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Recently our daughter Nancy called to let me know that her car had to be towed due to a 
situation with the brakes. It seems as though as she came to a stop at a red light, she heard a 
rather strange noise, and then what sounded like something falling to the street and clanking 
onto the road. She said she was able to get the car to stop but knew that she could not drive it 
home. She told me that she had been noticing a noise and meant to have it checked out, but 
because the car as a whole seemed to be running fine, she put it off. And then this happened. 
Because she had put it off, the vehicle was not useful even though the motor was fine. 

When it comes to cars or homes or sometimes even our health, we have all been there. We 
notice something that seems to be amiss, and we think I should have that checked out, but 
then we put it on the back burner, and the next thing you know, you are having to call the tow 
truck or the restoration company or even worse, make a visit to the emergency room.   

In his letter to the Church in Corinth, Paul stresses to this small group that seems to be coming 
apart at the seams, the need for unity, the need not only to work together but to value each 
member as vital and important; from the least to the greatest; from head to toe. Each 
member, no matter how important or seemingly insignificant, has a God-given gift and, 
therefore, a part to play in the life of the Church. 

One of the purposes that prompted Paul to send this letter was to put an end to the strife that 
had come up. The way he does that as he looks on this group of imperfect people is to see in 
them the Body of Christ –“A visible tabernacle for our Lord’s invisible Spirit,” an instrument to 
be used to carry out His will, so says Bishop Costen J. Harrell who served as Bishop of the 
Alabama Conference and the North Carolina Conferences from 1948 – 1955.   

I learned about him when I turned to my copy of Barclay’s commentary of the letters to the 
Corinthians, and in it, I discovered this little track written by Bishop Harrell. I found it to be a 
treasure. 

Anyway, Bishop Harrell goes on to say, “We are not disembodied spirits. The spirit of every 
man dwells in a body of flesh and blood, and so intimately are body and spirit joined together 
that hands and feet and tongue do the bidding of the invisible spirit. The relationship between 
Christ and his Church is like that.”  Now that should be an Aha moment. Our Lord did not offer 
his life on the cross in order to continue his presence in the world through some indefinite 
wandering of the mind, a mere story to simply contemplate, and that be that. No, Christ died 



on that cross to form the Church, and in the fellowship of the Church, His Spirit lives on, and 
through the church body, His work of redeeming love continues to call the lost, the sick, the 
lame, the poor, all who come searching and hoping to be found by God.   

That is, Christ continues to be the incarnation of God in the world, through this body, the 
Church, you and I, and so many other faithful followers, saved by grace. Imperfect as we may 
be but still hoping to grow in grace. Sometimes this body of Christ, the Church, is lacking and 
sluggish. Sometimes it is bound up by too much tradition. Sometimes it is wounded by its 
enemies, and sometimes its sins are like a virus eating away at its vital organs, and yet, it is still 
our Lord’s body, as Paul himself makes plain. 

To be a Christian means that we must be a part of the body of Christ and to accept our role as 
a member of it – that is to do the very vital part that we play, no matter how big or how small. 
And our primary job is to lead others to Christ into the Church. As Bishop Harrell says, “Our 
greatest work is to build a Church wherein the Spirit of Christ may dwell. The world’s most 
urgent need is a sound and vigorous body through which our Lord may redeem mankind”. 

As Paul uses the human body as his example or as I use Nancy’s car as mine, we need to 
consider three things that the Church must possess to be a sound and vigorous body, with all 
of our parts working smoothly and together. 

The first is we are an organization. The Church must be an organization. That is, we are not 
just a group of people, but we are a group bound together by a faith and a principle. Some 
may think that organizations are contrary to “pure spirituality.” But we should not forget that 
ideas and ideals become powerful when they are incarnated into an institution. Organization 
makes the difference between chaos and order. A healthy nation is organized control. By 
organization, an untamed river is harnessed and its power directed to serve the many varied 
needs of our modern world.  

So too, the human body, fearfully and wonderfully made, is, first of all, an organization. It is 
made of bone and sinew and knit together in a marvelous plan. Consider the eye, the ear, the 
nose; no machine is comparable to what each of these components can do uniquely on their 
own, yet they all work simultaneously, serving not their own needs but the needs of the whole 
body.  

As Paul reminds us, no part is isolated or independent. Many different members, eyes, ears, 
nose, hands, feet, legs, arms, neck, head, fingers, and toes. Yet they all make up one body. 
“The eye cannot say to the hand ‘I have no need of you, nor the head to the feet, I have no 
need of you.’”   

So too, in this, the body of the Church, we have many unique members with differing gifts and 
abilities, some are well known, and others may seem insignificant. But there are also many 
roles within this body that must be carried out. Otherwise, the body is handicapped, disabled 



in some way. And if a member is ignored or isolated or forgotten, or not seen as important to 
the whole, the whole body suffers.   

But it is the head, Christ our Lord, who leads the body. Just as the head tells the feet which 
direction to take and the hands which item to pick up and work with, so it is Christ from whom 
we take our directions to follow; whether we are preachers, teachers, administrators, 
storytellers, gifted in music, or sharing what we have with others.  

We do all of it in the name of and for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ, for this is the body of 
Christ. For those who, in the name of spirituality, view organization with an air of contempt do 
not understand the nature and work of the Church.   

Second, the body of the Church needs the Life of God or the Spirit. John Wesley once 
described religion as the life of God in the soul of man. Unless the life of God permeates the 
Church, the organization is impotent.   

Genesis tells us that God breathed the breath of life into humankind, and man and woman 
became living souls. The human body is indeed an organization – made up of many unique and 
wonderful parts, but it does not live until life-giving oxygen makes its way into the lungs and 
starts to fill each vein with that life.  

Only then does the body become a living, breathing organization. While there may be much 
debate about how all of that works and when life begins, what we do know for sure is that life 
is a gift of God, and its presence within the body causes all the parts to perform their proper 
functions. When that life ceases, only the corpse remains. 

What the spark of life is to the body, so the Holy Spirit is to the Church. Our church 
organization is a valley of dry bones until the Spirit of God brings it to life. Christ needs the 
Church as a body in which He may dwell, but even more so, the body needs the indwelling of 
His Holy Spirit. 

Jesus instructed his disciples to remain in Jerusalem until they had received the Holy Spirit. It 
would have been sheer folly for the Church, so recently formed, to have ventured on its world 
mission before it had been made alive. As Paul says, “The Spirit gives life.” So to the Divine 
touch transforms an organization into a living Church. 

Third, Christ must be the Church’s head. His letter to the Colossians strengthens his doctrine of 
the Church as the body of Christ by saying: “And Christ is the head of the body, the church.”   
The center of the nervous system is the brain.   The whole body is under its control, and every 
part of the body is connected with the brain by a network of nerves resembling an internet 
server.   



If the connection to the brain is severed or at least damaged, the person suffers paralysis or 
worse. This is in itself a great mystery: that the head should be supreme over the entire body, 
every muscle, and gland obedient to its orders.  

So too is Christ, the head of the Church. He is in control of its life and action. If any part of the 
Church denies him, it becomes as a branch separated from the vine. The gifts of redeeming 
love which the Church is commissioned to convey to all humankind are resident in Him.  Christ 
directs, and the body obeys. He is honored above all other organizations. His Word is exalted 
above the wisdom of the world. His name is adored above every other name. It is to the head 
of the Church that we offer our unique gifts for ministry. Our time to bring others to know 
God’s love, our tithe to support all that it is that God calls upon us to do as the complete body 
of Christ. For Jesus Christ is Lord of the Church.     


