A Transfigured Church?

This past Wednesday, my pastor did a wonderful presentation on The Body of Christ for the adults in our cluster of parishes.  He traced the history of the phrase and its multiple meanings.  We use body of Christ to talk about (1) the historical body of Christ, (2) about the Eucharist—Christ’s sacramental presence on our altars and in our liturgies, and  (3) about the ecclesial body of Christ—the Church.  While in today’s usage, the term “real” Body of Christ generally refers to the Eucharist, for the first millennium the Eucharist was commonly described as the “Mystical Body of Christ” and the “real” or “true” body of Christ almost always referred to the ecclesial body of Christ, the Church.  How awesome and challenging—Christ is really present in us… WE are truly the BODY OF CHRIST!  Christ’s presence in the world, Christ’s work of healing and forgiving and renewing and reconciling is only possible if we, his real BODY, are carrying on that work.  How different would our lives be if all of us who call ourselves Christian really believed that?   Pondering this brings new meaning to the Gospel readings.

The Gospel of the Second Sunday in Lent recounts the story of the Transfiguration.  For a few brief moments, Peter, James, and John saw Christ for who he truly is—the complete fulfillment of the Law and of the Prophets, the glory of God made man, the chosen Son, acclaimed by the Father…everything the Jewish people had ever hoped or prayed for, the culmination of a whole people’s history and struggles and yearnings.  For a few moments it was real… and then just as suddenly as the transformation had occurred, it ended—and the apostles saw only Jesus… probably tired, clothes dirtied from the journey up the mountain, vulnerable to all the human tragedy and betrayal that would soon befall him.  


What does this Transfiguration mean if WE are the true Body of Christ?  Once in a great while, we are gifted with that same kind of transfiguration: a glimpse of who we really are as the Body of Christ, of the way all of history leads to this point, this place and time, of our connection with our spiritual ancestors; we see the glory of our true dignity in God, the radiance of God’s image shining in us; we hear how together as Christ’s true body we complete the work of salvation; we hear the voice from heaven proclaiming us CHOSEN sons and daughters—and the Father’s command that we be listened to…  We are transfigured and for a moment grasp the beauty and reality of being Christ’s Body.  Unfortunately it’s not a moment we can hold on to.  It slips away despite our best efforts to dwell there. 

All too quickly we get caught up again in the trials and tribulations of life on earth—the reality of our unity as Christ’s body fades in the face of disagreements, misunderstandings, the problems of being human in the midst of human institutions, the attempts to promote my views and beliefs over those of “the other.”  I fail, and I fail to forgive the failings of others.  Rather than seeing the true body of Christ, I see factions and camps, liberals and conservatives, allies and enemies.  During this sacred season of Lent, as we walk with Christ to Calvary and beyond, let us pray for each other and for our church that we will be not just transfigured, but transformed… that we will become more and more what we truly are, the Body of Christ—loving, compassionate, forgiving, open, self-sacrificing, ONE in all our richness and sacred diversity.
--Sheila Nelson
