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[ 0: 00] So there is a song lyric that | encounter with Outfill at least once a year.! It's from a song
that | barely know, and from an artist that | know almost nothing about.

I 'Yet if | were to really think about it, | could probably predict with a decent amount of accuracy the
spaces in which | would most likely see or hear these words.

Ring the bells that still can ring, the song lyric encourages. Forget your perfect offering. There is a
crack, a crack in everything. That's how the light gets in.

After encountering that for so many times, | know that those words are found in a song called
Anthem by Leonard Cohen, the same person who wrote Hallelujah.

If he's an amazing artist that | should definitely deeply know. I'm sorry, | apologize. Ring the bells
that still can ring. Forget your perfect offering. There is a crack, a crack in everything. That's how
the light gets in.

[ 1: 18] Now, every single time | hear those lines, | have to be really honest. | usually hear them in
mostly white progressive spaces. And every time | hear it, | kind of have to suppress an eye roll.
And that's...

I'm still working on my holiness. But | just... there's something in me that always rises up in me.
And, you know, | understand the intent of the words. | get it. But | can never escape the feeling of
being kind of unsatisfied with what they imply.

| always experience them as cliche. | experience them as like this kind of glib commentary on the
world. This kind of this like, hey, like, the world is on fire. Things are messed up. People are
suffering. But that's how the light gets in.

This feels overly simplistic to me. But | keep encountering those lyrics. So lately I've been trying to
hold them. And to hold them with curiosity.

When thinking about the cracks that Cohen names in the song, I've been intrigued to learn that
artists, Indigenous artists, Native American artists, they sometimes intentionally create
imperfections in their work.

[ 2: 38] Weavers, for example, might create an alteration in what is an otherwise perfectly
symmetrical pattern. That might be like a thread that disrupts the dominant color scheme.

Or they might leave a thread loose or kind of unwoven. And some say that that allows the spirit to
escape from the object.

Almost as if an over-identification with the created object would be harmful. Others say that
introducing imperfection is a reminder to remember that the creator is the only one who is perfect.
And that imperfection is a natural part of the human condition and the beauty of the world. These
Indigenous crafts people create cracks as a way of interacting with God and interacting with the
world in a healthy way.

As a way for truth and wisdom to get in. Considering those practices, I've been rethinking Cohen's
lines and trying to examine them and seeing them anew with a kind of rugged, that they contain this
kind of rugged beauty.

[ 3: 54] And as I've been thinking about how to wrap up our current sermon series on sacred
self-care. I've been wondering whether those lines might have some wisdom for us when it comes
to the calling to love ourselves and to take care of ourselves.

Over the past few weeks, given the state of this country, we've turned toward exploring the
practices we need to simply take care of ourselves.
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To remember that we are our own best things. To remember to decouple suffering from
righteousness and self-denial from holiness.

To understand Lent. This Lent, the difference between the coercive sacrifice that often others
demand of us and the consensual sacrifice that might sometimes be a practice we choose to take
up as disciples of Jesus.

Jesus did not die so that we could kill ourselves in service to others. Jesus did not die so that we
could kill ourselves chasing a notion of perfect mental health or some unreachable standard of
physical beauty or some kind of emotional stoicism or a notion of material success.

[ 5: 21] Jesus do not die so that what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do what do you do
what do you do what do you on healing from the past, on unsubversively and shrewdly engaging
the systems of the world that seek to exploit us, on practices like mindfulness and taking medication
when we need it, on reclaiming our body and honoring our emotions. Today is our final sermon for a
while, which we're going to directly talk about sacred self-care. And so right at the top of it, | want to
say very clearly that everything we've talked about will take time, will take time to absorb and to
practice, even as it might be some of the most important work of your life.

Consider going through Dr. Shaniqua Barnes's devotional, Sacred Self-Care, so that you can take
time with the ideas. Or you might just want to go back through some of the sermons online and pull
out some resources. Like one week | lifted up Anastasia E.B. Kidd's book, Fat Church. | know Shay
lifted up the wonderful resources of Inside Out, those movies. So take your time sifting through
some of that. Or if all of that just feels overwhelming, you might just want to think about one practice
that you know that you need in terms of sacred self-care. Just one thing.

And | would encourage you this week to just take a moment in prayer. If you don't even know that
one thing, just set aside some time to ask God to reveal that one thing. And then take a few months
to just regularly pray about that one thing. As with everything concerning the life of faith, the
challenge is to move from knowing about, because we know about a lot of stuff. But the challenge is
to move to knowing for ourselves. It's to move from recognizing the truth that is out there to living
the truth here. Practicing even one aspect of sacred self-care will take time and it'll take boundaries.
Self-care requires boundaries. It requires being able to say no. And it requires following in the way
of El Shaddai, which some scholars say can best be interpreted as the God knows when to say
enough. So we've got to be thinking about our boundaries. So just before we get into our scripture
for today, | do have a question, our kind of passing of the peace question that'll get us talking a little
bit. It'll be up here on the screen and shout out to the ABM production team for helping me word the
guestion. Here it is. What boundaries do you have to enable self-care? Just a couple minutes of
reflection. What boundaries do you have to enable self-care? We'll take about five minutes. |
encourage you to turn to one another. If you're comfortable and there's a new, somebody new that
you're comfortable sharing with, do that. Just find three or four people. What boundaries do you
have to enable self-care?

Also coffee, bathrooms, feel free, all the themes. Five minutes. All right, all right. Let's come back
together. Hopefully your time talking, hopefully you met someone, got to connect with another
person, and hopefully maybe you got some ideas for how to practice some boundaries as we think
about self-care.

All right. So today in this final series of the sermon or sermon in the series, | want to take us to this
piece of scripture that | think can illuminate another important aspect of sacred self-care in a
surprising way. We're going to go to James 3, 1 through 2. That's going to be on the screen, so you
can just follow along there, or if you want to pull it up on your phone so you can kind of refer back to
it as I'm talking, feel free to do that too. James 3, 1 through 12.

[ 10: 06] Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know what, so
you know that we who teach will face stricter judgment. For all of us make many mistakes.
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Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is mature, able to keep the whole body in check with a
bridle. If we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we guide their whole bodies.
Or look at ships. Though they are so large and are driven by strong winds, yet they are guided by a
very small rudder, wherever the will of the pilot directs.

So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits. How great a forest is set
ablaze by such a small fire.

And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity. It stains
the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of life, and is itself set on fire by hell.

[ 11: 16] For every species of beast and bird, reptile and sea creature can be tamed and has been
tamed by the human species. But no one can tame the tongue.

A restless evil full of deadly poison. With it, we bless the Lord and Father, and with it, we curse
people made in the likeness of God.

From the same mouth comes a blessing and a curse. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be
so. Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and brackish water?

Can a fig tree my brothers and sisters yield olives or grapevine figs? No more can salt water yield
fresh. So in this passage, the author of the book of James takes as his main topic the idea of
self-control when it comes to speech.

In the book of James, proper speech comes up a number of different times as the author directs
general instruction to a variety of churches in his world.

[ 12: 30] The writer chooses this very elegant style in the book and in this passage overall. And it's
so elegant, in fact, that scholars actually struggle to make sense of some of the language that
James uses, some of the terms of phrase.

What is clear is that James is actually more pessimistic about the ability of human beings to use
speech righteously than many of the moralists and ethicists of his time.

Speech was a common thing to talk about for ancient moralists. Some of you may know, for
example, the wisdom literature is full, if you go to Proverbs, of instructions about right speaking.
Think Proverbs 18, 21. Death and life are in the power of the tongue and those who love it will eat
its fruits. While ancient literature has phrases like that littered through it.

But the writer of James comes across as even more pessimistic than that. The passage begins with
this warning to religious teachers. Because teachers use language frequently and because they
have influence over their students, they're subject to these temptations of the tongue.

[ 13: 48] Things like flattery and deceit. Things like arrogance and control and frustration at being
contradicted or slander of perceived rivals.

Because words have so much power, religious teachers, James says, are especially at risk. For
James, self-control in language is a sign of maturing.

But from the rest of the passage, we can tell that the writer sees that the kind of maturity that he's
talking about is extremely hard to obtain.

The tongue is compared to this bit that would be in a horse's mouth to guide it or the rudder of a
ship. In the scheme of things, the idea is that something very, very small can control so much.

He says the tongue is a fire. It is something that can contaminate. It can ruin, now James is very
pessimistic, it can ruin the course of life.

[ 14: 55] James gives the tongue almost like cosmic powers to spread evil. And then in the last few
verses of the passage, James invites the hearers into the framework of Genesis creation.

And draws the hearer to remember the story of God using language to create and then giving
humans made in her likeness the power to name.

Here's how one scholar puts this, who writes about the book of James, this is Luke Timothy
Johnson. When we realize that language is a world creating capacity, then we begin to apprehend
James's cosmic imagery in describing its power and its peril.

The real peril of the tongue is not found in passing the angry word or the incidental oath or the petty
bit of slander. It is found in the creation of distorted worlds of meaning within which the word of truth
is suppressed.

Now, there is so much that is worthy to consider about and examine about what James has to say
about the use of language.

[ 16: 13] Buttoday, as we close this series on sacred self-care, | want us to consider not how we
use words when it comes to others.
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| want us to consider how we use words when it comes to ourselves. How do we talk about
ourselves to ourselves?

How do we talk about ourselves in the cracks of life? How do your words about yourself support or
detract from your self-care?

How skilled are we at self-compassion? If you are a person who seeks justice and beauty and the
common good, if you are following the radical and prophetic Christ, in this world, your critics, they're
only going to multiply.

So how are you becoming your own best ally? Now, I'm going to be honest here.

[17: 27] This is the point of honesty. As | was reading through the work of Dr. Kristen Naft, who's
probably the foremost expert on talking about self-compassion in the U.S., | intentionally did not
take her self-assessment before | wrote the sermon because | was like, | might not even be able to
get up there and preach about this if | go in because | know | really struggle with this, right?

This has definitely been one of those series that's like, woo, we all have a long way to go on a lot of
these things. I'm going to take that assessment tomorrow. It's on her website and | would
encourage all of us to take it together.

Strength the numbers, y'all. Strength the numbers, all right? So let's take that. Yeah, I'm a person, |
struggle to talk about myself kindly. | struggle not to shrink myself, which is really ironic because I'm
a pastor and a preacher.

My temptation is to apologize for everything, every single crack. Like it is like automatic. | apologize
for the missteps, for all the things that | could have done, for all the things that | don't know, for
anything that has even a whiff of taking up too much space.

And yet | realize that in our current political crisis, over-apologizing won't help me or anyone else.
When we read this warning from James's pen to be careful with our tongue, maybe we're able to
take it in stride in terms of discipleship when we think about applying it to other people.

[ 19: 04] But when James's warnings turn from external talk to internal walk, we talk, we are in a
whole different ballgame in terms of level of difficulty.

Basically, many of us talk to ourselves in ways that we would never, ever talk to anybody else, ever.
Sometimes that self-talk sounds like somebody from our past.

We allow our self-talk to create worlds in our heads which distort the truth about who God has
named us and what God wants for us.

And here's how Dr. Walker Barnes boils that down in her book. Think about it, she says. If we were
to treat other people as we treat ourselves, that might look less like kindness and more like keeping
constant judgment and criticism upon them, burdening them with excessive responsibility, using
demeaning language toward them and demanding that they neglect their health.

For me, not being self-controlled in my internal language usually comes in one of two forms. Either
my inner critic pops up and | obsessively analyze past actions or I'm going to call it my should
monster pops up and | hyper-focus on all the present and future things that | should be doing.

[ 20: 37] In both cases, | use language toward myself that props up the idea that there should be
no cracks in life, none. Instead of attempting to become sinfully subhuman, which is what all the
Christian teachers of my past warned me against, | attempt to become sinfully superhuman, which
far too few of them ever named as a temptation.

Instead of remembering that | am created both from God and from earth, | try to dust the dust of
existence off of my shoulders in order to become more heavenly.

There's a story that | really like in a book called Radical Friendship, which is by Buddhist teacher
Kate Johnson, wherein she talks about naming her inner critic.

She actually names her inner critic Jabba the Hutt because she feels like it's always jabbing her.
She's like, | never even watched Star Wars, so maybe it doesn't fit, but she calls it Jabba the Hutt.
And she realized that she needed to finally confront and befriend her inner critic when she went on
this silent meditation retreat.

And here's what she says about it. This story, | feel like it's so, it captures what many of us in
religious spaces go through when it comes to internal, the inner critic and in terms of our shoulds.

[ 22: 14] Here's what she says. She had quietly decided before, she goes on this silent meditation
retreat, and she writes that she quietly decided before she goes that she would do the retreat the
hard way, which meant acting on a subtle belief that being mentally brutal with herself was the best
way to swiftly spur herself toward enlightenment.
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She says, at the end of each day, | felt mentally fatigued and physically sore. After one particularly
long and uncompromising day of following the silent retreat schedule to the minute and cramming in
extra meditation sessions during mealtimes, | was crossing the threshold from the meditation room
to the hallway when | heard an inner voice comment, not good enough.

It felt like a tiny jab. In the short walk from the meditation hall to the dormitory, | noticed that voice
chiming in at least half a dozen times, walking, not slow enough, stopping on the way to my room to
get some tea, not focused enough.

Every action | took seemed to provoke the harsh inner commentary, putting honey into the tea, not
hardcore enough. | realized that the internal criticisms that had been coming up for quite some time,
they had been coming up for quite some time, but they were subtle and so familiar that she says
she didn't even notice them.

| heard them, she says, but they appeared in my mind as if they were simply truth. Each comment
only hurt a bit, like a pinprick. But at the end of the day, being pricked, every few minutes, | was
aching and full of holes.

[ 24: 11] Aching and full of holes. That is an apt way of describing the way our inner monologues
leave us, even when we are doing our very best, even when we are doing our very best in pursuit of
God and in pursuit of justice.

Yet the book of James reminds us that both our external talk and our internal talk are connected to
our spiritual maturity. Both, both affect the course of our lives.

And researchers are now learning that self-compassion is the antidote to self-criticism.
Self-compassion is simply recognizing your suffering, like basically the pain points in your life, and
attempting to alleviate them just like you would do for somebody else.

And that's the key, like you would do for somebody else that you care about. Kind gestures, loving
words, touch. Showing those things to yourself.

Dr. Neff, the researcher that | mentioned earlier, she points out that self-compassion is not the
same as high self-esteem. This is important to know because self-esteem often relies on basically
doing well.

[ 25: 24] And so that when you're not doing well, it crumbles. Self-compassion is not the same as
never feeling guilty about anything because, you know, we do need to sometimes be critical of
behavior, but that's different from being critical of who we are.

To practice self-compassion is to root ourselves in the reality that we are human, that we fail, that
there will be cracks. And it is to take the hopeful posture that such things make way for light and for
real life.

There are a few different reasons that | could name why | think self-compassion is critical to
self-care. But perhaps it's just enough to repeat something | heard.

Dr. Lori Sento, she does the Happiness Lab podcast. She's a researcher at Harvard. She says this
in the conversation, Kristen Neff, the other person | was talking about. She says self-flagellation.
Self-flagellation is self-defeating. Everything that social sciences know about self-compassion
refutes, | think, what is a common idea for us.

[ 26: 37] Basically that we need to be self-critical and to talk to ourselves in certain ways to be
motivated. But that's actually not true. There's nothing that supports that.

We don't get better by beating ourselves up. We get better by becoming our best ally because then
we are more likely to learn from our mistakes. And at a time when the world is absolutely on fire, |
hope that we remember that.

That we will need to take care of ourselves in the days ahead in order to learn and to grow and for
all of us to survive together. for me, lately, I've been reading through the book of Exodus and
thinking about this wilderness that we're also now clearly in.

And one thing that has landed deeply in my heart is this simple question that God asked Moses. As
God invites Moses into God's work of liberating the Hebrew people from slavery, Moses protests
that he's not good enough.

It shouldn't be him. His speech disability qualifies him, he thinks. | wonder what Moses' self-talk had
been like for all those years in the wilderness.

[ 28: 00] How had he been talking to himself about himself? Yet God asked a simple question of
him that cuts through his false perceptions about himself.
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What is that in your hand? And what's in his hand turns out to be this old staff that he's always had
with him that he regularly carries.

And yet it's that old staff that plays a role in nearly every miracle that God worked through Moses.
This is a moment when God is asking us what is in our hands?

What are those everyday skills and talents and gifts and things that we carry that can play a role,
role in the liberation that God wants to work in our world in this wilderness season?

Will our self-talk, will it help us recognize the good thing that we uniquely carry in this moment? Or
will it lead us to shrink back, to waste time objecting to God's call?

[ 29: 18] James is right. The language that we use can and indeed does affect the course of our
lives and the course of our world.

Y'all, we started this sermon series because so many of us were and are very much moving through
stages of grief. grief. And during moments of grief, the tendency is to neglect ourselves.

We started it because there will be plenty of moments for the holy work of protests and organizing
ahead, but those will not be sustained for very long without sacred self-care.

Next week is Palm Sunday. And as we turn to considering the cross, don't forget that we follow a
God who was most revealed in weakness at the cross.

Who was most revealed in this moment of incredible vulnerability. And because of that, we can do
what Leonard Cohen suggests, we can forget our perfect offering.

[ 30: 32] If God could let the light in that most subversive of ways, in that most subversive of
moments, through vulnerability and weakness, so can we.

Pastor Anthony in a second, somewhere, is going to come up and close us with a song. And as he
does that, | invite you to contemplate your own weakness and vulnerability, to contemplate the
ways that you might over identify with your imperfections.

| invite you to contemplate the cracks in the world so that we might renew faith in our God, the God
who is revealed in weakness. Amen.
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