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Most of us probably have experienced a time when one part of our body wasn’t working 
as it was supposed to. Perhaps we sprained our ankle or broke our arm or pulled a 
hamstring or had or have osteoarthritis in our knees or hips. If an injury goes on long 
enough, we notice that the rest of the body compensates for it and we sometimes end 
up with a compensating body part being more injured than the original one. 

For example, suppose you have tear the meniscus in your left knee but you continue to 
do your regular activities anyway. The rest of the body, especially your right knee, will 
work extra hard to allow you to complete these activities.  Pretty soon, your right knee 
hurts as bad as your left knee. Or, suppose you sprain your ankle, but keep going. You 
soon notice your lower back hurts because it’s taking on some of the work of the ankle. 
If you keep going, your hip also might begin hurting so that now you have a sore ankle, 
a sore hip AND low back pain. 

 

To avoid compensation injuries, doctors will tell us to take care of the injured part by 
resting it, using ice, and providing assistive devices. Doctors will also advise physical 
therapy to help rehabilitate the original injury and restore the original body mechanics. 
This often means retraining the rest of the body so it doesn’t compensate for the injured 
part. 

 

Let’s take this experience of physical body injuries and apply it to Paul’s metaphor about 
the church as the body of Christ, with each body part representing a member. Suppose 
one member of the body of Christ is hurting. Maybe they’ve experienced the death of a 
loved one or they’ve been sick. Maybe someone in the church has hurt their feelings. 
Maybe they are just a little less than themselves, sort of like the body part that aches 
but has nothing really wrong with it. Or maybe they are just very anxious about the 
future. 

The rest of the body of Christ has a choice of how to help this injured member heal. The 
church could try to ignore it and just keep moving forward. The odds are, however, that 
this tactic won’t work any better in the church than it does with the physical body. 
Because each member is an important part of the whole, the church will become more 
crippled and less effective the longer it keeps ignoring this injured member.  

Another option is that other members of the church could try to compensate for the 
injured one. They might overwork themselves or they might allow the dynamics or 
mechanics of how the church operates to change. Previously healthy members of the 
church may allow themselves to become involved in any drama around the injured 
person, especially if the injured person has become angry at or hurt by someone else in 
the church or is becoming anxious about a church-related situation. The result of this 



option is that the church fails to operate properly and may erupt in dissension or be 
unable to think creatively because anxiety or anger has spread. 

A third possibility for healing an injured member is to remain connected and provide 
them with the tools they need to heal, while avoiding doing their ministries for them or 
becoming part of their own drama. This balanced approach that cares for the injured 
body part while refusing to compensate for it or allow the injury to spread to other parts 
of the body is the healthiest. Yet, it’s often the hardest. Just as it seems natural for our 
right knee to injure itself by compensating for the injury to the left one, it’s natural for us 
to become injured ourselves in trying to help injured congregation members. 

 

Edwin Friedman was a Jewish rabbi and family therapist who applied family systems 
theory to congregations. He coined a term “togetherness pressure” to refer to a situation 
in congregations where the desire to stay close to one another results into pressure to 
conform into a false unity. We see the results of togetherness pressure when one 
member of the church becomes anxious about new leadership, or budget problems, or 
changes in the congregation and the rest of the church suddenly becomes anxious too. 
Rather than providing the anxious person with the tools they need and being a 
nonanxious presence for them as they heal, we jump in and become anxious, too.  

Another example of togetherness pressure occurs when we have a difference of opinion 
or feel we’ve been wronged, but we are afraid to express it appropriately because it 
might cause conflict. So instead, we let it fester until we blow up. Or we talk to everyone 
else other than the person we have a difference of opinion with.  

God designed the church, just as God designed the body, to be a community of 
complementary interdependence. Each member brings something to the table that the 
others need. God also designed us to be unified, while still maintaining our identities as 
individuals. We care for each other and we care about the body without allowing either 
to subsume us. Friedman calls this self-differentiation. A healthy church invites its 
members to find a balance – to answer the question, “How can I be who I am and stay 
connected with you.”” 

We become members of this body of Christ through our baptism. We come to the water 
as individuals, independent yet we rise out of it as part of a community. We are more 
than ourselves. We are a human being in relationship with others. We are who we are, 
yet we are connected. We work in tandem and provide space and tools for any who are 
injured to heal. Yet we don’t overcompensate or become injured ourselves.  

 

We are One body. We have complementary, interdependent members. And we are call 
each other and our community to wholeness and health. 

 



  


