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                                                            THE BODY

Introduction: 

In the discussion and debate about homosexuality within the Christian Churches and in Society, there is very little said  about the wholistic nature of sexuality and even less on the wholesomeness and integrity of the body. Occasionally there is a media programme or commentator who tries to provide a more in depth commentary. 

Geraldine Doogue on a  Compass Television show on Jan 11th 2004, chaired  a panel (forum) discussion entitled “The trouble with sex”. Other panel members were the Auxiliary Anglican Bishop of South Sydney, Bishop Forsyth, a Sex researcher M/s Wallace, the well known social commentator, Bettina Arndt and Uniting Church Minister,  Dorothy  Rae McMahon. While the programme  provided an interesting pen picture of the varying views about sex, sex education and the Church’s approach in the past, it was somewhat of a caricature. The Anglican bishop rightly called into question the innuendoes and half truths about the Church. 

Is the Church silent about these matters? 

Bettina Arndt who has been commenting on sex, and sexual relationships for thirty years said that she receives many enquiries from  Ministers, Church people, and happily gives advice. She indicated that sex within marriage is a consolidating force  and that marriages help society, and in  fact there are more viable  marriages than there are not. 

The panel bemoaned the fact that there seemed to be a deep silence from the Church about sexual matters.  I believe that the Church has been active but its voice is not being widely heard. While the Bishop bravely stood up and made a strong defence of the scriptural insights into sexual practice and marriage, the Church’s message is being lampooned and  scorned by the media. It  is a challenge for  the Church  to be in the public forum in an intelligible and noticeable way, especially when the presenter or interviewer has a hostile or confrontational style. I have pondered long and hard about the Church’s response and how I might assist in my role as a baptized member of the Church. For the Church and its members  to continue its prophetic role  in reading the signs of the time in becoming “as wise as a serpent and as simple as a dove”,  we all have to become  wiser, with the touch of the divine and as it were, becoming street wise and savvy in touching our world.

Concentrating on the Body in an Olympic Year:

The year 2004  is an opportune time to highlight the human body within the context of the scriptures and tradition and the moral teaching of the Church. Given that this is an Olympic year, the body will be on show. We will be seeing many images of the human body and appreciating its beauty, strength, gracefulness, agility, tenacity,  capacity, nobility, creativity,  ingenuity, heroism,  lissomeness, femininity and masculinity. All this will just add to the welter of images we contend with every day about the body, and particularly the seductive  and erotic images that are readily displayed in our shopping malls and on our screens. Something that we will  see too  is the failures of some and the accompanying brokenness of the body, its fragility, its weakness, the pain and the agony.     

Whatever image we see, we must seize the day and see with the eyes of Jesus in seeking  out natural opportunities to proclaim that the body is a temple of the Holy Spirit and God’s good gift for us . To complement the visual displays of the body  Brisbane Courage will concentrate on writing a  series of articles during the year on the Body. In the June Courage  article we will unpack an Australian author’s work on Manhood and masculinity. In August we will explore the work of Pope John Paul II in his four year lectures on the Nuptial meaning of the Body. In October we will try to explain the concept of  “The Body has its reasons” meaning that the body remembers what is done to it. Although the effect  of how we treat the body may take years to unravel, if we  abuse the body with alcohol, or cigarettes, or poor diet, the body has its reasons and has a habit of  striking back. 

We are hopeful that in October 2004,  Brisbane Courage will co-host with two other Christian bodies, a Brisbane based  seminar/conference on human sexuality, with the main theme being  “The nuptial meaning of the body”. By  reading and reflecting on  the body articles  during the year we will be better prepared for the October seminar.

Some examples of a  solid prophetic Catholic voice of scholarship and wisdom: 

There have been significant works in the past couple of years on the Body. 

Francis Martin, Christopher West,  Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Martini just to name a small representative number.These authors have spoken to the modern world and are becoming   a prophetic voice for us. Because of the care and research undertaken by these authors their written works are sometimes difficult to digest and understand.  Nonetheless  I believe it behoves us to study their works and understand their relevance for our times, especially for pastoral workers, priests and ministers working in the  field of sexual morality,  sexual ethics, counselling and various healing ministries.  

Fr Francis Martin: A Book with a view:

One of the most striking books about the body I have read  in the past couple of years is Francis Martin’s  monumental work: The Feminist Question: Feminist Theology in the Light of Christian Tradition. (1994 Eerdmans.). I  was surprised by the clarity of discernment in a very controversial area of study and the balanced suggestions/ insights and wisdom that allow  conclusions that can stand up to the intense scrutiny and criticism of theologians and sociologists of almost any persuasion.   Its conclusions and discussions are so impressive, and faithful to scripture, tradition, moral ethics and  the post enlightenment history of secular study of the body, that I have included it as a serious work for any person wanting to discern the stream of literature about the body. Chapter 12 is for our purposes the chapter that has most relevance and  is entitled “The Body Person in More Recent Thought” (pages 368-406). 

A snapshot of Chapter 12:

Martin shows us the progression of thought  in the way the body has been  considered in the past thousand years. He starts with Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179), who wrote, among other things   that  “male and female are equal in their roles.” And ‘neither sex has a physical superiority to the other.’  (p.368) 

St Thomas Aquinas (1221-1274) ‘recognized the centrality of the body for all human knowing since knowledge is not innate, but rather acquired through the senses’. Given that the body comprises five senses it becomes the vehicle or instrument by which we learn, gain experience and develop in wisdom and knowledge.  St Thomas explains  that the image of God is in [its] “ intellectual nature, . found both in man and in woman.” Thomas sees that the final end of man and woman has a significance, which included their sexuality, which we must not ignore.(Martin p.370)

In the late Middle Ages the bubonic plague in 1347 and the outbreak of the Black Death lead to a poisoning of the generally  held  positive outlook of the body. 

By the fourteenth century a philosophy of scepticism  lead to a functional and non personhood approach to the body. The Reformers’ mistrust of reason  and their suspicion in regard to art lead to a undermining of the sacramentality of the body and its spirituality. There arose a puritanical fear of the body. 

The Enlightenment had a devastating impact on the sense of personhood and the wholistic nature of the body. The body was seen to be a function and was measured in terms of efficiency. The body became an object, and reduced  ‘human persons and especially women to the status of objects.

While feminist thought is in part responsible for the renewed interest in the body and especially the body as sexually differentiated, many feminists have an ambivalence about the body. Martin asserts that the feminists have a ‘selective reading of history based on the myth of total oppression and filtered through the crystallized view of the Enlightenment.(Martin, p.381)   

What relevance has this for the Body? 
Cardinal Avery Dulles, the great American theologian, son of John Foster Dulles, a former United States Secretary of State, uses the analogy of the body to make an important point. Our divine experiences come to us through the body. “Man comes to himself by going out of himself and thus experiencing the variety of events and the five senses. Such activity or endeavours allow the spiritual to collaborate with the body corporal.. And “The spirit comes to be what it is in and through the body.”.( Dulles, Models of the Church.( p.69). 

Our body can cooperate with our intelligence, our feelings, our soul. By being aware of all the features of the body we give access to our entire being. For it can be truly said that body and spirit, mental and physical  and even strength and weaknesses represent not our duality but our unity. . In acknowledging the gift of the body then we can more readily use it for the  final purpose of our body;s journey.

We find scriptural support  for this idea when we read St. Paul in 1Cor 6:19-20 “ Your body, you know is the  temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, since you received him from God. You are not your own property; you have been bought and paid for. That is why you should you your body for the glory of God”    

Some scriptural references about the Body for our study and reflection:

Our body is the gift from God for our salvation. We will be saved through our bodies. We need to love it, nurture it, discipline it, utilize it for our worship and prayer, for our service to the Church and Humanity. The following scriptures are useful for our meditation, prayer, and inspiration regarding the gift of our body.

1 Thessalonians 4:3-4: “What God wants is for you all to be holy. He wants you…to know how to use the body that belongs to him in a way that is holy and honourable.” 

1Cor 12:24: “Thus God has established a harmony in the body.” (Knox translation) While this scripture refers to the gifts in the body I think the borrowed meaning is appropriate for our purpose in highlighting the wonder of God’s creation in our being. 

1Cor 3:16: “If anybody should destroy the temple of God , God will destroy him, because the temple of God is sacred; and you are that temple.” 

Romans 12:1 b “…by offering your living bodies as a holy sacrifice.”

Ephesians 5:28-29  “…A man never hates his own body, but he feeds it and looks after it and that is the way Christ treats the Church.”

Psalm 139 :13: “It was you who created my inmost self, and put me together  in my mother’s womb.” 
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