The Reverend Kirk T. Berlenbach

June 27, 2010

Proper 8, Year C

How do you feel about your body?  Most of us could not give an entirely positive answer.  And this is not surprising.  Our bodies are indeed mixed blessings.  We satisfy our appetites, yet at times we also over indulge, even to the point of addiction.  Our bodies are the source of pride and also of shame.  Through them we enjoy sensation and activity yet the also betray us through disease and old age.  They are the source of both pleasure and pain.  And so it is not surprising that our feelings on them are mixed.  Yet so much of how we perceive our bodies comes not from within ourselves but from what we are taught to believe about them.  So many factors mess us up when it comes to our bodies and how we come to view them.  Fashion magazines and images of Hollywood perfection may be the most obvious offenders but the biggest culprit is something far more important and therefore, far more disturbing.  The bible (or at least what many people believe the bible says) causes more confusion and trouble when it comes to how we are to understand our bodies than any other single source.  

If I were to poll the congregation this morning I would bet that most people would say that the overall the bible condemns our bodies and their desires as being at least an impediment and at worst the source of sin.  Today’s lesson from Galatians is a prime example.  Paul seems to say that the body and its appetites are obstacles to spiritual growth.  He writes, “Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.  For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit….”  At first glance this would seem to justify the negative views of our physical appetites and to condemn our bodies in a wholesale way.  At best it serves only to distract and temp us away from our spiritual goals or worse, it is the source of evil and sin.                                             

Needless to say there are a number of problems with this sort of theology.  First, it overlooks the fact that even though we are fallen, we are still creations of G-D.  G-D hates nothing he has made- this includes our bodies and the physical world.  Secondly, such thinking strays into dualism - the spiritual world is good, the physical world is bad.  There is more than enough scriptural evidence for us to know that this kind of theology is simplistic and not reflective of G-D’s nature or will for us.   

Although they can be a spiritual hindrance, our bodies can also lead us to experience G-D in wonderful ways- beauty of creation, joy of physical existence and ecstatic sensation.   But we are fallen creatures.  And what was originally made to be good sometimes twisted and distorted.  

So if our bodies are not inherently bad, why is the Bible and Paul in particular apparently so harsh in condemning them?  For Paul the key lies in his vocabulary.  Paul wrote in ancient Greek and in Galatians Paul is using the word sarx which means the flesh which is not to be confused with the word soma which means body.  While we might easily assume that words like flesh and body have largely the same meaning but in fact their meanings were quite distinct.  For Paul the conflict was not between the body (soma) and the spirit but between the flesh (sarx) and spirit.  It must be understood that for Paul, "the flesh" does not mean the human body or its natural desires and needs.   Rather it refers to all the sinful tendencies, impulses and inclinations inherent in human nature.  It represents those forces that can gain turn our attention away from G-D.  Paul attacks the same part of our human existence that we reject in our baptismal vows when we “renounce all sinful desires that draw us from the love of G-D.”  And when our desires and passions get out of proportion, they most certainly lead us away from G-D. 

In essence the flesh is an idol- it tells us that this existence- this world- this body is all that there is and that the most important thing we can do is to try and ensure our comfort and pleasure.  That stands opposed to the very foundation of our faith- that there is more to reality and to life and its meaning than just what we can see of feel.  

So what are we to do?  It seems that neither indulgence nor rejection is the proper path.  So how do we live as embodied creatures with all the blessings and burdens that this entails?  As we learn from Jesus in today’s Gospel, the demands of discipleship are absolute.  Nothing in our lives can take a higher priority- not our closest relationships nor the demands and desires of our bodies, even including our most basic instinct to survive at all costs.  If we want to follow Jesus then nothing can be more important than our pursuit of G-D.

However, subordination by no means equates with rejection.  We all have desires that grow out of proportion or even out of control.   That is the sarx (the flesh) which we must overcome.   For example, I like to eat.  At times, as is evident by looking at me, my love of food and especially my tendency to eat when I am anxious, has gotten out of proportion.  The result is I am much heavier than I should be.   When I am feeling anxious or insecure, I ought to be looking to G-D for comfort and security, not to food.  That does then mean that food is bad?  Of course not.  Does that mean that my appetite or the fact that I enjoy food is sinful?  Again, no.  But what my weight does clearly show is how something that is originally and essentially good, can lead us to unhealthy and destructive behavior.  My example is just one of the many ways in our “flesh” can separate us from G-D and lead us to harm ourselves and one another.  We all struggle with such issues. 

In renouncing the way of the flesh, Paul is not dictating a life without pleasure. On the contrary, G-D wants us all to lead a life in which we find pleasure, joy and satisfaction, not only of the spirit, but of the body as well.  Indeed, nothing is bad so long as it does not detract from our faith or eclipse the supremacy of G-D in our lives.  And so long as we put G-D first… so long as we place the feeding of our spirits on equally footing as the feeding of our bodies… so long as our greatest satisfaction comes from doing the work of the Gospel and not from feeding any of our body’s appetites… we don’t have to worry about them becoming the occasion for sin.  

One of the tragedies of our human condition is that the qualities that were meant to be a blessing from G-D can now become distorted into impulses that control us. We all have them.  What matters is how we deal with them.  If we delude ourselves into believing that gratifying our flesh can really and truly satisfy our spiritual needs and fulfill our deepest longings, then we become slaves to a master that cannot ever grant us freedom or give us true life.  But when we put G-D first, when we subordinate all our desires and needs to G-D, then we can find freedom from those compulsions and addictions which otherwise would govern our lives.  When we do so, we find both freedom from the flesh and fulfillment of both our body and spirit without having to reject any part of who G-D made us to be.   So long as we put G-D first then we are then truly free to celebrate the good gifts of creation and to enjoy the blessings of this life and the wonder of our bodies.  

