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Prayer 

In The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (I’m referring to the movie, which I’ve seen, not the story it was 

based on, which I haven’t read), the titular character ages in reverse. Born as a tiny baby, the unusual 

Benjamin Button suffers from many of the ailments that plague those far older: arthritis, loose skin, and 

liver spots. He learns to walk with crutches and it is not until he grows older that the maladies of old age 

begin to fade and his appearance gets more and more youthful despite his actual age.  

I don’t want to tell you the whole story but rather to point something out: We all enter into our lives 

with an anticipated end-date. We hope we will live a long life (and we don’t always know that we will), 

but we do not expect to live forever. In Benjamin Button’s case, his length-of-life was revealed from the 

time of his birth. If one figured out fairly early that he was aging in reverse, then they would be able to 

figure out how long he was likely to live based on the ailments he had as an infant. If he had been born 

with a “dad bod” and a receding hairline then it might have been obvious that he would only have lived 

into his forties. 

None of us know, at the moment of our birth, how long we are going to live for. We usually proceed 

through our lives thinking that seventy or eighty years is a good target, though we know that not 

everyone makes it that far, and that some are blessed to live even beyond those years. And though 

death is startling at times and can come as a shock, it is never entirely unexpected. Mortality is not a 

surprise. Death comes for all of us.  

“But what does any of this have to do with Pentecost?” you may be thinking? With the Holy Spirit? With 

the tongues of fire? 

Well, Pentecost is often referred to as the birthday of the church. It is the day that the Christian Church 

became empowered to grow and spread, sharing the message and life of Jesus Christ to people of all 

nations around the world. On that day, the Church was an infant. Only, it was not born as Benjamin 

Button, so we haven’t been counting down the days since then to an inevitable end. We don’t know 

what the life-cycle will be like for the Church…And sometimes we wonder if it may be dying. 

In fairness, we don’t really know what dying feels like because none of us—that I know of anyway—have 

actually died. It’s not something people usually come back from. And, as I expect all of us know, even 

the most trivial thing can feel like death when you’ve never experienced it before. When I was a child in 

elementary school I remember hearing about a child who had accidentally stapled their finger. I still 

remember thinking about it for quite a long time. In my five- or six-year-old brain I came to the 

conclusion that, yes, that was the worst possible thing I could even imagine. Some of us remember the 

first time we had a cold (especially if it was the dreaded “man cold”) and how that felt like dying—or the 

flu, or even a hangover. The first time we weren’t sure we were going to survive. Then later, we realized 

that perhaps that wasn’t so bad, and that death would probably be even worse than anything else we 

had experienced up to that point. 

And when it comes to the church, maybe some of us have been through a lot. What we’re going through 

right now, we know that this is not just a paper cut. Many of us have been through mergers or moves—



and those can feel like dying as they are happening. And some of us are even here because our former 

church really did die. So we do know what it feels like when a church is dying. 

But we also need to make the distinction between small “c” church and big “C” Church.  

Our church may be struggling. Our small “c” church has had some tough times. But our small “c” church 

is just one small part of the big “C” Church of Jesus Christ. And that Church is not dying. It is not in 

danger of dying either, although there may be parts of it that are struggling (including our bigger “C” 

Anglican Church).  

And this is where the Apostle Paul’s metaphor of the church as the “body of Christ” is such a useful 

metaphor, especially if we have a fairly basic understanding of human biology. We could think macro, 

like Paul does, about the members of the church being the arms or the eyes or hands or ears. But, with 

so many churches and so many Christians around the world, it might make more sense to think on a 

more micro level. The cellular level. As part of the body of Christ, we are like the cells of Christ’s body. 

And this is a helpful metaphor because there are different kinds of cells, and those cells make up 

different kinds of tissues, and those tissues make up different kinds of organs or bones or muscles 

which, in turn, make up the body.  

But here’s another important extension of that metaphor: the cells themselves don’t last anywhere near 

as long as the body does. Each cell has its own life cycle. It is created, it does its job for a while, and then 

it dies, to be replaced by another cell. No one cell lives forever. And, one estimate I’ve heard suggests 

that in the human body, after around seven years every single cell in the body is replaced. There is 

literally not one single cell remaining that was there seven years earlier. It’s hard to think of ourselves as 

being so fluid, so…transitory. But somehow that fits when we are thinking about the body of Christ. 

There is something there that holds it together that is more than simply its parts. 

Just like we have a part of us that is separate from our physical cells that continues, even as the cells 

themselves turn over (you can call it a “life force” or a “soul” or an “essence” or something similar), 

there is something that maintains us as part of the body of Christ—as the Church of Jesus Christ.  

On the day of Pentecost, the disciples received the Holy Spirit. Something that had been sent by Jesus 

once he returned to heaven was now in them, infused into their very being. It animated them and gave 

them power and allowed them to represent and communicate with God in ways that they hadn’t 

before—and spread Jesus’ message of repentance of forgiveness of sins as they never had before. And 

that same spirit, the Holy Spirit, still animates us, holds us together, in the Church of Jesus Christ—the 

body of Jesus Christ even two thousand years after its birthday. That spirit is still with us, even though 

every single cell in that body has changed over, many times.  

It may well be that the struggles we are facing really are the warning signs of approaching death. We 

don’t know how long we will live. We don’t know where we are in our life cycle, either as small “c” 

church of St. Timothy or slightly bigger “C” Church of the Anglican Church of Canada. But we do know 

that we are part of something bigger than ourselves. And even if our small part ceases to be, the 

components of our “cell” will be used in the birthing of a new “cell”. And that “cell” will continue to be 

part of the greater whole. 

But, as we don’t actually know how long our life will be, since we are counting the years since our 

inception and not counting down the years until our demise, we also don’t know what is coming next. 



We don’t know if our pains are those childhood struggles grasping with the reality of a paper cut or 

something more severe. Because when you are young, even growing pains can feel like death. Perhaps 

the spirit is moving in us to change and grow—and our struggles are merely growing pains as we move 

toward the next phase of our lives together, of our lives as part of the body of Christ. Like those disciples 

on the day of Pentecost, perhaps we are present as the Spirit is starting something brand new in our 

midst. 


