January 25, 2009
Romans 12:1-13

In the Presbyterian church, we do something kind of unusual. We ordain lay people to particular offices of leadership. It’s grounded in what Luther called ‘the priesthood of all believers’ – the idea that no one can claim to be closer to God than anybody else. We ordain not because people are special, but because they are called, called to particular places of leadership and service. 

This morning we will be ordaining men and women as deacons and elders for this church. We will also be installing those who have been ordained before but who are called to serve again. The word ‘installation’ always makes me laugh. You ‘install’ a refrigerator or a stove, not people. It’s not a flowery or romantic term. But maybe that’s fitting – we’re installing them because the church needs them to do something. They have what we need, and God has called them to service.
The Apostle Paul uses the image of a body – we need all the different parts to keep working right. It’s an organic model, a systems model, if you will, of how we’re all intertwined. The past several weeks we’ve focused more on our individual journey of faith – how we personally have been called by God and given gifts and strength to use them. But this morning our focus is on church – what happens when we are one body together. Not just individuals who happen to be together in one place, but truly connected as the body of Christ. 
That very idea is counter-cultural. Especially in our day and age, when individualism reigns supreme. One of the questions people outside the church often wonder is why we even bother. I mean, why not sleep in on Sunday mornings and read the New York Times and have a second cup of coffee? Why not create your own private life of prayer, where you can do what works best for you? What difference does it make if you do a mission project that’s church-based, or just try to help those around you through random acts of kindness or volunteer for a cause you believe in? 
In other words, why church? Why should we be connected as a body?
Well, for one thing, it’s good for you. Now as soon as I say that I think of my mother telling me that Brussels sprouts and liver and onions were good for me. But really, there was a study done by a professor of psychology at the University of Iowa who discovered that “People who go to church are healthier and live longer.”
 They don’t know why – if “it’s the group interaction, the worldview, or just the exercise of getting out of the house.” In any case, here’s to your health. 
The way Paul put it in his letter was this: God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you. You will be transformed as you present your lives to God. 

I remember when I was a little girl, going to church with my family. That meant my mom and dad, three older brothers and my twin sister and I. Just getting out of the house was a challenge – I don’t know how my mom and dad did it. We were always late. Always. You don’t exactly slip into a pew quietly when there are seven of you, either. 

What I remember is how I felt at the end of the service, and it wasn’t relieved that it was finally over and I could finally go home and read the Comics. What I remember feeling was clean. I felt clean. Like I had the whole week ahead of me, and it didn’t matter if things had gone badly the week before, I was new again. The world was giving me a fresh start. It felt a lot like Friday nights when my mom put fresh sheets on the bed, that clean feeling against my little-girl skin. 

That’s why I love church. I still feel that way, after all these years. Like I’m new again. Church changes me, being here, week after week.

Clearly, it’s not because churches are always so wonderful. As Rev. John Buchanan notes in a sermon he preached, churches are “wonderful, sometimes exasperating, heroic, sometimes cowardly, profound, sometimes trivial, holy, always very human institution(s).” As much as I love the church, it doesn’t take too long working in one before you realize all that and more. We bring all our problems with us when we come through those doors. As I learned a long time ago, all God’s children got issues. 
But there’s something about church that changes us. Or maybe it’s better to say there’s something God does that makes us into church when we are here. We become better, different, more. 

The way Paul would put it is that we are becoming the Body of Christ. We become more than the sum of our parts.
We are like the various parts of a human body. Each part gets its meaning from the body as a whole, not the other way around… Each of us finds our meaning and function as a part of his body. 

This becomes who we are. Not “First Presbyterian Church, Granville,” but church. Christ’s church. Christ’s body. We become part of something so much bigger than ourselves. So much so that our little, puny identities don’t matter so much any more. 

We become more of who we really are. We’re stretched, challenged, changed. People help us figure out what we’re really good at, and then call us to offer it, then help us get better at it. If we preach, church folk give us opportunities to preach, and through their feedback and praise and gentle correction, we become better at it. If we’re good at listening, we find ourselves called on to listen more deeply and more compassionately, maybe even called as Stephen Ministers to serve others whose lives are a struggle right now. If we work with our hands, well, people discover that, too, and pretty soon we’re like Tim Gilbert, working on one thing after another. You see how it is. The other people in the church, they help you know who you are and then help you become you more deeply. Because they see God in you, and they want to help that to come out. 

See, we’re more than the sum of our parts. We’re something more because God is making us more. 
Sometimes in church you can feel it. There’s a moment when it happens. It’s like the church breathes. Usually it’s when we’re really quiet. Sometimes it happens at the beginning of church, if we have a minute or two of silence. Sometimes I can feel it when the choir sings, and they find a chord, a perfect harmony, and the air picks it up and carries it to each of us. Often I feel it when I hear Philip play, and I know you do, too, because of how quiet and still it gets during the offertory. I know that sometimes it’s in a prayer, or the verse of a hymn, or somewhere in the sermon. I can feel it when it happens. It’s like in that moment, we’ve become church. 
John Buchanan says that “the church is what happens when the gospel, the good news of God’s love in Jesus Christ, is proclaimed and believed.” I might put it just a little differently. It’s when the good news of God’s love in Jesus Christ is alive. 
“Love from the center of who you are,” Paul told the church people in Rome. He would tell us the same thing. Love from the center of your being, from your core. Not just as individuals, though of course that’s true, too. But as a church. As Christ’s body. 
That’s what sends us out into the world with mission projects, with YES club, or Vision house, or Haiti. It’s what calls us to be Sunday School teachers and LOGOS leaders. It’s what causes us to look at our neighbors differently, caring enough to ask not only if they need help, but do they have community, do they have a church who will love them? It’s what keeps us coming back, week after week after week – the good news of God’s love in Jesus Christ – and the promise that his love will be alive in us.  
Why church? Because that’s what we are called to be, together. 
� Thanks to John Buchanan for this reference in his sermon, “Church,” preached February 12, 2006 at Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago. The study was done by Susan Lutgendorf and reported in Health Psychology. 





