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	There was a young man named Frank who received an early Christmas gift: a parrot. This was just before Thanksgiving. It was a fine parrot, but it had a terrible attitude and an even worse vocabulary. Every other word out of its beak was a swear word, and it was just generally obnoxious and rude. Frank played soft music, spoke softly to the bird, did everything he could think of to clean up this parrot’s act, but to no avail.
	Finally, Frank was fed up. He yelled at the parrot; the bird yelled back. Frank shook the parrot, and the bird got even angrier and ruder. Finally, in desperation, Frank grabbed the bird and put him in the freezer. For a few minutes the parrot squawked and kicked and screamed, and then, suddenly, there was silence.
	Fearing that he had hurt the parrot, Frank quickly opened the freezer door. The parrot stepped out onto his hand. “I’m so sorry,” the parrot said. “I think my rude language and actions may have offended you. I am sincerely remorseful, and from now on I’ll do everything I can to correct my rude and unforgivable behavior.”
	Frank was amazed at this turn of events. He was about to ask the parrot what had made him turn the corner when the bird spoke again.
	“Let me just ask you,” the parrot said. “What did the turkey do?”
* * *
	I guess the moral is, Thanksgiving is a time for gratitude, but sometimes you’ve got to get scared straight.
	Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is a letter of thanksgiving – out of all his letters, it’s the one with the longest and most effusive thanksgiving for the community of faith to which he’s writing. This is a good, strong church. Unlike some of the other churches to which Paul wrote, they’re not dealing with a particular problem or division in the church. With this church, Paul doesn’t need to say, “Shape up”; instead it’s more like, “Go team.” He is celebrating their unity.
	But the letter, and particularly this passage, says some interesting things about the church universal, the great body of Christianity to which we all belong. And today at the climax of the church year – a day variously called Reign of Christ and Christ the King Sunday – this reading comes around to remind us of one of Paul’s central themes: that in this very human enterprise called the church, Christ is in charge. Paul uses the language of the body, saying that God has “put all things under [Christ’s] feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body.” We use similar language in holy Communion, when we recognize that in breaking and sharing bread we become “the body of Christ.” Jesus is the head; we are the shoulders, knees and toes, the working parts under Christ’s command. 
	This scripture comes around at this time in the church year to remind us of how far we have come. We can look back to last Advent and Christmas, the beginning of the year we’re now completing, and remind ourselves of how it begins: with a tiny child born a refugee to parents on the run, a child who is almost killed by a ruthless dictator. And so over the year we have moved from this image of Jesus as a helpless child to this grand and glorious ruler on a heavenly throne, wielding what Paul calls “the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe.” Pick the Christ who speaks to you – the humble and helpless Christ, or the powerful, in-charge Christ. Both are the true Christ; each speaks to us at certain times in our lives and in certain situations. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Today is the day for the powerful, triumphant Christ. It’s this Christ who Paul says is at the head of the Christian church – the wider church and, if we want to be true to our faith, our own little church as well. Paul gives us here an image of complementarity, saying that with Christ as the head, we are empowered to respond as Christ’s people to his call, and to do Christ’s work in a boots-on-the-ground way. 
	That is a hopeful and helpful vision. It can keep us true to our calling as a church, keep us from straying into self-interest and pettiness and all the other failings that every human being is prone to. 
	The message is a short one today, but I want to recognize three challenges that this text makes for our church as Advent begins next week and we move into the new church year.
	First, the scripture calls us to recognize and honor Christ as the one in charge here. This speaks to why we become part of a church in the first place. As human beings, we need to get our emotional needs met, needs broadly clustered around love, significance and security. We get these needs met in our intimate relationships, in our families, at work, in our public life. And we get these needs met in church as well. That’s a good thing; it’s just part of the human dynamic, the way we’re called to be social animals. But it’s good to be conscious of that dynamic and to recognize the ways, essentially, that we’re using church to get what we need emotionally. 
The classic example is of a church member who overfunctions, who has a hand and a say in pretty much everything, as a way of getting that need for personal significance met. The danger is that that person and those needs become the focus of a lot of institutional energy. That’s not what God wants; that’s not what Christ wants. As our mission statement says, we’re here to follow Jesus, reflecting God’s love, serving and welcoming all. We need to be other-focused; we need to be about recognizing where Christ is calling us. To recognize and honor Christ’s leadership is to keep our eyes in the right direction.
	That’s one challenge for us in the new church year. The second comes from verse 18, in which Paul expresses his hope that God will open “the eyes of your heart.” That’s a curious image, isn’t it? In the ancient near East, the eyes were understood as the zone of human capacity for thought and judgment, and the heart was the seat of emotion. Paul conflates those human capacities into one image, and in so doing, he challenges us to receive the Gospel message in a new way. It’s not just a head experience, an intellectual apprehension of the Good News – the kind of experience for which mainline Protestants are sometimes called the “frozen chosen.” And it’s not just a heart experience, a purely emotional response to the message, the kind you see on TV with people flopping on the floor and sobbing and screaming. “The eyes of your heart” – Paul’s image challenges us not to check our brains at the door, but not to forget our hearts, either. Here at ACC, we lean a little toward the frozen chosen. We need to bring our hearts to church as well, and let God’s love touch us, soften us, move us.
	Finally, and this is perhaps the most hopeful lesson of the scripture, we need to claim the power of Christ’s lordship over our church. Institutions come and go; sometimes they wither away. There are two churches near where I live in North Buffalo, one Lutheran and one Presbyterian, that have closed up shop and sold their buildings; they are apartments and condos now. That’s a scary sign for those who believe that the church universal is a force for good in the world. But with Christ as the head of the church, we don’t simply have meaning and inspiration to animate us – we have power. God’s power, expressed through Christ, that continues to transform the world, sometimes in ways we can see, most often in ways we’ll never know. We are not powerless in the face of changes in society that have sapped church membership, in the face of suspicions about Christians and religious people in general, in the face of our own doubts and uncertainties on the path of faith. We, the Christian church, have power over all of these things because we are headed by Christ. “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” Paul says elsewhere. That’s something Pilates and Red Bull can never claim. We have this power, the power of Christ. 
	So those are the challenges that Paul lays at our feet for the new church year. Recognize and honor Christ as our head. Experience the Gospel with both our minds and our hearts. And claim the power of Christ that animates our faith community, strengthens us for the work ahead, and holds us together as people of faith.
	The gifts of God for the people of God. Come, for all things are ready.
	Amen.

