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MANY WAYS TO SAY ‘I LOVE YOU’ 

1 Corinthians 12:12-31 

Rev. Emily M. Brown 

In most episodes of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, usually toward the end of the show, Mister 

Rogers would make his way over to the kitchen section of his tv house, and pick up a little 

canister of fish food, and he would say, “Now I’m just going to feed the fish,” as he tapped a few 

flakes into the tank. Sometimes the camera would zoom in to show the goldfish nibbling at the 

flakes. When I started to read about his life and work and to learn about how he saw his 

television work as a kind of ministry to children, I learned about what lay behind those scenes. A 

blind girl had written to him, to say that she always worried that he might forget to feed the fish. 

He did feed the fish, every episode, but he didn’t always say it. But when he got that letter, he 

started to make a habit of always saying that he was feeding the fish, because that way, that little 

girl would always know that the fish were being fed.  

When I heard that story, I thought of the passage we heard today from First Corinthians, where 

Paul describes the church as one body with many members – some are the ears, some the eyes, 

some the hands, some the feet, each with their own abilities and skills, each with their own 

needs, but coming together into a whole that does the work of being the church that continues the 

ministry of Jesus Christ in the world. 

When we read the epistles, I like to remind us that we are “reading someone else’s mail” – 

epistles are letters from early Christian leaders to churches (or in some cases individuals).  They 

can be sources of wisdom and advice for our contemporary lives and our contemporary church, 
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but they are much easier to understand and interpret when we remember that they were written 

first to a particular church with particular strengths and weaknesses. This letter was written by 

the Apostle Paul to the church in Corinth.  The Corinthian church was thriving, but it did have its 

struggles, and Paul wrote to them responding a letter he had received from them, offering advice 

to them based on questions they had asked and news he had heard. 

Today’s passage tackles the issue of spiritual gifts.  It seems that Paul has heard that some 

members of the Corinthian church are able to “speak in tongues,” praising God in a kind of 

ecstatic prayer language, unknown to any human ear.  This ability, the letter makes clear, has 

become a point of division: speaking in tongues is seen as a mark of superior faith, and those 

who can do it are seen as somehow better than those who can’t.  Paul speaks, in the passage 

before the one we heard today, of the “varieties of gifts” that the Holy Spirit bestows on 

Christians, listing many different types of skills and abilities that can come from God to be used 

for the good of the church. Then he goes on to today’s passage, describing all baptized people as 

belonging to one body, each individual member fulfilling their particular role while relying on 

other members to fulfill their roles. “If the whole body were an eye,” he asks, “where would the 

hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? Bust as it is, 

God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as God chose.” 

In the face of a community which is divided because some people speak in tongues and others do 

not, Paul affirms that speaking in tongues is one sign of the Spirit and a legitimate part of the 

practice of Christian faith.  But at the same time, he asks the Corinthians to shift their whole way 

of thinking about abilities.  Instead of seeing the ability to speak in tongues as a sign of 

superiority, he urges them to see it is a gift from God.  It’s not a sign of the speaker’s spiritual 

prowess, but a sign of God’s goodness.  Speaking in tongues isn’t a skill, it is a gift bestowed by 
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God.  Furthermore, this gift is given not so that people can show off, but so that they can deepen 

their own faith and build up the faith of the community around them.  Paul also asserts that those 

who can speak in tongues are not the only ones with a gift from God: every person receives gifts 

from the Holy Spirit, and every person is called to use these gifts for the common good. 

This may sound like a simple and straightforward part of Christian doctrine to our ears two 

thousand years later, but it is a radical departure from the way the Corinthians would have 

understood the world.  New Testament scholar N.T. Wright notes that the city of Corinth was a 

destination for rhetoricians, talented public speakers who would come to Corinth to show off 

their stuff.  Their skills and abilities would have been seen as something for them to be proud of, 

markers of their superior intelligence.  The Corinthians think of speaking in tongues in much the 

same way.  But Paul turns popular wisdom on its head, asserting that gifts are not something to 

boast about, but something we have through the grace of God and the action of the Holy Spirit.  

Gifts are not for showing off our superiority, but for the glory of God and the good of the world. 

If we are honest with ourselves, this understanding of gifts is also pretty contrary to the 

worldview that is prevalent in contemporary American society, where the gifts that we tend to 

focus on may not be the “spiritual gifts” that Paul listed, but gifts from God nonetheless.  There 

are certain talents and skills that our society regards as important and valuable, and others that 

don’t get the same recognition.  We prize certain kinds of intellectual skills, the kinds that point 

students toward lives as doctors or lawyers or other prestigious careers. We value athletic 

excellence, and celebrate our sports stars.  We esteem the traits that we associate with strong 

leaders: charisma, persuasive speaking, extroversion.  None of these are bad things – there are 

varieties of gifts, indeed, and these are all very good gifts!  But we forget, time and again, that 

none of these gifts are inherently virtuous, that neither academic achievement nor athletic 
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excellence nor strong leadership skills are the same thing as compassion, integrity, or good 

judgment.   

Meanwhile, people with less admired gifts often go unsung.  But the world is full of gifted 

administrators, and I don’t know where we would be without them.  We are deeply reliant upon 

the work of diligent and responsible construction crews and maintenance workers. We need the 

gifts of childcare providers, and the gifts of those who care for the elderly. We need the gifts of 

crossing guards. Perhaps we could all use a little bit more Mister Rogers in our lives. I think of 

the ways that he admired and esteemed the unsung helpers of the world. I think of the way that 

he faithfully used his own gifts – he was a gifted pianist and composer, with a degree in music, 

and he applied those skills by composing the songs for his show. And I think of the ways that he 

did even the things he was not especially good at, showing children that you don’t have to be 

great at drawing or making things or playing sports, and it’s okay to enjoy doing things you’re 

not the best at, and to try at them and maybe get better. 

And I think of his song, called “Many Ways to Say ‘I Love You,’” where he sang about the 

many ways that his viewers could communicate their love, and the many ways that someone 

might communicate love to them. He would sing: “Cleaning up a room can say I love you. 

Hanging up a coat before you're asked to do it; Drawing special pictures for the holidays and 

making plays… There are many ways to say ‘I love you’; there are many ways to say ‘I care 

about you’. Many ways, many ways, many ways to say ‘I love you’.” I think of him tapping food 

into the fish tank (the fish-feeding way to say I love you), while narrating his actions out loud so 

that one little girl who couldn’t see would know that the fish were ok (which is the reassuring 

way to say I love you). And it seems to me that if we try to look at the world he did – or the way 
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Christ does -- there are opportunities in almost every moment to let our actions communicate 

love. 

Like the Corinthians, we need to hear this message: that there are many ways to show love to 

God and love to neighbor, and many ways that we might experience the love of God, and all of 

them are good, holy, and worthy. Each of us have the ways that come naturally to us, and the 

ways that we can do with some effort, and the ways that are simply not among the gifts God has 

given us, but we can appreciate them in others. Together, our gifts form a greater whole, 

communicating God’s love to the world in ways that we never could alone. 

In church, there’s the teaching Sunday school way to say ‘I love you’. There’s the financial 

record-keeping way to say ‘I care about you’. There’s the coffee-hour-hosting way to say ‘I love 

you’. And beyond the walls of the church, in our lives, there are many ways as well: the picking 

up litter way to say ‘I love you’. The volunteering at community organizations way to say ‘I love 

you’. The nurturing relationships with your children, siblings, spouse, or neighbor way to say ‘I 

love you’. Each of us, with our gifts, contribute to a greater whole that speaks God’s love into 

each of our lives and into the world, in ways that are loud and quiet, in ways that are bold and 

gentle, in ways that are comforting and challenging. All of it good and holy, all of it part of the 

body of Christ, all of it speaking God’s love. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen. 


