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Epiphany 2B—St. Andrew’s Church—January 18, 2009—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Whenever my husband, Greg, and I go to dinner parties the conversation often turns to the subject of nutrition.  This is because he is a professor of Nutrition at Tufts University, and as soon as people learn this fact they want his help in making sense of the enormous amount of confusing information that bombards us every day about the latest nutritional trends.  We want to know if wild salmon is preferable to farm-raised salmon, and why.  We want to know if vitamin supplements really do us any good.  We want to know how to eat all we want, exercise as little as possible, and still remain healthy.  The more we learn about the human body, the more we desire to shape our bodies into the perfect form of beauty, power and sensual pleasure.  We desire to recreate our bodies in our own image, which, unfortunately, is not necessarily in the image of God, as God intends us to be.

Although our access to research data is much greater in the present day, and our technologies have vastly increased our ability to manipulate the body, we are not the first generation to be anxious about our bodies.  In the Christian tradition, much of our theology of the body emerges from the letters of St. Paul, whose views are quite controversial. Citing such passages as the one we just heard from his first letter to the Corinthians, some theologians claim that Paul’s personal obsessions about food and sex have been institutionalized in the Church in very unhealthy ways.   They argue that Paul so loathed his body that he overemphasized the so-called “sins of the flesh” and accuse him of making the body a shameful thing for generation after generation of Christian people.

I believe that these accusations are unfair.  We do not need Paul to feel guilty about our weak and imperfect bodies; and in many ways Paul’s view of the body is both practical and theologically sound, as true for us today as it was two thousand years ago.  Paul affirmed the teachings about the body that he had learned from the Hebrew scriptures—that God, for whatever divine reason, chose to weave humankind into a fabric of flesh, mind and soul, the strands of which we cannot separate, as much as we like to try.  It is true that Paul had some rather unsettling things to say about the human body generally and about his own body in particular.  Like any good teacher he exaggerated sometimes to make a point and he often used himself as an example.  We must not take these statements out of context.  

Today’s second lesson comes from a response Paul made to a letter he received from a congregation that he had helped to establish in Corinth.   We can infer from Paul’s answer that this community was divided.  Evidently, some of its members, caught up in a new theological movement, were convinced that they had achieved a heightened state of spiritual enlightenment that freed them from the rules that govern ordinary social behavior.  No doubt they quoted Paul himself, who stated that in Christ we are free from the law.  As you can imagine, this faction was a disruptive force within the congregation.  “How can you run a church without rules?” the others might have asked.  Perhaps its leaders tried to recall what Paul had taught them but they could not really remember.  They wrote to Paul, asking him to support their side of the argument.  Paul wrote back saying that both sides were wrong.  According to Paul, each side was so focused on one component of human existence that it forgot about the other parts.

Paul reminds the Corinthians that the life of faith presents us with fresh challenges every day.  We cannot focus on only one aspect of our lives and expect to achieve perfection.  When we concentrate on the mind, devoting all our energy to comprehending the great mystery of God, we find the other parts getting in the way.  The soul starts to doubt; the body starts to revolt.  We are distracted by temptations both emotional and physical.  We lose touch with the people around us.  Our sinfulness, Paul says, is not the fault of the body, nor the mind or soul.  We succumb to sin because we forget how God made us in God’s own image.

Paul suggests instead that we think of our bodies as temples of the Holy Spirit within us, which allows us to perceive our bodies in a new way—not that frustrating and imperfect flesh that constantly betrays with sickness, weakness, failure and temptation, but a residence in which we fully experience God’s grace and love as we are healed, comforted and forgiven.  Paul directs us to the example of Jesus, who lived among us as a flesh and blood creature.  Jesus did not reject his body; he delighted in it.  He used his body in his ministry by touching, eating, drinking and working.  He engaged in the physical disciplines of fasting and meditation in his life of prayer.  When the time came, he willingly sacrificed his body for others and allowed his body to be transformed at the resurrection to show all the world the fullness of life that God promises every one of us.  And when Jesus called disciples, as he did in today’s Gospel, he called them body, mind and soul.  He told Philip and Nathanael that the life of faith is an adventure that has to be embraced with one’s whole being.  The costs of this commitment may be great but the rewards are even greater:  “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”  

In the same way Jesus calls us into this active, integrated life of faith and ministry.  Jesus relies on every part of us—our minds, souls and bodies—to continue his work of healing, feeding and reconciling that he has entrusted to us.  We resist the call and avoid the work because we feel inadequate.  We know our flaws all too well.  We know all too well how our unfocused minds and hungry bodies can betray us.  Why, then, does Jesus commend such vital ministries to us?  And how can we accomplish them when we need as much help ourselves as the people to whom we are called to minister?

As Paul points out to the Corinthians, human beings are imperfect and we cannot make ourselves perfect.  Sickness, weakness, temptation and sin are not such serious impediments as we might think, because God provides countless ways to overcome these limitations.  Far worse than any of these physical problems is separation of body from spirit—the detachment of one part of ourselves from another, the segregation of one person from another.  Paul assures us that this painful feeling of separation is just a terrible illusion, because, in fact, the Holy Spirit makes us all part of one body, the body of Christ.  And it is membership in Christ’s body that saves us.  In the body of Christ, we learn to give and to receive grace, to give and receive forgiveness, to give and receive healing.  We may not be perfect as individuals, but as members of Christ’s body we can experience the perfect humanity that Jesus modeled in his life among us.  Once we commit to becoming active members of the body, we can rely on the Holy Spirit dwelling in us to compensate for those individual imperfections that frustrate us and make our life together so complicated.

Paul advises us, of course, not to take the gift of the Holy Spirit for granted.  If our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, we should do our best to make them worthy temples by turning away from unhealthy appetites and dedicating our bodies to the work God calls us to do.  We should resist the temptation to seek easy solutions to our problems, or to isolate ourselves in our own private misery.  We should be alert to the peculiar challenges we face as beings created in the image of God—with wills, desires, talents and powers, but not always enough wisdom to use these gifts appropriately.  Despite this apparent deficiency, however, we are not just souls trapped in frail, inadequate, sinful bodies.  We are creatures made in the image of God, body, mind and spirit all tied up together; and together we constitute a temple for the Holy Spirit in this broken world, ensuring that Jesus’ work of redemption continues until he comes again to reign in glory.  

This week we acknowledge the witness and celebrate the courage of Martin Luther King, who, like Paul, expressed with brutal clarity his conviction that sin—particularly the sins of racism, poverty and violence—tragically disfigures Christ’s body.  His persistence in confronting these sins led to his death; but it also inspired tremendous hope, which continues to transform and reform our civil society.  We honor the memory of Dr. King because it shows us both the great achievements we have made since his death and also the great burden of reconciling work that lies before us.   

Jesus is calling us to direct our whole selves—body, mind and soul—to this important work.  We can waste God’s gifts of time, energy and knowledge in vain attempts to perfect ourselves according to a self-pleasing human standard.  Or we can follow the example of Martin Luther King and countless other faithful Christians all the way back to Jesus’ first disciples.  We can offer ourselves to Jesus in body, mind and spirit, readily embracing the ministry Jesus asks us to do in his name, and seeing the wonders Jesus intends us to witness for our consolation.   We can follow Jesus wherever he leads us because our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, and together we make up the body of Christ.  May we heed his call and give ourselves as generously to God as God has given to us in the person of Jesus Christ our savior.  Amen.

