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Theology of the Church

Many images for the church are found in the New Testament.  Perhaps the most vivid uses the human body.  

The church, as a human body, has many parts.  And all need to work together.  If we stress mind over heart, we have a belief structure that lacks conviction.  If we stress heart over mind, then we lack direction.  If we stress the good works over faith, we risk see ourselves as gods rather than serving the living Christ.

I believe there are some strong challenges today facing the church as it seeks to work together, such as:


A) politicizing faith;  many modern cultural battles are cast in religious terms.  But recognize this is not a new problem.  The Christian church has wrestled with this from the time of the crusades.


B)  individualizing faith; the rise of mass media has made individualized faith easier but scripture and the leading of the Holy Spirit are clear:  faith comes to individuals but is practiced and shaped within the community known as the church, the body of Christ.  Faith is not a “do your own thing” expression.  As a community, as the body of Christ, the church sets content and structure and faithful disciples adhere.


C)  faith is “dumbed down“;  again, with the rise of mass media, religious expression, like entertainment, is pitched to the lowest common denominator.  It often becomes an emotional “warm fuzzy” devoid of any reason or logic.  But we also need be careful of the opposite end of the spectrum.  Faith is not to be confused with reason; reason is the servant of faith.  As United Methodists, we try to find the proper balance by saying that all theology is done considering scripture, tradition, experience, and reason.

From the beginning of the church, balance has been stressed.  In second chapter of Acts, Luke tells us about the work of the Holy Spirit forming the church on the Day of Pentecost.  It is this chapter that informs our own bishop’s initiative, the Discipleship Adventure.  Bishop Schol calls churches that meet these standards, “Acts 2 congregations.”
Listen to Luke in the second chapter as he describes the church formed on the Day of Pentecost.  Listen for the balance Luke strikes:  


“Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being 
done by the apostles.  All who believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need.  Day by day, as they spent much time 
together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with 
glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the 
people.  And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were 
being saved.”  (Acts 2:43-47)

In these few verses, the ideal church is outlined.  It involves the mind as they learn from the apostles and understand the gospel message; it involves the hands and feet as possessions are sold and the accumulated funds are used to meet the needs of any; it involves the heart as they share in fellowship with each other and as they share in fellowship with God through the Eucharist; and it involves the soul with both individual and corporate prayer. 

In the second chapter of his letter to the Ephesians, Paul talks about the ideal church by comparing life before and after joining the church.  He then sums up with these words:


“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with 
the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the 
cornerstone.  In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into 
a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually 
into a dwelling place for God”  (Ephesians 2:19-22)

Luke and Paul outline an ideal.  But we live in a “less than an ideal” world.  Faithful Christians can get burned out in the church.  Faithful Christians can be frustrated in the church.  It does happen.  People take faith seriously, then become disillusioned or cynical because many see the church only as a social convenience or a means to meet their own needs.  

Faithful Christians become disheartened when others in the church claim Christ but then avoid any responsibility for that claim.

And faithful Christians suffer burnout because it is hard work to discover what it means to follow Christ in our complicated world.  Life is less stressful if we simply ignore those questions.

So churches have peaks and valleys.  It happens.  But the witness of our faith is that the Holy Spirit is always ready to help a congregation pull out of a valley.

Memorial is in a valley right now.  Many things are “on hold” until we pay off the mortgage next year.  It will be exciting when we pay the mortgage off.  But we don’t have to wait for that.  The Holy Spirit is moving among us today, if we but open our eyes and see the signs and wonders.  The Holy Spirit is pointing us toward a new peak, today, if we but take the steps.  In a moment, Dan Stout will summarize for us how our church council is preparing us to follow the Holy Spirit.  But for those plans to be effective, we need to move beyond any burnout and frustration we feel and renew our commitment to follow Christ and be his faithful disciples.

Let us pray:

Almighty, eternal, just and merciful God:  Grant us the desire to do only what pleases you, and the strength to do only what you command.  Cleanse our souls, enlighten our minds, and inflame our hearts with your Holy Spirit, that we may follow in the footsteps of your beloved Son, Jesus Christ.  Amen.  (St. Francis of Assisi, 1182-1226 CE)


