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I urge you, brothers and sisters…to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, as a spiritual worship. 

There’s a nasty and pernicious heresy that has been around since the first century of Christianity. 

It has taken on many forms and always appears with a slightly new face, a new twist that makes 

it look different than before but it’s always the same at its core. Its formal name is Gnosticism, 

coming from the Greek γιγνώσκω meaning “to know things.” Essentially, Gnostics see the 

spiritual life as a war not between heaven and hell, but between the spirit (the divine spark in 

each of us) and our fallen, worldly bodies that have trapped our spirits in this world. Thus, for 

the gnostic, we fast and we do penance as a way of freeing our souls from this mortal body 

which tethers us to the struggles of this world. They believe that the only real advancement in the 

spiritual life is to gain knowledge about God, sometimes “secret knowledge,” to learn more 

about the divine and to reject anything to do with the body. 

This kind of “secret knowledge” may sound foolish, but I cannot tell you how many people come 

to priests asking for the secret to being holy. The answer is “live a life of prayer and virtue”, but 

that’s no secret. Many find this to be unsatisfactory, because it is difficult and they want a short 

cut, an easy answer. But to quote G.K. Chesterton: “Christianity has not been tried and found 

wanting; it has been found difficult and not tried.” 

Or still more; people approach me talking about their prayer lives as though it were a mental 

exercise that we do in the mornings (or when we’re stressed) in order to re-center ourselves, to 

calm our minds, that we can then approach life’s struggles cool and collected. Now don’t hear 

what I’m not saying, maintaining interior peace is important for a healthy spiritual life, but if the 

focus of our prayer is to center, our prayer is not to God but to ourselves, and I don’t know about 

you, but I can’t answer prayers, not like God can.  

Or still more; people go into extreme bouts of fasting and penances.  This is less common today, 

but the idea is that if our bodies are inhibiting our spirit from ascending, then we ought to 

weaken our body so that our spirit has greater freedom.  This is false. Our bodies are not the 

enemy of our spirits, they are one.  We are not this ghost trapped in a fleshy machine. Humans 

are body and soul united as one.  If I punch you in the arm, would you say I punched you, or I 

punched the arm that operate or possess?  You can rightly say I punched your arm, but most 

would say, I punched you.  We intuitively identify our body with our very selves because we are 

one.  

And the consequences of this unity of body and soul are numerous but for our purposes today, 

I’d like to focus on the effects that the soul has on the body and the body on the soul. The Latin 

word for soul is “anima” which is where we get the word animate. The soul animates our bodies, 

and when our soul becomes separated from our bodies, our bodies die and are no longer 

animated. The soul can grow and change, like at baptism. The original sin that stains your soul is 

washed away and an indelible, irremovable mark is placed on your soul, designating it, 

consecrating it for God. These changes to the soul are typically not seen physically, but that 

makes them no less real, for there is more to reality than just our physical reality. Sure, many of 

the spiritual realities can be communicated in and through physical ones, like the sacraments for 

example, but that doesn’t reduce spirituality to merely the physical.  

But the body, the physical, also affects the soul, the spiritual. It’s not just a one-way street of our 

soul animating our body, our body affects our soul. And I think we’ve all experienced that 
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whether we recognize it or not. When we are physically lazy, our spiritual drive also become 

lethargic. When we are gluttonous, our souls become heavy and weighed down, unable to move 

freely.  Even if our spirits desire the good, the habits and desires of our bodies seem to override 

our good will. It is for these reasons the gnostics claim that the body is bad, because it just 

inhibits our spirits. 

But what the gnostics can’t see is that the body can also enhance and enable our spirits unto new 

heights. If our bodies are working in opposition to our spirits, they inhibit our spirit. But if the 

body is aligned with our spirits in pursuit of God, our spirit is magnified.  We know that God 

desires we use our bodies to praise Him.  because the second person of the Trinity took onto 

Himself humanity, walking, eating, living among us. Jesus, in His Incarnation, shows us that 

God, and thusly our spiritual life and relationship with him, is both Body and Soul. If God 

wanted to, He could have saved us by giving us that secret knowledge, that non-physical reality 

that would spare our soul. But we see that this is not what God, in His infinite wisdom, desired 

for humanity.  He wants us to turn to him with our whole selves, body and soul. We can’t just be 

for God in our soul, we must be for God in all of who we are, for God is a jealous God and isn’t 

willing to share our affections with anything else. 

Thus it is not negligible to ignore our physicality when worshiping God with our whole selves. 

And the Church, in her wisdom, asks certain things of you in mass to facilitate that offering of 

yourself, body and soul. Some refer to it as Catholic Calisthenics: 

STANDING:  

A sign of respect and honor, at attention, not relaxed but focused.  

Standing as those who have died and risen with Christ, a new creation in its splendor 

Standing together, united as the body of Christ, ready for action. 

KNEELING: 

Signifying penance, adoration and homage. A lowering of one’s self before something greater 

We kneel before the Lord who comes before us on the altar 

SITTING:  

A recent phenom, only in the last few centuries, most stood whole time 

A posture of receptive listening and meditation such as for readings, to chew on the words 

PRAYER HANDS:  

While not required, a good idea. A sign of pleading and begging the Lord. Crossing arms, 

defensive. Pockets, uninterested.  

MY FINGERS: Canonical digits, these hold Christ, reserved for Him.  

Iesus Christos Soter, Jesus Christ Savior, Trinity, Jesus is fully God and fully man, in my fingers 

every time I distribute Him. 

ORANS: position of prayer.  The priest is the prayer during the mass, and you are united to Him. 

The priest does the orans, the deacon doesn’t, and the people aren’t asked to either, even during 

the Our Father. Outside mass, if you’re leading prayer, go nuts. In mass, the Priest is in persona 

Christi, and is offering on your behalf.  

BOWS: At the Incarnation, Jesus, Trinity, Mary, today’s saint. Also for a blessing, and before… 
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RECEIVING JESUS: Bow or reverence before approaching, then either hands as a throne, or 

sticking out your tongue to receive. REVERENCE, there is good reason why we used to make all 

kneel because this is the Lord before us. 

And all this is just in the mass! When praying on your own, light a candle, kneel down, face the 

east towards the rising sun, from where it is believed Christ will come again. Align your body 

towards God to help facilitate your spirit, and your whole self being aligned to God, always.  

 

So again, I urge you, brothers and sisters…to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, as a spiritual 

worship. 


