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The Body of Christ
 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
One of the things about the Psalms is that they 
cover the full range of human emotion.  We 
began today with a psalm celebrating creation 
and now we will turn to a psalm of lament.   
 
I’ve chosen this particular psalm of lament 
because the verse 
        Let your face shine upon your servant. 
is one of the biblical quotes in next Sunday’s 
spring concert, The Body of Christ.  The concert 
has a Lenten theme – a journey of grief with 
devotional reflections on the body of Jesus.   
 
SERMON 
 
There is a famous Chinese story about a farmer 
whose horse runs away.  His neighbors 
comment on his bad luck.  He responds that no 
one can know for sure what is good and what is 
bad.  When the horse returns with a wild 
stallion, the neighbors change their tune, 
commenting on his good luck.  Again, the 
farmer says who knows?  When the farmer’s 
son breaks his leg trying to ride the stallion, the 
neighbors bemoan the bad luck.  Again, the 
farmer cautions that no one knows.  When war 
breaks out, all able-bodied young men are 
taken off to battle, except the farmer’s son who 
has a broken leg. 
 
Things that are “bad luck” sometimes offer 
unexpected “benefits.”  In The Book of Joy: 
Lasting Happiness in a Changing World, which 
describes a week-long conversation between 
the Dalai Lama and Desmond Tutu, the Dalai 
Lama talks about the pain and suffering (“bad 
luck”) of his people being in exile.  
 

 
However, as he points out, because he lives in 
exile he has not been as constrained by the 
customs and constructs of his tradition as he 
might have been.  In particular, he has been 
free to make significant connections with other 
people of various traditions around the world.  
He says that for him this has been a blessing.  In 
fact, it has been a blessing for the world. 
 
In this book Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama 
talk extensively about the reality of pain and 
suffering in their own lives and in the lives of all 
people.  They point out the obvious that no one 
can avoid pain and suffering.  It is part of the 
human experience.  Much as we might try, we 
can not go around it; we must go through it.  
They invite us to do the challenging spiritual 
work of breathing in suffering and breathing out 
joy – the joy that comes from a life centered in 
the holy. 
 
As embodied creatures, our lives have a 
beginning, a middle and an end.  Along the way 
there are challenges – physical, emotional, and 
spiritual.  No life escapes the complexities of 
the intertwining of joys and sorrows.   
 
Yet, we will do a lot to avoid the pain and 
suffering that comes our way.  We don’t talk 
directly with the person with whom we have 
conflict.  We use drugs, so we can keep pushing 
our bodies, rather than taking the time to rest 
that our bodies are asking for.  We avoid deep 
feelings and instead store anguish in headaches, 
queasy stomachs, bad backs, you know… 
 
At different times, people have told me they are 
not coming to church because they will cry.  I 
respond that church is a perfect place to cry.  It 
is important for us to create a safe space for 



each other when we need to cry.  It’s not 
necessary to know why someone is crying to be 
supportive.  Sometimes just sitting quietly next 
to someone is exactly what they need.  It’s OK 
to ask if they would rather be alone.  If they 
initiate a conversation, you don’t have to solve 
anything; just listening is compassionate.   
 
We all know when we get bad news how it feels 
like we’ve have been “punched” in the gut.  It’s 
because we have.  Our minds are not separate 
from our bodies.  They are intertwined.  We 
often “know” things in our gut.  
 
Grief is one of those powerful emotions that we 
know in our gut, which is why it’s often hard to 
eat at those times.  Grief is one of those 
emotions we often try to avoid.   Our culture is 
so focused on “happy” and “progress” it’s hard 
to fit grief in.  Sometimes, we don’t even realize 
we are experiencing grief.  It’s easier to assume 
we are depressed than grieving.   
 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross made the stages of grief 
famous.  We have learned from her work to 
recognize various aspects of grief as normal.   
However, these stages of grief set up an 
expectation of the “progress” of grief and how 
long it should take.  Life is not that simple, as 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross herself discovered in her 
own dying process.  She found herself 
questioning her own work as she struggled with 
her own existential crisis of letting go.  She 
came to realize that grief doesn’t have a road 
map.  It’s individual.  It’s idiosyncratic. 
 
Generally, grief takes longer than people 
expect.  If the emotions of grief are pushed 
aside at the time, they often take up residence 
in some body part, and give us another kind of 
pain.  Unexpressed grief often comes back to 
haunt us years, even decades, later.   
 
In addition, each new grief also touches on the 
griefs of the past - like pushing on a bruise.  We 
would be wise to encourage one another to 
take the time for grief.  We would be wise to 

help our children learn how to grieve, while 
they have our support to help them. 
 
One of the ways we prepare ourselves for 
grieving and help ourselves in the experience of 
grief is through spiritual practices –  

• practices that help us to be centered in 
the holy, like prayer and meditation. 

• Practices that deepen our compassion 
for others and all creation – like 
listening and service. 
 

Meditative prayer opens us to the presence of 
God – the source of Joy.  It also, practically, 
brings us to deeper and more regular breathing 
which of course enlivens our whole body.  
That’s why I often encourage our children to 
begin a time of prayer with breathing. 
 
Each of us is part of the body of Christ and an 
avenue of joy to enter the world.  As St. Teresa 
of Avila reminds us in her prayer we are also 
collectively the body of Christ on earth.  Let’s 
turn again to our opening prayer and say it 
together. 
 
O God, we are now Christ’s body on earth. 
May ours be the eyes through which Christ’s 
compassion looks on the world. 
May ours be the feet with which Christ goes 
about doing good. 
May ours be the hands with which Christ is to 
bless creation now. 
 
Caring for others is one of the things that 
Desmond Tutu speaks of as an essential 
spiritual practice for expanding the heart’s 
capacity for joy.  In the Book of Joy there is a 
story about a man, Anthony Ray Hinton, who 
spent thirty years in prison for a crime he didn’t 
commit. His arresting officers told him he would 
go to jail because he was black.  And that’s what 
happened.  He lived in a five-by-seven-foot cell 
in solitary confinement, allowed out only one 
hour a day.  In the beginning he was angry.  
What changed his life was when he began to 
care for other prisoners.   
 



After thirty years, a unanimous Supreme Court 
ruling ordered his release.  When he was 
interviewed on 60 Minutes, he was asked if he 
was angry.  He replied that he had forgiven 
people long ago.  The interviewer was 
incredulous, but they took 30 years of your life.  
Hinton responded If I’m angry and unforgiving, 
they will have taken the rest of my life. 
(The Book of Joy, pg. 244-45) 
 
Hinton’s words echo the words of Jesus on the 
cross, Father forgive them.  Jesus chose to go 
through the pain and suffering that awaited him 
as he entered Jerusalem.  He could have simply 
not gone to Jerusalem.  Yet, he went through 
the pain and suffering.  Resurrection Joy is on 
the other side.  


