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In a small town on the Chesapeake Bay, you can 
find the aptly named “My Favorite Things,” a shop 
that sells cheese, chocolate, and wine. I stop in from 
time to time—just to treat friends or buy gifts, of 
course. On my last visit, I struck up a conversation 
with the shopkeepers, Carol and Joe, and found 
that one was a long-time Christian and the other 
a new believer. They have explored independent, 
Methodist, and Baptist churches; I told them I was 
a life-long Presbyterian. It quickly became clear that 
our experiences of the faith are quite different, and 
we found ourselves telling story after story.  

“Have you ever heard of the sweet aroma of 
Jesus?” Joe asked. I hadn’t. He told me about being 
at a worship conference, and how he was swept 
up in the praise of God. He showed me how he 
had stood with his eyes closed and his hands held 
high, and said that he had smelled this wonderful 
aroma—like honeysuckle and jasmine—and that he 
just wanted to keep inhaling. He breathed deeply of 
the lovely fragrance while it seemed to pass by him 
slowly. When it was gone, he opened his eyes and 
looked around, but no one else seemed to notice it. 
It happened to him again when he met Carol. “Do 
you smell that wonderful fragrance?” she asked him 
one day. He leaned in closer to her, and there it 
was—that same honeysuckle smell. The sweet aroma 
of Jesus, given as a gift. I was intrigued.

Our conversation turned to my very different 
experiences. You’d rarely find a Presbyterian with 
hands raised. I laughed and said our greatest asset 
is also our greatest downfall.  We talk about faith 
seeking understanding; we are thinking Christians. 
Educated clergy are important to us, and we are glad 

that no one asks us to check our brains at the door. 
Yet that has also led us to an overintellectualization 
of faith, I said; often we are less able to give 
ourselves over to emotional or spiritual expressions 
of faith. We agreed that the body of Christ needs us 
all and that God has all sorts of ways of getting our 
attention.

Whether or not I ever experience the sweet 
aroma of Jesus, I am convinced that it is crucial 
for Reformed Christians to reclaim the bodiliness 
of worship. Reformed Christians have received a 
remarkable inheritance from John Calvin and others 
who insisted that worshipers did not need priests 
or ceremonials to mediate their encounters with 
the divine. The Word of God is preached and—with 
the associated acts of congregational singing, public 
prayers, the words of institution, and expressions of 
praise—believers are united with Christ through the 
work of the Holy Spirit.1  Yet with the Reformation 
we lost something too. Images and ritual acts 
became suspect and, as William Dyrness describes 
it, drawing on Edward Muir, the “practices of the 
upper body replaced those of the lower body—the 
emphasis shifted from ritual practices involving 
the whole body to those focusing on the head 
alone. . . . With their frequent sermons and regular 
catechism, Reformers insisted that understanding 
should replace sensual bodily experience of objects 
and practices.”2

Calvin and the Reformers responded, of course, 
to the church of their time, employing necessary 
correctives that scraped the barnacles off the 
overburdened ship of the church’s worship. But 
it’s not 1560 anymore, and we find ourselves 
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responding to the church of our own time, a church 
whose worship has become bogged down with 
too many words and too little bodily engagement 
with holy things, holy space, and one another. We 
continue to be suspicious of ritual, even dismissive 
of it, not realizing that we are closing ourselves 
off to God. Is there a way for today’s Reformed 
churches to retain our emphasis on Scripture, love 
of learning, and respect for the life of the mind 
while also giving credence to the power of sight, 
movement, touch, and even smell? Or, to ask it 
another way, is it within the purview of Reformed 
Christianity to consider the material world as a 
locus for encountering God?3 It seems to me that, 
in fact, we must do these things in order to discover 
a more vital way to worship in an age where we 
have begun to see the limits of cognition and are 
opening ourselves once again to mystery. Reformed 
Christians, in fact, are discovering that faith is not 
merely a cerebral event but also a physical one; that 
is, faith is not just believing but doing, both inside 
and outside the church’s walls.  

There is justification for this in the very person 
of Jesus Christ, in whom “the whole fullness of 
deity dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9). The fact of the 
incarnation—Word made flesh—suggests that we 
encounter God through our bodies. How could it 
be otherwise? Jesus was not some sort of spiritual 
Clark Kent, shucking off his everyday clothes  
now and then to emerge as a divine superhero. He 
was a particular person who lived in a particular 
place. Particularity matters. What he did with his 
body mattered.  

The ministry of Jesus points us in the same 
direction. His ministry began with baptism, when 
he submitted his body to the same ritual act as 
everyone else who heard John’s call, and God 
spoke in the midst of it all. He taught and preached, 
engaging mind and heart, and he healed people, 
often touching them. He fed them. Both before and 
after his death, he met his disciples in a meal—in an 
upper room, at a roadside inn, by a charcoal fire on 
the beach.

The risen Christ who meets those disciples 
is not a disembodied spirit, neither a ghost nor 
a metaphor, but a wounded and restored, once-
dead, now risen body. The Word made Flesh. He 
is the same now, but not the same; he has been 
transformed, yet he is still the human Jesus who 
walked this earth. It defies reason, yes. As Barbara 
Brown Taylor puts it, 

The immortality of the soul is much easier to 
conceive than the resurrection of the body. 
What? You mean a stopped heart suddenly 
starts again? You mean a dead body gets up with 
a growling stomach? No, I mean God loves 
bodies. I mean that in some way that defies 
all understanding, God means to welcome 
risen bodies and not just disembodied souls 
to heaven’s banquet table. The resurrection of 
the dead is the radical insistence that matter 
matters to God.4

 
For all of our talk of the body, we still have trouble 

wrapping our minds around it, and perhaps that is 
no surprise. We have been conditioned to accept 
without question the Greek dualism of body and 
soul. For all of the so-called freedom and openness 
in the wider culture regarding sexuality, the church 
remains in the shadow of Augustine’s anxieties. 
Descartes taught us that thinking defines us and 
that the senses are not to be trusted. The Reformers’ 
mistrust of the material further confounds us. “Add 
to that the modern scientific reduction of the body 
to biological matter, overlaid by Victoria’s Secret 
ads,” says Brown Taylor, “and it is small wonder 
that so many of us are uncomfortable in our flesh.”5  

Yet we see in the person of Jesus Christ that 
God loves bodies. Jesus—God incarnate—was born 
and baptized, healed and fed, died and was raised 
in his body, and ascended. We are baptized into 
Christ’s body, made a part of his body, fed with his 
body, sent out to be his body. Surely, then, it is not 
so surprising that in our worship we must attend to 
our bodiliness.  

The sacraments are the logical place to start. 
Common matter—water, bread, wine—are the things 
God chose to make Christ present to us through 
the Spirit’s power. We get wet. We receive bread to 
strengthen the body and wine to gladden the heart. 
We remember that Calvin insisted that the gospel is 
not fully heard unless it is proclaimed in both Word 
and Sacrament. God speaks through them both. 
They are separate and yet entwined: the sacraments 
proclaim and proclamation is sacramental. So how 
do we begin to live more sacramentally? How do 
we worship through both word and sacrament? Or, 
to put it another way, how do we bring our whole 
selves to worship—body, mind, spirit, heart, all of it?

On a recent Sunday at St. John’s Lutheran 
Church in Atlanta, three people were presented to 
receive baptism—two infants and a young woman. 
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The congregation stood in the octagonal shaped 
sanctuary, turning to the baptismal font that stands 
at the front entrance of the church.  We all renounced 
our sins and professed our faith. We gave thanks for 
the miracles God has accomplished through water, 
then watched as the pastor poured our own local 
water over the heads of three new Christians as they 
were baptized into Jesus Christ. Then the whole 
assembly sang:

Remember and rejoice,  
renewed by floods of grace.
We bear the sign of Jesus Christ  
that time cannot erase.6

While we sang, the newly baptized, their family 
members, and representatives of the congregation 
processed to the center of the 
sanctuary. The assembly, still 
standing, turned to face them, ready 
for the next part of the baptismal 
liturgy. The pastor asked us to move 
closer to those just baptized so that 
we could all participate in the laying 
on of hands. We shifted toward 
the aisles and leaned toward the 
center of the sanctuary so that every 
one of us was touching someone 
who was touching one of the newly 
baptized. They were anointed with  
oil, and as one body we prayed for 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Welcoming them was 
easy—we were all right there.

On the one hand, it was a baptism by the book. 
On the other hand, it was unique among many 
baptisms in the mainline churches because we 
were not merely watching it all take place. We were 
taking part in it. Even the simple act of standing 
and turning our bodies to face the baptismal font 
signaled that these people were being baptized 
into the body of Christ, and that was us. Because 
of the shape of the sanctuary and the placement 
of the font, we formed one big circle, making it 
especially clear that the ones being baptized were 
not only being joined to Jesus Christ but initiated 
into his body. This sense was heightened when we 
moved even closer together to pray for the Holy 
Spirit, touching one another so that we could be 
connected to the newest members of the body. It 
was impossible to miss the point—this was about 
the whole body of Christ. Because we participated in 

these simple ways, we knew in our bodies that God 
was doing something in our midst. Passing by that 
font as we left at the end of the service, we couldn’t 
help but remember what had transpired.

Just as future baptisms will reverberate with the 
memories of other baptisms, future anointings might 
hearken back to this baptism, and all baptisms. 
Anointing is a repeatable part of the baptismal rite, 
an action that can take place as part of other rites 
throughout a lifetime. Imagine, for instance, that rite 
of passage we often call “confirmation.” It can be an 
awkward event where young people read aloud their 
statements of faith, then stand on one foot and then 
the other, while the adults drone on. What if their 
confirmation were directly related to their baptism? 
What if they stood around the baptismal font, 
remembering either their own baptisms or others 

they have seen? What if we anointed 
them with oil, making that same sign 
of the cross on their foreheads that 
they received at baptism? What if 
we gathered around them, and laid 
hands on them, and prayed for the 
Holy Spirit’s power and guidance in 
their lives? Such a rite might be good 
for us all, helping us remember that 
the life of discipleship, with all of 
its doubts and challenges, begins 
in baptism. And because of that, we 
are never forsaken; we are always 
claimed by God, always tethered to 

the body of Christ, always upheld by the Spirit.
The life of discipleship not only begins in 

baptism; it is a continual baptismal journey, and 
the practice of anointing helps to underscore this. 
All sorts of opportunities for anointing present 
themselves: the commissioning of church school 
teachers; services of healing; blessing those heading 
off to take part in a particular mission. We can 
anoint those engaged in ongoing service as well. 
Imagine a day when the church’s musicians—
whose presence is often assumed and dedication 
sometimes overlooked—are anointed and prayed for 
with the laying on of hands.

In her book Take This Bread: A Radical Conversion, 
Sara Miles tells the story of how her church formed 
a food pantry that serves hundreds of people 
every Friday, distributing fresh produce and pantry 
staples from around the communion table. The 
work is hard, and it requires a lot of people to 
sustain such a feeding ministry. When the one-year 
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anniversary of the pantry came around, Sara wanted 
to hold a service of thanksgiving that included a 
blessing of hands. She invited people from the San 
Francisco Food Bank, who supplied the food, to 
come to the service, but they all had to work. So 
one day she headed down to meet them at the food 
bank, a vial of scented oil in her pocket, and shyly 
asked if anyone wanted a blessing. She writes,

Arthur, standing by the scales, had thrust his 
hands out at me. “Yes!” he’d said. “Oh, yes!” 
Cynthia, a woman I’d met who directed a food 
program at one of the Pentecostal churches, 
came over, too, turning up her palms to 
receive the anointing. And Eddie had pulled 
up to us on a forklift, tooting the horn 
excitedly. “Me, too,” he called out. “I really 
need that.” I looked at each of them in turn 
and took their hands—soft, calloused, warm, 
damp—in mine.  “Arthur,” I said, dipping my 
thumb in the oil and making the sign of the 
cross in his palms, “every time you touch 
someone with these hands, may you show 
them God’s love. . . . Cynthia, in all the work 
you do with these hands, may God’s mercy 
and justice shine forth. . . . Eddie, bless all the 
work of your hands, and may God keep you 
in his hands, safe and loved.”
 Eddie turned his hands over when I was 
done. “Thanks,” he said. He turned his hands 
over again, examining them. “Thank you.” He 
looked quizzical, flushed, touched.  “Eddie,” I 
said, “thank you. Thanks for all you do.”
 As I’d gone out into the city after the 
anointing, I noticed hands giving me a cup 
of coffee at the coffee shop. Hands holding 
hands on the street or stroking a baby’s face. 
Hands putting bread in a bag and opening 
a door and holding a broom and pouring 
water and touching a neighbor. I noticed  
how marking a body as holy made holiness 
more visible.7

Even in this impromptu anointing among ware-
house shelves and forklifts, it can be seen: marking a 
body does indeed make holiness more visible.  

A few years ago, a dear friend and colleague 
in ministry asked me to preach for the twentieth 
anniversary of his ordination. As we talked about 
the service, he made it clear that he did not want 
this event to be about his ministry alone but 
about that of the whole congregation. So when the 
day came, and the preaching was accomplished, 
and he had renewed his ordination vows and 
received an anointing for renewed power, we invited 
anyone from the congregation who wished to come 
forward to be anointed for their own ministries. 
We imagined that a few brave souls might come; 
we never expected that virtually everyone there 
would stream forth.  One by one, we received them, 
and anointed them, and prayed for the ways that 
they served Jesus Christ, and asked for the Spirit’s 
blessing upon them. Tears flowed as freely as the 
unguent, and we knew that God was at work that 
day through the touch of hands on heads and the 
sweet smell of oil.

Anointing reminds us that the life of discipleship 
is the baptized life—that, as the PC(USA) commis-
sioning service puts it, “the grace you have received 
in baptism is sufficient for your calling.” Baptism is 
both gift and call, and while we can be continually 
reminded of our baptism by the rain, or the shower, 
or the water in the font, every now and then it 
matters that someone touches us and blesses us 
and makes on our skin the sign of the cross of Jesus 
Christ, in whom we live.

The baptized life is also the eucharistic life, of 
course, and the Lord’s Supper is the sacrament we 
get to celebrate most often. Where else is the bodily 
nature of Christian worship more obvious? Hands 
knead bread (or at least buy it). Fingers touch when 
we pass trays or receive bread and cup from another. 
It is impossible to celebrate Eucharist alone—it 
is inherently communal, inherently physical. And 
God speaks to us in ways that go beyond words. 
In the taste of bread, the smell of wine, the sight of 
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others sharing, touching, smiling, weeping, eating 
together—in this we see something of Christ, and 
of who God is, that we cannot apprehend in any 
other way. We are, quite literally, fed. Like Calvin, 
we cannot explain it; we can only fall down in praise 
before the mystery.

I know that change can be slow, but we must not 
continue to deprive our churches of this profound 
form of proclamation and communion with Christ 
that is given to us. God has offered us an amazing 
gift—a way of speaking to us, a way of enjoying 
union with Christ, made possible by the Spirit who 
is willing and waiting to make it all happen. We 
hear the Word proclaimed every week, but we do 
not feast every week. We are starving ourselves 
by staying away from the Table. Christ feeds us at 
the holy table of the meal as well as the table of 
the word, and we are only receiving half of what is 
necessary to sustain and strengthen the body. The 
God who calls us to be the body of Christ in the 
world offers us a bountiful meal, but we refuse to eat 
it. What are we waiting for?

In the meantime, there are other ways God 
meets us in our bodily worship, in acts that are not 
sacraments, in a technical sense, but sacramental. 
If you are fortunate enough to worship in a 
congregation that really sings, you have experienced 
it. The sound and sensation of singing is bodily; it 
unites us as one; we create a kind of beauty singing 
together that no one of us can create alone. And 
singing gives us a language beyond our words, that 
we might pray more fully, and more deeply, than we 
could otherwise do.

And then there is standing and kneeling, clasping 
hands in prayer or opening them, bowing heads or 
tilting them back to raise faces to heaven. There is 
the kiss, the handshake, or the hug of peace. The 
giving of an offering. In all these ways and more, we 
bring our bodies to the holy work of worship.

All of this talk about the bodiliness of worship 
is not just so we can have “better” worship or more 
meaningful experiences of God. It is because what 
we do (not just what we hear or say) forms us for 
the Christian life. I was in my forties before I took 
part in a footwashing service. I’d seen others do it, 
but, too shy for such things, I’d never done it myself. 
Then suddenly while at a worship conference, I was 

in the middle of it before I had a chance to protest. 
It was simple. We were seated around tables, and 
each table had a pitcher, a basin, and a towel. I was 
the first at my table to have her feet washed. How 
tender was the person—someone I did not know—
when he washed my feet. He poured water over 
them, stroked them, dried them, and then—to my 
surprise—bent and kissed them. I had been anointed 
with love. When it came my turn to wash someone 
else’s feet, I imitated what had been done to me. I 
poured water over someone’s feet, stroked them, 
dried them, and without even thinking, bent to kiss 
them. Being ministered to in such a way taught me 
how to minister to another, without any instructions, 
or manuals, or words. Love begets love.  

The renewal of the church, I am convinced, lies 
not in another snappy program for church growth, 
or the next new genre of music, or younger and 
better-looking preachers. The renewal of the church 
depends on our receiving the gifts that have already 
been placed before us, worship that invites—and 
requires—us to bring our whole selves, for in doing 
so, we learn how to love.
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