enter God’s Kingdom.  We surely have need of 
you.  I’m thankful for you from our Anabaptist/Mennonite tradition, from both the Swiss and the 
Russian streams, with your unique histories, and different ways of being church.  We have need 
of both of you.  And I’m also thankful for those of you not from Mennonite background, for you 
teach us how God works in other stories and traditions, and you can help us children of Menno 
see our blind spots.  We have need of you.  And, I’m thankful for those of you who have suffered 
things (which is probably most of you).  I’m not thankful for the events that caused you to suffer, 
but I’m thankful that you who have suffered are here, in this body.  You have great resources to 
offer for healing to others who suffer.  We have need of you.   

 Being a body, rather than jumble of parts, is not easy.  It’s a work in progress.  
Sometimes greater uniformity— being more alike--can feel more comfortable.  Sometimes when 
diversity seems too difficult, it can just be easier to say, “I have no need of you.”  To which Paul 
would say, “Telling another Christian  ‘I have no need of you’ is really telling Jesus, ‘I have no 
need of you.’  

 You might have heard the story about a monastery where the monks were constantly at 
each other’s throats, bickering and cursing at one another. One night a mysterious visitor 
knocked at the monastery door and made a brief but solemn announcement: “One of you is Jesus 
Christ.” The atmosphere in the monastery changed over night.  Suddenly each monk started 
treating every other monk with respect and wonder, not sure which one was Jesus but knowing 
Jesus was among them.  

 The rabbits of Watership Down learned to say to each other, “I have need of you,” and 
their future was secured.  But those rabbits were not the body of Christ.  We are.  And if Jesus is 
really here—living in this place, and living among those Mennonites in those 80 other countries 
besides Canada, and living among the Pentecostals and the Baptists and the Catholics and the 
rest beyond the Mennonite fold—how much more do we all need to tell each other, “Yes, I do 
have need of you.”   


