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Ephesians 4:1-16 

    I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to 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. 

     But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ's gift.  Therefore it is said, "When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts to his people."  (When it says, "He ascended," what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth?  He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things.)  The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.  We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people's trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.  But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body's growth in building itself up in love. 
John 6:24-35 

    So when the crowd saw that neither Jesus nor his disciples were there, they themselves got into the boats and went to Capernaum looking for Jesus.  When they found him on the other side of the sea, they said to him, "Rabbi, when did you come here?"  Jesus answered them, "Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.  Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For it is on him that God the Father has set his seal."  Then they said to him, "What must we do to perform the works of God?"  Jesus answered them, "This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent."  So they said to him, "What sign are you going to give us then, so that we may see it and believe you? What work are you performing?  Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’”  Then Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven.  For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world."  They said to him, "Sir, give us this bread always."  Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” 

The Gospel of our Lord.

Men are from Mars, women are from Venus.  At least that’s how the book title goes, describing how men and women are so different from each other as to seem as if we are from different planets.  Then again, I heard a psychologist on the Today Show this week who said these differences have been exaggerated, and it’s more like men are from North Dakota and women are from South Dakota.  Whatever that means.  

However you look at it, I think it’s safe to say that most of us have experienced the reality of division and separation in the human community.  Paul refers to it earlier in Ephesians as the dividing wall of hostility, and we experience it every day, in many ways.  We know that there is a dividing wall between the genders, and, try as we might, men and women simply can never fully understand each other.  We know there is a dividing wall between the races, and we will never be able to understand what it’s like to have a different skin color, to speak another language as our native tongue.  We know there is a dividing wall of economics, and the rich and the poor simply live in different worlds, and experience different realities.  And we know that we all build our own individual walls, as well, sometimes for protection and sometimes out of fear, but we build walls of isolation and we convince ourselves that we don’t need anyone, that we are self-sufficient, independent, and perfectly happy all by ourselves.

And yet, we also know, and we claim to believe, that we are all connected.  Especially in this electronic information age, we can connect with almost anyone almost anywhere through just a few clicks on the computer.  Global migration patterns also mean that people from all over the world are moving all over the world, so that people whom we never thought we would meet now live across the street or work across the hall.  On a deeper level, we believe that there is a commonality to the human experience, for we will all live and love, we will all dream and despair, and we will all be hurt and die on this very same planet.  Even though we are divided by so many things, we all sweat underneath the same sun, we all look up and wonder at the same moon.  And as Christians, we believe that God has granted us a unity in the Spirit, as Paul writes, a unity rooted in “one Lord, one faith, one baptism,” a unity that goes deeper than race or gender or class or education or experience or age.  We believe that in Christ there is no east or west, no north or south, no male or female, or slave or free, there is only sinner and saint, and we are both.  We are all in need of Christ’s love, and we are all set free through his death and resurrection.

So, is reality one, or is it many?  Are we separated, or are we connected?  It seems to me that we are both, and our lives are lived as a dance between the poles of individualism and community, between independence and interdependence, between freedom and responsibility.  Whenever we focus exclusively on one pole or the other, we experience pain, frustration, or confusion.  If, for example, we believe that we are only individuals, we may well end up lonely, isolated, and unloved.  And if, at the other extreme, we believe that the world is just one big, happy family, we may well ignore the real differences that exist among us, thinking that “everyone is just like us,” and our naïve cries of, “why can’t we all just get along?” will be drowned out by the painful conflicts that continually fill our world.  

This world and our lives are very complicated, and it’s hard to know just how to navigate our way through this constantly changing maze of relationships and realities.  Thank God for the guidance we have from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.  In it, Paul uses, as he does elsewhere, the image of the body to illustrate how we are to understand and live our lives in light of the Gospel.  He recognizes that there is a diversity of gifts, that each of God’s children is blessed in a unique way, but he reminds us that God grants these gifts for a single purpose:  building up the body of Christ.  He then calls us to “grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body's growth in building itself up in love.”  

Even though we are different, we are connected.  Even though we all have distinct roles and unique identities, we are joined and knit together.  Just imagine how different our world would be if we all asked this simple question before we said or did anything:  How can I build up the body?  How different would our relationships be, with our spouses or our children, or our co-workers or friends, if every time we were about to say something, we paused and asked ourselves, “Will these words build up, or will they tear down?”  How different would our political and economic decisions be if, every time we were about to spend our money or use our power, we paused to ask, “How will this benefit the common good?  How will this build up the body?”  


I am not so naïve as to think that there is a simple answer to any of these questions, or that just asking them will result in a magical transformation of our fractured human community into the loving and perfect kingdom of God.  But I am bold enough to believe that the Apostle Paul’s vision of our lives as part of the body of Christ, a body that knows no boundaries of time or space, language or color, gender or identity, is real, and that this vision has the power to make a real difference in our lives today and into the future.  And it all starts by understanding that it’s not about asking, “What’s best for me?” it’s about asking, “What can I do to build others up?”

I would guess that by now, most of you who have children under the age of, say, 10 have seen one of the biggest animated movies of the summer, Cars.  And, if you don’t have young children in your family, you probably won’t have this movie on your “must-see” list.  That’s too bad, for it’s one of the best family movies I’ve seen, and believe me—I’ve seen them all in recent years, good and bad.  To summarize the plot for those who haven’t seen it, the movie revolves around a flashy young race car, Lightning McQueen, who believes that his success on the race track is all his own doing, and he doesn’t need anyone or anything to help him.  As he heads toward the final championship race, he is sidetracked and forced to learn some important lessons about friendship, community, and the value of relationships.  He demonstrates how well he has learned those lessons when he makes it to the big race, and he’s just about to cross the finish line in first place, he realizes that the former champion, an older race car in his last race before retirement, has been forced into a crash and is unable to finish.  Lightning McQueen stops, goes back and pushes the older car across the finish line, thus losing the race but winning something far more important.  
This is what it means to build up the body; this is what it means to bear witness to the power of love.  We cannot give in to the forces which tell us “It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there; it’s everyone for themselves.”  We must live as if Christ’s death was not in vain, we must live as if the unity of the spirit is stronger than the divisiveness of our world, we must live as if we believe that God has the last word.  If we can do this, if we can live into the unity that God has already given us, if we can work to build others up with our words and our deeds, we will indeed live lives worthy of the calling to which we have been called, we will indeed know the fullness of a life lived in Christ.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
