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“Building up the Body of Christ (part 1/3)” 

 

 This morning we mark the start of a new year of mission and ministry here at 

Church on the Mall.  I am so privileged to be embarking on this adventure with you, as 

we discern what God wants us to be doing as his church, here in the Plymouth Meeting 

Mall.  Being your pastor for the past 8 months has enabled me to get to know you as a 

congregation and many of you, individually.  I have worked alongside our session and 

committees to learn of our ministry and hear about our dreams.  We find ourselves in 

the exciting position of stepping out into our future, becoming the church we hope and 

pray God is calling us to become.  Many of us have fond memories of growing up in the 

church.  We remember the songs, the programs, the pastors, the people.  And while 

there is a touch of longing for the past, I believe we are ready to be the church today, 

excited about where God is calling us in this time and place. 

 The familiar complaints among pastors is that congregations are too stuck in the 

past, longing for the glory days, unwilling to change.  They also often lament the burden 

of a huge, cumbersome church building that is too hard to maintain as their 

memberships dwindle.  We are in the strong position of having neither one of these 

stumbling blocks as we seek to be the church today.  We are ready and willing to go 

wherever God calls us, eager to do new things and invest in new opportunities.  Our 
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building continues to be a source of revenue for us, so we are not spending inordinate 

amounts of time and money with its upkeep.  We are ready for what’s next and it’s that 

“what’s next” that we have the exciting task of discerning together.  We are in a prime 

position to build up the body of Christ.  We aren’t trying to go back to the body of 

Christ; we’re not investing in the structure of the body of Christ.  We are building up the 

body of Christ – with Jesus as our head, we are united as one body to be his church, to 

continue his ministry, to nurture his disciples, to promote his mission in the world. 

 The letter to the church in the Greek town of Ephesus is not like most of the other 

letters in the New Testament.  The other letters are often addressing a specific concern 

or problem, focusing on a particular issue or situation, be it a conflict in the church, a 

dispute over theology, or a disagreement about who can join the congregation.  In 

Ephesians, though, the author brushes a broad stroke, beautifully and poetically 

describing the nature and purpose of the church.  Paul has been reaching out into 

different cities, establishing churches, gathering disciples of Christ together.  This early 

church is just now figuring out what it means to be disciples of a Risen Christ, rather 

than the pre-crucifixion Jesus.  They are just now figuring out what it means to continue 

to follow Christ after his resurrection and ascension. 

 If we back up to the book of Acts, we find the group of disciples gathered 

together in one place for the Jewish festival of Pentecost, seven weeks after Jesus’ 

resurrection on that first Easter morning.  The Holy Spirit blows through their 

community, uniting them and inspiring them to preach and teach the Good News of the 
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Gospel.  To this day we remember and celebrate Pentecost as the birthday of the church 

– when the Holy Spirit came and consecrated that group of believers, instilling in them a 

purpose and passion to continue the mission and ministry of Jesus Christ.  And not just a 

remembrance, we also celebrate the living Holy Spirit that still to this day calls together 

disciples of Christ to be the church. 

 There is something uniquely communal about the Christian faith.  Whenever I ask 

a confirmation class or Bible study if it’s possible to be a Christian on a deserted island, 

the answers are resounding yesses.  But I can’t help but think that their answer is not a 

Biblically-based answer, but instead an American-based answer.  For Americans, the 

individual reigns supreme, and anything that compromises our personal freedom, 

personal choice, or personal opinion is seen as oppressive, restrictive, and just outright 

wrong.   

But our Christian calling is one that overwhelmingly unites us together as the 

church.  The Holy Spirit came to that gathered group of believers, not to individuals.  

Our life of discipleship is not one that we live out on our own, but is one that we 

experience alongside other disciples, walking the path of Christianity together.  The 

Holy Spirit has consecrated our togetherness as the church and fills our communal life 

together with God’s presence and blessing.  I could never argue with Christians who say 

they worship God on the golf course or hiking through the woods, as I have done both 

myself.  But there is something missing if our faith is a solitary endeavor.  Christians are 

called together to be in community with one another.   
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This leads us to ask some basic questions about the nature and identity of the 

church.  Let’s start by stating what the church is not.  The church is not a social club.  

While much of what we do is social, our purpose is not to provide opportunities for 

social interaction.  The church is not a commodity.  While we all get certain needs met 

through this congregation, our purpose is not to be another thing to consume.  To the 

outside observer, we may seem like just that – a social group where people get their 

needs met.  We do, after all, gather together for everything we do from worship to Bible 

study to mission projects.  And we are, after all, in a mall, where people come to 

purchase things for their consumption.  And, we advertise and promote ourselves; we do 

our best to get our name out there and attract new “buyers” if you will. 

The nature and identity of the church is rooted in God – it is his Holy Spirit that 

blesses and consecrates the church to live into its mission; it is his son, Jesus Christ, 

who is the head of the church; it is his invitation that calls us not just to a life of 

individual discipleship but to a communal life of being Christians together as brothers 

and sisters in Christ:  a family of faith united to be one body.  This is not our creation, or 

the creation of early Christians.  Our purpose is not to meet the needs of everyone who 

walks in our doors, but our purpose is to continue the mission and ministry of Jesus 

Christ – being in the world with his healing and love, with his forgiveness and 

compassion.  There are times when we will leave this sanctuary feeling worse than 

when we came in and not better – when we are challenged to hear the plight of all those 
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who suffer in the world; when we bear the heavy responsibility of doing something to 

make this world more reflective of God’s kingdom.   

I had a conversation just this week about the horrible refugee crisis in Europe and 

all the people risking their lives and the lives of their children because staying in their 

country was worse than death.  Most of us saw the heart-wrenching picture of the 

deceased young child, Aylan who washed up on the shores of Turkey.  We often look to 

the heavens and wonder where God is in situations like these, how something like this 

can happen, why, if miracles happen, this wouldn’t be the ideal situation.  It is 

comfortable for us to sit in this nice air-conditioned, safe sanctuary and pray for a 

miracle, but in fact, our job as the church is to go and be that miracle.   

So many situations in this world could be easily solved by people; God has 

already intervened in the person of Jesus Christ to tell us to put away our guns, to go 

and help people who are hungry and suffering, to open our arms to the outcast and the 

foreigner.  When current events are viewed in light of our Christian imperative to be 

working to bring about the kingdom of God, we may leave this place with an ache in 

our heart, knowing the death of Aylan actually rests upon our human shoulders. 

Likewise, God has not disappointed us by giving us a world that cannot produce 

enough food for its inhabitants.  The reason so many people go to bed hungry at night or 

die of malnutrition is because we have decided that only people with money should get 

to eat.  And the reason people are homeless is not for lack of building materials or 

places to sleep; God did not limit the amount of wood and brick that we could procure 
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from this earth.  But we humans decided that only people who can afford housing 

should have a decent, safe place to sleep. 

The church is as important today as it ever was.  These situations that I’ve 

mentioned are why we do things like support the Colonial Neighborhood Council, send 

money to our denomination which as a disaster response team, and show hospitality 

with food and coffee on Sunday mornings to anyone and everyone who walks past our 

lobby.  Our passage in Ephesians so poignantly points to the importance of calling as a 

church, and pleads with us to live into the hope of that calling.  Everything we do 

together as the body of Christ is a response to God’s invitation.  He calls us to be the 

church together.  He calls us to see the hungry people, the refugees, the suffering, the 

homeless, the sick and to continue Jesus’ mission to touch them with care and 

compassion.   He calls us to be in community with one another, engaging in faithful 

worship, listening to his word, following his lead out into the world, showing each other 

love and compassion, caring for each other when we are sick and depressed and going 

through hard times.  The church that we are today is so much more than a social club or 

a commodity to be consumed.  We are the living, breathing presence of God that is 

called to be working in the world in little ways and in big ways to promote his kingdom. 

Often in the letters to churches found in the New Testament, the church is 

referred to as the body of Christ.  This imagery primarily uplifts two things.  First, the 

church has no human head.  Period.  Christ is the one and only head of the church:  this 

all belongs to him.  Second, the church functions as one entity.  We are united, even 
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when we are scattered throughout the week at our schools and jobs and homes; even 

when we are spread throughout the world in different countries halfway across the 

globe:  the church is one united body.  The last verse of our passage expresses this so 

beautifully: “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called into the one hope 

of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is 

above all and through all and in all.” 

I know this sanctuary is not half as full as we wish it was or as it used to be.  And 

believe me, I want more people here on a Sunday morning as badly as you do.  As a 

church that needs funding to survive, we cannot deny the fact that we need financial 

resources in order to live out our Christian calling to be the church together.  We engage 

in the delicate balance of remembering that we are not a commodity whose main 

purpose is to make people feel good, yet wanting new members to join our fold.  We 

engage in the delicate balance of knowing that the richest churches are not necessarily 

the most faithful, but still needing to make our budget if we want to survive.  As both a 

divine creation and a human institution, we will always have these tensions. 

I am excited for the year ahead and feel that each one of you as an individual has 

the promise of making an important, meaningful impact on who we are as Church on 

the Mall this year.  Each one of you has something to contribute to making this a 

faithful, successful church.  The love and compassion you have for one another, your 

commitment to feeling the pain of the world and reaching out in Christian love, the 

desire to offer a space of meaningful worship where the word is proclaimed and 
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followers of Jesus Christ are inspired to grow in their faith:  For all of these reasons, I 

am eager to be in ministry with you; our session is eager to be leading you into this next 

year.  I hope and pray you will each live into the hope of your calling, and that you will 

join us with your time, your talent, and your treasure, as we build up the body of Christ 

here in the Plymouth Meeting Mall.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


