September 7, 2008
Health in the Body of Christ
Romans 13:8-14
Matthew 18:15-20

When I started working on the sermon for this weekend, I thought to myself, “what an interesting pair of texts.” What Paul and Matthew have in common, is that they are trying to teach the early church how to act like grown-ups. They’re instructing Jesus’ followers how on earth to get along with each other. If somebody is causing you trouble, go and talk to them about it, directly. If that doesn’t work, take somebody with you. Work on your own maturity and self-control; act like a grown-up; stop quarreling and don’t indulge in jealousy. Love each other as much as you care about yourself. 

What’s at stake is the health of the body of Christ.
Some churches are healthier than others. Some churches you go into, they don’t even seem to like each other. There’s a lot of bad-mouthing going on, and divisions of one kind or another. In a sick church, the least little thing can set people off. In a healthy church, even difficult issues are dealt with well.

I remember the conversation I had with Otto Zingg when I interviewed for this job 8 years ago. Otto was the interim pastor at the time. He had served as an interim in many churches, and I figured he had seen the good, the bad, and the ugly. I wanted his opinion on how healthy this congregation was. So I asked him outright: on a scale from one to ten – one being ‘just shoot them and put them out of their misery,’ and ten being ‘they’re sitting at the right hand of God,’ where would you rate them? 

He laughed, and then he thought for a minute, then said, “I’d give them an eight. This is the healthiest church I’ve ever served.” 

That’s high praise. And it’s been my experience of this church, too. 

What makes a church healthy or ‘sick’ is pretty much the same as what makes any organization, any relationship, healthy or sick. It’s just that the stakes are so high here. Here, we’re trying to be formed into followers of Jesus Christ. Here, we say we want to be the Body of Christ. Here, we do a lot of things in God’s name. We’d better be willing to make the effort to get it right. 

So what hurts, and what helps? 
One of the most important factors is what Jesus addresses in the Gospel passage this morning. What do we do when we’re hurt by someone else in the community? It’s bound to happen sooner or later; if not to us, to someone we know. It can happen in 1,000 ways. 

· You hear an off-hand remark that’s snide and judgmental – say, about your political party, or the neighborhood where you live. It’s a slam, and it makes you mad. You wonder how many other people feel the same way; if you’re really respected in this place you call your ‘church home’. 
· You’ve been volunteering for years in a particular ministry or project – in Sunday School, or Choir, or Parish Care –but things are changing and suddenly it feels like you’re invisible. It’s like your presence doesn’t really matter any more. You try not to take it personally, but it hurts.

· You’re at a meeting, and you voice your opinion, and another person comes back with a scathing put-down of your idea. You wonder what you did to deserve the attack. You hold your tongue, but you think about resigning from the committee. 
· You find out there’s a rumor floating around about you; about your lifestyle, or worse, about your kid, and it makes you furious. You don’t know who started it, and you wonder how many other people have heard it before it gets to you. 
· You and another church member have a blow-up at a sports event, or a Village Council meeting, or over a business deal gone bad. It’s so bad, you wonder: will one of you have to leave the church?
What are we supposed to do? 

In his commentary on Matthew’s Gospel, Professor Tom Long makes this observation: 
Matthew has no romantic illusions about the church. He knows that the church is not all sweet thoughts, endlessly patient saints, and cloudless skies. In Matthew’s church, people – no matter how committed – are still people. “Blest be the tie that binds our hearts in Christian love”; even so, painful breaks can occur in once tender and loving relationships. “We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord”; nevertheless, sharp and cruel words can split a congregation into angry factions. “The church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ her Lord”; but greed, lust, and envy can threaten to shake even a strong church off its footing. What happens when the menu at the church potluck includes such unwelcome entries as rage, hatred, and betrayal?

The easiest thing in the world is either to disappear, or pretend there’s nothing wrong. I swear, we Church people can be the kings and queens of passive-aggressive behavior. We always want to appear better than we really are. So we pretend everything’s fine, and we act as nice as we possibly can. 
I learned a long time ago how insidious passive-aggressive behavior can be. You never know where you stand – you pick up vibes that something’s wrong, but the person won’t admit it. It’s like the old joke – “How many passive-aggressive people does it take to change a lightbulb?” 

Answer: “None – it’s OK – I’ll sit in the dark; really, don’t worry about me, I’m fine.”

Aargh! 

But if we don’t address what’s really wrong, if all we’re doing is pretending, then sooner or later the vitriol is going to leak out somewhere. Trust me, it’s not pretty when it does. You haven’t seen nasty till you’ve seen church people turn on each other – and they do it in the name of God. 
Somehow I don’t think that’s what Jesus intended for us when he got this whole thing started. 

Dealing with the hurts and sore points in our relationships is part of what it means to be the body of Christ. If part of our own body was bothering us – a sore hip, a tight chest, numbness in your fingers – you know you shouldn’t neglect it. It might be serious; and if it is serious, and you ignore it, it will probably get a lot worse, and maybe even dangerous. Why do we think it’s any different for the Body of Christ?

I recently read a book called “Caring Criticism” – our Stephen Ministers were reading it for continuing education, and the title intrigued me. At first the phrase “caring criticism” sounded like an oxymoron – how can you criticize someone if you care about them? But if you have been on the receiving end of criticism, you know the difference between hearing it from someone who cares about you and someone who doesn’t.. There are the sledgehammers, where it feels like they’re out to destroy you, and there are the surgeons, who are there to remove what’s hurting or making you sick. 
Caring criticism is an art form. It requires grace, and compassion, and love. It’s one of the hardest things we have to do. If I know I have to confront someone about something, the first thing I do is pray like crazy. Then I usually find a trusted soul outside the situation who can help me get perspective – Thom, or another wise Pastor friend, or an elder - someone whose opinions I trust. Then I practice what I’m going to say. I find the courage to call the person up and ask for time to talk, and then pray like crazy again, knowing full well that no matter how prepared I am and how loving I try to be, what I say is almost certainly going to hurt. 

I also go in with hard-earned humility, knowing that no matter how good my intentions, I may do it badly. And that no matter how careful and prayerful I am, it’s going to feel pretty awful to the person receiving it. If you’re being criticized, and you think the charges are just, you feel ‘this small.’ If you feel like the accusation is unfair, it might even make you angry and resentful for some time to come. 

But it is SO worth it. The health of the body is at stake. 

Now, I would love to believe we’re never going to hurt each other. I would SO love to pretend that we’re perfect.  
I would especially love to believe I would never do anything to hurt you. But I have hurt people, badly, and I would much rather know about it so I can try to make amends and be reconciled. 

That’s what all this hard work is for: reconciliation. Putting back together the broken body of Christ. 

God willing, won’t happen much. 

But everything depends on our ability to handle it when the hurt and anger comes. 

In prayer. 

As part of community. 

Speaking the truth in love. 

Because it’s not just about our feelings. It’s about the health of the Body of Christ. 
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