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We’re in a preaching and teaching series called Vital Signs: Moving forward in Spiritual 
Vitality. We’re looking at our personal spiritual vitality and as we bring our lives together in 
a faith community, we’re also looking at the spiritual vitality of our church. And over these 
past several weeks we’ve covered a lot of ground. We’ve looked at Lifelong Spiritual 

Formation, Intentional Authentic Evangelism, Outward Relational Focus, Servant-Leadership and Caring 
Relationships, which leads us to this week’s Vital Sign check-up: Ecclesial  Health. “Ecclesial” is a fancy 
word for “church”; it comes from the Greek. Ecclesial health, church health, can be defined by what we 
have and by what we lack. So, let’s get started.

When I ask you about your faith journeys, I typically ask, “What brought you to Skyline church?” And 
then, I typically follow it up with a second question, “What keeps you coming back?” The answers to 
those questions tell me a lot of things about the health of our church, especially if you think about what 
we don’t have. We don’t have in-fighting or divisive parking lot committees or a handful of people who 
think they own the church. We don’t have those things. We don’t chew up the pastor or resent being part 
of a Presbytery. And there are too many congregations where that happens. However, ecclesial health is 
more than the harmful things we don’t have. It is about the good things for which we strive. 

Strangely, when the world changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and people started 
connecting in a new way, it fast forwarded us into greater ecclesial health. The global coronavirus, that 
has kept us contained in our homes for months, is already reorienting our relationships to the church, to 
what it means to worship and how to engage in weekly Bible study through the use of technology. In this 
fast track, we’re quickly moving to experiencing what we’ve known for a while . . . that the church is the 
people and not just the property, that the church is the people and not just the programs, that the church 
is the people of God on a mission to love God with everything we’ve got and to love others as we love 
ourselves.

Ecclesial health means people more than property, people more than programs, especially in light of 
the protests across our nation, it means people more than privilege. Privilege insists on doing things that 
benefit the way that is easiest for those in power. And this is what is at the heart of this passage from 
Matthew.

Religious leaders who benefit from their position of power are upset that Jesus is challenging their 
dynamics of privilege. They benefited from an elaborate religious code which has been added to God’s 
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laws in the centuries since the Jew’s return from Babylonian captivity. The Pharisees and the teachers 
of the law considered them all equally important. But no religious community can assume that because 
traditions have been practiced for years they should be elevated to a sacred standing. Traditions should 
help us understand God better, not become barriers to a healthy faith community.

It’s a difficult passage to understand at first glance so, let me dig into biblical commentaries a bit for 
us. In this passage, Jesus is challenging the practice of a tradition called Corban. When a man made a 
Corban vow, he was required to dedicate money to God’s temple that would otherwise have gone to 
support his parents. Corban had become a religiously acceptable way to neglect parents, circumventing 
the child’s responsibility to them. Although the action—giving money to God—seemed worthy and no 
doubt conferred prestige on the giver, many people who took the Corban vow were disregarding God’s 
command to care for their needy parents. These religious leaders were ignoring God’s clear command 
to honor their parents. 

The prophet Isaiah also criticized hypocrites (Isaiah 29:13) and Jesus applied Isaiah’s words to these 
religious leaders. Likewise, I see no path forward if we don’t make room for – and indeed give priority to 
– working to create space for intentional and genuine relationships with people who are different from 
us. People who believe differently, people who think differently, and especially people who look different 
and are from different social and ethnic groups than our own. There is surely room and need for protests 
and statements and calls to reform. Just as there is room for deep reflection, honest confession, and real 
repentance for how we are complicit in and benefit from structures that support racism and other forms 
of inequality. Absolutely. And we each have a role to play in that. 

But nothing, in the end, will change if we are not drawn into greater health through genuine, concrete, 
actions and relationships with persons from communities beyond our experience or comfort. Because 
just as we know and struggle to name God through our actual experience of God active in our lives, 
so also, we can only know, appreciate and love – and be changed by – others in and through actual 
relationships. 

This is the long road to not merely social change but a vision that becomes reality of community that 
more closely matches God’s dreams for us and God’s own existence as a relational being.

The evil and power of racism is that it makes it painfully difficult for us to see the “likeness of God” in 
those who differ from us. Racism, at its heart, takes someone who should be intimately recognizable 
to us – one also created in the image of God and so a sibling child of God – into someone or, really, 
“something” other than us, someone/thing we need not recognize as bearing the same dignity and 
rights that we take for granted.

Think with me about Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan. The question is posed, “Who is my 
neighbor?” Jesus is ready, answering with a parable. Jesus often used parables to shed light, bring new 
insights, and provoke a change in the hearts of listeners. We hear that someone is robbed, beaten and 
injured. Two walked by, ignoring the injured man, but a third came to the man’s aid, caring for his wounds 
and securing him safe lodging. He was the good neighbor. He was acting like Jesus, doing what God 
required.

Keeping this in mind, consider the scenario we are witnessing today as racism persists in our 
communities and in our churches. Too many walk by the victims of racism without looking deeply at their 
wounds or the pain inflicted on them. Many of these wounds have festered over centuries. 



Sunday, June 7, 2020  | VITAL SIGNS....Ecclesial Health | 3

Today’s continuing disparities in education, housing, employment, economic well-being, and leadership 
are not disconnected from our country’s shameful history of slavery and systemic racism. Any act of 
racism injures the perpetrator and the victim, threatening the dignity of both. The failure to act to end 
systemic racism, which is often animated in our laws, policies, and structures, hurts those who are 
victimized and denies all of us the opportunity to benefit from the gifts of diversity.

Jesus’ parable calls us to our obligations as Christians, to be a good neighbor: the one who stops and 
helps the injured; the one who does not hesitate to accept the responsibility of healing.

The signs of this time are asking us to wake up, to stand up and to speak up when we see racism. This 
is how we love our neighbor as ourselves. This is how we act like Jesus. This is how we do justice and 
love goodness (Micah 6:8). This is how we make safe lodging for all. This is how we begin the healing 
from racism in our land, writing a new parable of racial justice for this time.

To address racism, we need to recognize two things: that it exists in a variety of forms, some more subtle 
and others more obvious and that there is something we can do about it. We must confront the issue 
with the conviction that in some personal ways we can help to resolve it.

Too many times, apathy has hindered the road to healing. People of faith are called to attend to the 
wounds of racism with prayer and action—to move out of pain to healing by transforming systems and 
structures that perpetuate injustice. 

Ecclesial Health, church health, means people more than property, people more than programs and it 
means people more than privilege. 


