
 

 

Stone Soup 
A. Stephen Van Kuiken 

Community Congregational U.C.C. 

Pullman, WA 

November 11, 2018 
 

It is the very nature of the Holy Spirit to function as to create diversity.  But this 

does not cause fragmentation, since every member is oriented to the goal of unity 

of the whole body… The richness of the full measure of the Holy Spirit consists in 

this plurality.  —Oscar Cullmann, Unity Through Diversity 

 

Ancient Witness:  1 Corinthians 12:12-26 

 

Moment as Children 

 

Once upon a time, there was a great famine in which people jealously hoarded whatever food 

they could find, hiding it even from their friends and neighbors. One day, a kindly looking 

stranger came into a village and began asking questions as if he planned to stay for the night. 

“There’s not a bite to eat in the whole province,” he was told. “Better keep moving on.” 

“Oh, I have everything I need,” he said. “In fact, I was thinking of making some stone soup 

to share with all of you.” He pulled an iron cauldron from his wagon, filled it with water, and 

built a fire under it. Then, with great ceremony, he drew an ordinary-looking stone from a 

velvet bag and dropped it into the water. 

By now, hearing the rumor of food, most of the villagers had come to the square or watched 

from their windows. As the stranger sniffed the “broth” and licked his lips in anticipation, 

hunger began to overcome their skepticism. 

“Ahh,” the stranger said to himself rather loudly, “I do like a tasty stone soup. Of course, 

stone soup with cabbage — that’s hard to beat.” 

Soon a villager approached hesitantly, holding a cabbage he’d retrieved from its hiding place 

and added it to the pot. 

“Wonderful” cried the stranger. “You know, I once had stone soup with cabbage and a bit of 

salt beef as well, and it was fit for a king.” 

The village butcher managed to find some salt beef . . . and so it went, through potatoes, 

onions, carrots, mushrooms, and so on, until there was indeed a delicious meal for all.  The 

moral of this story is that by working together, with everyone contributing what they can, a 

greater good is achieved.  This is especially true in a church.  We each bring our own unique 

gifts, and together we create a rich community. 

 

***** 

 

The Christian tradition, like other religious traditions, is a pathway to inner, personal 

transformation.  These traditions—Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, Christian—are kind of like 

spiritual fitness programs.  They say, “If you want to be on this program, you need to do this and 

this and this.  And if you don’t really follow the program, you’re probably not going to get good 

results.” 

 

The Christian tradition says that to be on that path is first to be part of a church or spiritual 

community.  This is a crucial, indispensable part of the program.  And when we are part of this 

community, we do four basic things together: 



 

 

1. Worship 

2. Share—ourselves, our resources, present to each other, support and encourage each 

other 

3. Study—lifelong program of learning 

4. Serve—the community and the world, working for social transformation  

 

And when you read the New Testament, especially Paul’s letters, this is the undeniable picture.  

Paul uses the image of the human body to describe what it means to be a follower of Jesus.  The 

Christian needs to be part of a body and cannot even exist without it.  One cannot be a Christian 

in isolation, according to Paul. 

 

There are many parts, but one body.  They eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need 

you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” 

 

But when we separate ourselves from the church community, this is exactly what we are saying.  

Our actions are saying, “I don’t need you; I don’t need the body; and I don’t need the church.” 

 

Not only is the church—the body of Christ—essential for the survival of Christianity, it is also 

essential for the life and growth of the individual Christian.   

 

The path of Jesus requires that the followers participate in something where the whole is greater 

than just the sum of its parts.  It requires that we are part of a group that can do things that single 

individuals cannot do by themselves.  It means to be part of a rich diversity of gifts, where every 

person is asked to contribute.  The Christian practice requires that we share ourselves with others 

to create something that is unique, nourishing and rich. 

 

Like the story of Stone Soup, when many people pitch in and participate and contribute what 

they can, a hearty community emerges—a flavorful and delightful stew.  What’s the most 

important ingredient in this soup?  It’s the stone!  The stone is the inspiration.  It’s the promise 

of possibilities.  You could say the stone is love, generosity, forgiveness and patience.  The stone 

is the spirit of God!  In Paul’s words, it is God who pulls the body together… “so that its parts 

should have equal concern for each other.” 

 

When I was in high school one of the most meaningful things to me was playing in the Youth 

Symphony Orchestra in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  When I look back on that time, I suppose that 

there were many valuable aspects:  discipline, practice, self-confidence.  But perhaps the most 

valuable lesson that I learned was being part of an experience in which the result was greater 

than the sum of the parts.  What was important was contributing to something beautiful… 

watching it all come together.  To be a part of the whole music was an experience of beauty.  

You could say it was a direct revelation of a deeper level of reality, that we are all part of an 

interconnected whole, which is greater than the sum of its parts.  It was to see that there is 

beautiful music embedded in our living.  This musical aspect to the world is the experience of 

coming together, of fitting in and contributing to something great, something wonderful, 

something holy. 

 

And the symphonic result is something that touches hearts and causes souls to resonate.  The 

church is here to attest to this reality, to say it exists, and to embody it to some extent. 

 



 

 

Each person brings something.  Everyone has different gifts.  Paul wrote, “To each is given the 

manifestation of the Spirit…”  Nobody—nobody —can say, “I don’t have anything to contribute.  

I can’t do anything.”  The question is not “if” you have a gift, but rather “what” are your gifts? 

  

So to be a church is to be an orchestra in which everyone has an instrument to play.  And 

members must play together, one piece of music at a time.  Each member just can’t go play what 

he or she chooses when he or she chooses.  Otherwise, what you are left with is a cacophony.   

There needs to be some awareness of what page we’re on and a willingness to hear the tap tap 

tapping of the baton.  In an orchestra there is an agreement to submit oneself to the music. 

 

In the same way, in the church there is the awareness that we are one, that this is the only way 

that we can play the music.  There are great compositions to be performed, but the only way that 

they can be played is together.  To be part of the church is to do something that cannot be done 

alone; it is to testify and point to a reality in which everything is connected. 

 

There’s an old story about a family who found this old violin in the attic of their house.  They 

were a poor family and struggling, and they wanted to know what it was worth.  So they brought 

it to an appraiser.  The appraiser looked at the old, cracked and dirty instrument and declared that 

it wasn’t worth much.  The family members were crestfallen. 

 

Then an old man happened along to the shop and asked if he might have the privilege of playing 

the instrument.  The discouraged family said O.K.  When the old man began to play, they were 

amazed at the beautiful, full sound that came forth—such a rich, whole tone!  The appraiser 

turned to the family and declared the violin to be priceless! 

 

Here’s the thing:  Many of us are all too aware of our own flaws and perhaps the flaws of those 

around us.  But no matter how imperfect, how damaged we might be, each one of us has 

something to contribute.  If we allow ourselves to be played by the Master, to become 

instruments of God, then our sounds will be beautiful. 

 

I am grateful for so many of you who generously bring your gifts and commitment to this 

community.  As a congregation, may we continually learn how to allow the Master to play in us 

and through us.  May we allow the presence of God to bring us together in a community where 

all contribute.  In our diversity may we find a unity to create something that is nourishing for 

each other and for the world. 

 

Because we have this stone… 


