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Body Works and Spirit Power
The church in the city of Corinth was known for being deeply divided, embroiled in controversies.  As such, it could not be an effective conveyer of the Gospel.  There were factions each vying for power, for prominence, for control—regard for one another was sadly lacking.  Their energy was often dissipated in little turf wars, disagreements which severely affected their ability to be effective and to move forward.  It was not a happy situation.  Instead of functioning for the good of the whole, each was vying for position.  We know that a house divided against itself cannot stand. They spin their wheels in rivalry, and with little trust and support for each doing their part and contributing to the whole, they nearly lost all sense of identity as a body.
As St. Paul thought about this headstrong group who were such a handful, he could see that their patterns of relating, of being church, were counter-productive to living as community, to knowing the joys of functioning as a body.  He could see what was preventing them from being fruitful in their witness to Christ.   Dissension and rivalry were the order of the day, weakening them and robbing them of joy.  
Paul was an organizational genius as well as a clear-thinking brilliant theologian. He thought organically, systemically.  He could see where they were stuck.  How blame and accusation was killing the Spirit and how such eruptions were destroying the communal landscape, just like a hot lava flow wipes out whatever is in its path.  
In contrast, we have today’s Gospel story of Jesus’ coming out, his inauguration.  He comes  instilling the Spirit.  In fact, we read that Jesus returned “full of the Spirit”.  He was full of the Spirit as he began his ministry because he was blame-free and refrained from accusation that created division.  

Jesus came, embodying in his own person the prophet Isaiah’s expectation that One would come who would bring Good News, open eyes to the dysfunction and frustration of rivalry, and bring release from these recalcitrant human patterns.  He came embodying an entirely new way of relating, of being human and of making community.  The Spirit of the Lord was upon him and the eyes of all were fixed upon him.  The authenticity of his voice rang out and no one could deny the sense of divine Presence that he embodied as he read the Word.
According to Rob Bell in a recent book about him entitled, Rob Bell and A New American Christianity, American Christianity is experiencing a theological shift. Many have tried to explain it, sometimes making the shift far more confusing than it actually is. Fortunately, the shift can be explained quite simply, and while it may be new to American Christianity, it is actually very old. Indeed, it dates back 2,000 years. The shift boils down to the two theological axioms of the New Testament, both found in the letter 1 John:

“God is light and in him there is no darkness at all” (1:5) and “God is love” (4:8 and 16).

Those statements, while simple, are far from simplistic. John was bold in affirming these statements. He knew he had to give it to us straight – probably because he and the other disciples had a hard time understanding what Jesus meant in his teachings and parables. So, John cut to the chase and simply claimed that Jesus reveals, “God is love and God is light. There is absolutely no darkness within God.”
What does it mean to say that God is love? First, it means that God’s love is nonviolent. 
James Alison, who has a brilliant curriculum for the New American Christianity, states in his book On Being Liked, “Jesus revealed that God had and has nothing at all to do with violence, or death, or the order of this world. These are our problems and mask our conceptions of God…” 

What I appreciate most about Bell is his attempt to live into God’s non-violent love and forgiveness. If he is one of the most admired leaders of the “New American Christianity,” he is also one of the most criticized. Many accuse him of being a heretic, of leading people away from the true faith, and of being a wolf in sheep’s clothing. But Bell has a particular way of not responding to these accusations, and Girard is helpful in understanding why Bell’s non-response is vital for the New American Christianity. 
The most important thing Bell teaches and models for the New American Christianity is to not participate in cycles of accusations and violence.  Bell’s response to the harsh criticism and accusations made against him is to ignore them and move on with telling the story.

Of course, the story is ultimately not Bell’s or ours. It is God’s. The reason Bell doesn’t defend himself by imitating the accusations against him is because he has faith that God is in control. Bell can be “in a non-anxious, non-reactive state” (Wellman, 85) with those accusations because he knows it’s not about him. Rather it’s about the God who is Love; the God who has nothing to do with the darkness, violence, and the accusations of our world. For Bell, this is the God of Resurrection. He says the resurrection tells a “better story” than the stories of violence and accusations. 
The story of resurrection is told by the God of love who is restoring and reconciling the world back to God. We have the choice of participating in that story of nonviolent love and reconciliation, or not. If there is any substance to the New American Christianity it will look like the God who has nothing to do with violence and accusation, but everything to do with love, reconciliation, and forgiveness.
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