Body of Christ

Two ladies now in their mid-eighties were talking before their weekly bible study.  They had grown up together.  They shared stories of first kisses.  They were each other’s bridesmaids. They helped raise each other’s children.  One battled breast cancer and survived with the other by her side and they endured the challenges of growing older together.  On this one Wednesday morning one of the friends said in a serious tone.  “You know I have been thinking a lot about the hereafter lately.  (Pause)  “Really?” the friend replied. “Yes, the other said, “I walk in my bedroom and I think what did I come in hereafter.  Then I walk into the kitchen and I think now what did come in here after.  (laugh) All day it seems I am thinking about the here after.  These two ladies have a wonderful friendship that reflects what it means to be part of the body of Christ.  They share life together, all aspects of life.  We are going to explore what it means to be a part of one body with many members.

So let’s talk honestly about the body and it parts.  There is a disjunction between the expectations of church life and what church leadership is really like.  Many church members ‘expect’ the church to be spiritually introverted, reflective, a kind of personal seeking after God; whereas, the active body of the church is heavily politicized and communal.  Wherever two or three are gathered, you have Christ and politics.  Many of us have been schooled in modern, Western notions that we are primarily detached persons whose main source of authority is our own subjectivity.  We have been indoctrinated into the notion that we should think for ourselves, and about our own well being.  What a shock it is to enter our jobs, our churches, and community organizations and find that the world really functions as an essentially group phenomenon, an inherently traditioned, enterprise with diverse personalities who demand from us as much as we demand from them.  

Too often the church has taught its leaders to step back from the Christian tradition and its Scriptures, to reflect, and actively to question relying on individual thinking.  True, such stepping back and reflection are spiritually appropriate for reflecting on the beauty of God.  But when the member becomes a leader in the community or more specifically the church, they take their place as leader of an organization that has goals like embodiment, engagement, involvement, participation, commitment, embrace of the enemy, hospitality to the stranger, and communion for and with the whole body of Christ. The whole point of discipleship is not cool consideration of Jesus but rather following Jesus. Being part of the body means making the move from being the lone individual, comforted by a few friends, tending his or her own spiritual garden, to the role of public love of neighbor or being other centered.  

The community church member who steps up to lead and expects to occasionally make quick individual decisions discovers oneself flung into a politically charged, complex organization, a family system that requires astute knowledge of group dynamics and wise leadership of a divisive group of people who have been caught in the dragnet of God’s expansive grace in Christ.  Members of the body of Christ, all over the world, feel the similar disconnect between what they ‘expect’ the church to be spiritually on an individual level and what the body of Christ ‘really’ looks like as a collective, complex functioning organism. The disjunction stems from a clash of individual spirituality and the reality of being part of the body of Christ.
There are many people with many gifts and they all have very different ways of moving toward goals.  It makes the Body of Christ seem like an awkward walking giant.  The scriptures emphasize that we are a body of Christ and we have many different gifts.  What it doesn’t emphasize is how those gifts play out. As a body called together by Christ to lead the church one of the best things we can do is, “know thy self.”  Know the reality of leadership in a body with many parts and the style and gifts of the leaders.
For example, Beverly is part of a board who meets monthly.  Beverly is an extrovert who needs to process data verbally.  The board she is meeting with is made up of a majority of introverts.   They reflect quietly before making any decision.  .  Beverly is always anxious before each meeting.   Every month before their meeting Beverly seems to get stuck behind every slow driver, catch every red light, and of course there is a train. During the meeting she often thinks to herself, “Why don’t these people talk about anything? These meetings are so unproductive.  They don’t take enough time to debate and discuss the issues. This group isn’t going in the right direction….”  Then when Beverly goes home she feels bad, “I am not a grumpy person those people just don’t know how to think.” 
Really they do know how to think and process.  They just don’t process or ‘think’ like Beverly does.  They have different personality types.  They are different parts of the same body of Christ.  The hemispheric difference of right and left brain people can seem miles apart at a board meeting.  Being an extrovert around a bunch of introverts, poor Beverly might think she is going crazy.  Her anxiety may start coming out sideways like on the way to the meeting.  She may feel snippy and agitated before and after every meeting.  She has unreal expectations that everyone is like her.    Knowing ourselves, our gifts and quirks and the gifts and quirks of those around us can help us function less awkwardly as the giant body of Christ.  
If Beverly were to stop and reflect on the personalities of her peers and her self she may say to herself at the next meeting, “Ah-ha, these folks are mostly introverts.  There is nothing wrong with needing a quiet minute to process.  I process verbally.  I need to talk about our decisions openly either before or after we all reflect.”  If Beverly remains unaware of herself as the lone extrovert she may unknowingly become the loudest and only voice. She may think she is doing the group a favor by stepping up and taking over.  I have seen it happen.   Then ten introverts will have anxiety attacks that come out sideways. We don’t want that.  Introverts can hold that pressure in while it builds and builds and what a mess it is when it finally comes out.  
Obviously, our personalities vary greatly, the disciples personalities varied greatly, Paul talks explicitly about the different gifts of the body of Christ and the need we have to know our own and each others gifts. Knowing ourselves and knowing the whole body and how the body really functions can make the body of Christ run like marathon runner rather than stumbling like an awkward balancing act of a slow moving giant.
The church, by its nature, is an interpersonal relational, institution made of diverse individuals.  The church is built on relationships and communal faith strengthened by personal faith but the end goal is not personal.  The end result is bigger than any one person, faith, or church.  It is cosmic, global, communal, and personal.  The church encompasses our needs but it is not about us ultimately.  It is about the collective whole and God’s community.
I would like to close with a fable I wrote for you.  There was a school of clown fish who did everything together when they were young.  All through adolescence they played jokes on each other swimming around the sea bed teasing the old lady octopus and scaring the puffer fish who would blow up on himself.  They once even made old man squid ink himself.  Then one day one of the clown fish fell in love with a sea anemone.  She was pink with purple tips and she thought that one clown fish had all the right stripes.  He began swimming in and out of her arms everyday.  The other clown fish wanted him to come and explore the reef like old times.  They were going to see if they could get Old Mr. Squid to ink on himself again.  “Come on.  It will be fun they said.”  But he was content being within arms reach of his girl and didn’t feel the need to go out much further than where he was.  The other clown fish all eventually stopped coming by that part of the reef.  The clown fish didn’t mind because he thought he had all he needed.  

Well when the other clown fish quit coming around the back part of the reef, the little annoying shrimps quit following them over there, too.  That was okay, but the phytoplankton liked to feed on the shrimps shells and they went where the shrimp were.  And the fish that liked to eat the phytoplankton quit coming around too and the pretty sea anemone didn’t have any company because all of her girlfriends were taking root on the other side of the reef.  But the happy clown fish said he was okay as long as he had her.  He didn’t need anything else. 

She wasn’t as happy but she didn’t say anything because even though the clown fish was funny he could be pretty touchy about some things.  So they went on as long as they could while the world around them moved away.  He began to feel weak because he wasn’t eating as much but they had each other he insisted.  She realized that they couldn’t live without the nourishment of the community.  So even though her roots were deep she pulled them up and graciously with her jet setting propulsion replanted her self back in the community.  She needed the phytoplankton, and the puffer fish, and even the annoying little shrimp.  It turns out they needed her, too.  She kept the annoying shrimp at a safe distance.  Even though it hurt him at first to adjust to the new currents, he did.  He even began to play jokes again with his friends.  In fact, you can still see Mr. Squids ink stain on the reef.      

In one sense, the church is like an eco-system.  We need each member to function as a whole.  To be certain churches and their members must be intimate and focused on the inward grace and blessings in their personal lives like the clown fish.  It is those quiet times when we often find joy reflecting in the Spirit’s movements.  But Christ’s work is always done in community.  The community church is given the impossible task of actually being the family church, marrying and burying and loving for life.  The challenge is to stretch oneself between the personal and the communal, or the clash between the self and neighbor.  The challenge is in finding oneself in the middle of an intersection where two worlds collide, I and thou, you and me, God and neighbor.  Our most original thinking occurs when we think, not by ourselves, but with the saints for the body of Christ. The best thing that a church can do for its members is introduce them to the burden and the blessing of the church’s communal tradition, believing that the authority of scripture, the community of saints and the awareness of the Holy Spirit are much better sources of knowledge than our own subjectivity.  The body of Christ is made to function as a body awareness of the parts and looking toward the whole will help is run the good race.  
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