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| “Are you a practicing Christian?” “No. I got it right the first time.” Okay, it’s an old joke. But |
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/ THOUGHTS FROM PASTOR: THE MARKS OF A CHURCH

have been thinking a lot about spirituality and faith development, lately. Some of that is due to my
planning for the Adult and Youth Christian educational opportunity (beginning Sunday, Jan. 13 at
9:30am in Bavendam Hall) but, not all of it. Unfortunately sometimes it seems that | find myself trying
thinking about faith that way—about getting it right. So | was grateful to read an article, “Faith
Practices, Faith Lives: A Lutheran Perspective on Faith Practices” by Dr. Martha Storz, a professor at
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary. However, Dr. Storz puts faith development this way:

Faith is more a matter of “being got” than “getting it.” This understanding of faith is at the heart of
Lutheran thought and practice. Luther feared that Christians would use spiritual disciplines as means to
an end, a way of earning their salvation. This was an unattainable goal. So focused, Christians would
become overburdened and miss the gracious gift of God in Christ Jesus. Luther had so victimized
himself in this way in the monastery; his despair drove him to faith. Spiritual disciplines used in this
way are rightly condemned as “works righteousness.”

While Luther exhorted his parishioners to practice the faith, he distinguished between spiritual tech-
niques and “marks of the church.” Spiritual techniques were condemned by Luther because they were
“self-chosen” works, not God—given gifts. These were spiritual practices used not for their own good
but used as a means to some other means. One example of this would be for one to pray for George W.
Bush to become a progressive Democrat.

On the other hand, the marks of the church were God—given, God-shaped, and God—shaping activities
given to Christians. These activities were inspired by and grew out of genuine preaching and hearing of
God’s word, activities such as baptizing new Christians, sharing Holy Communion, forgiving one
another and asking forgiveness, ordaining and commissioning, praying, etc.

Storz unpacks Luther’s thought further:

Think of the Taize’ chant: Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. “Where there is love, there is
God.” Think of altering that slightly, and what Luther intends becomes clear. Where there are
people baptizing, there is the church. Where there are people teaching, there is the church.
Where there are people listening for the Word of God, there is the church. These core faith
practices locate the body of Christ in the world. They are not the only places where Christ is
present, but by engaging in them, we learn to recognize Christ when he is present. We learn to
discern Christ’s body in the world.

The seven faith practices emphasized in the ELCA-wide “Call to Discipleship” are: Pray, Study,
Worship, Invite, Encourage, Serve, and Give.

In the next few weeks we will explore these practices as we ask ourselves, “What part does this
practice play in our individual Christian life? What might it mean for each of us? What can it
mean for St. Matt’s?

Please give me a call or email me so I make sure I have enough
materials for you.
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Incarnating Prayer
by Deacon Paul Bellan-Boyer

incarnate, or enfleshed. We might forget that prayer is not simply about words or thoughts, but can also

ake place in our bodies. Any thought that our bodies are not an appropriate place for prayer would be
challenged by the Apostle Paul: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
dwells in you?” Body and spirit together — the way we truly are — make a praying unit

Ejhristmas is also known as the feast of the Incarnation, when God entered into human life, becoming

One way to involve your body in prayer is to use your senses to begin or deepen prayer. This can be as
simple as using particular tastes and smells as an occasion to experience pleasure and give thanks for the
gift of life. Or upon hearing the ringing of a bell to remember that God and God’s angels are looking out
{for the world.

Another way is to use classic practices of meditation in your prayer. You can begin and prepare for
|prayer by turning your attention to your breath and body. Notice and slow your breathing and move
awareness through your body as a way to relax and ground yourself in your own incarnation.

Your breath and body can actually become part of your prayer. If you exercise “religiously,” or practice
yoga you may well be doing a form of this already. But another simple way is to take a short verbal
[prayer or Bible verse, and repeat it synchronized with your breath. For instance, you might inhale on
“Jesus remember me,” and exhale on “when you come into your kingdom.”

Another way to embody prayer is the change your posture. Do you remember being told to “Sit up
straight!”? Your body can lead you in the direction you wish to go. Our posture evokes an attitude that
carries into prayer. Prayer when kneeling has a different “feel” to it than prayer sitting. When you wish
[to offer yourself to God, or to receive what God is giving to you, pray with arms outstretched and hands
opened. You will soon notice that your prayer is different — maybe subtly, maybe dramatically — because
you have involved more of yourself, and you have changed the way you are approaching God.

All of the Triune God — Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — was involved in the incarnation (see 1 John 4:9-10,
John 1:14, Luke 1:35). So too, God calls us to involve all of ourselves —
I}:ody, mind, and spirit — in our relationship with the divine.

et this be our prayer.

Amen
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