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Introduction 
 
1. The Hennepin County Medical Center campus surrounds our church building to the west and 

north. It is a regional Trauma 1 hospital with a $900-million-dollar annual budget employing 6,300 
people who manage, among many things, nearly 74,000 ambulance runs and 110,000 Emergency 
Service visits per year.1 HCMC’s basic mission is “Exceptional Care without Exception” because 
their scope of patients ranges from elite professional athletes at the US Bank Stadium to the 
uninsured needing a safety net. Because they provide publically supported medical care for the 
most vulnerable they formed a team of professionals in 2015 who study the path from the 
emergency room back into the community where people live to address not only the sickness or 
wounds that brought someone into the emergency room, but also the potential source of the 
sickness and wounds that are impacted by the social conditions where people live. 
 
The team is called “Upstream Health Innovations” and it’s in our building that they office every day 
and hold community meetings in the Sanctuary from time to time as well! Their work is 
transformational in the way it informs both systems thinking at the HCMC hospital and network of 
clinics, and what is called “The social determinants of health” in the broader community such as 
the physical environment, social support networks, transportation and food security, and of course 
access to health care. The Upstream team are friends of First Covenant and their work of going 
upstream to the source of people’s lived challenges addresses some of our community’s most 
pressing social needs.  
 

2. We are nearing the end of the second segment of our “Why We Gather” teaching series that has 
focused on our commitment to personal transformation through developing one’s own body, mind, 
and spirit. We have covered topics ranging from spiritual awakening to Christ to non-dual thinking. 
This week’s teaching was originally titled “Addictions” because, in the frame of personal 
transformation, addictions in all of its variations are a huge determinant of the health or sickness 
of our body, mind and spirit.  
 
Technically speaking, addiction is “a primary, chronic disease of brain reward, motivation, memory 
and related circuitry.”2 And the disease of brain reward can range from abuse of substances to 
distortions of sex to uncontrolled video gaming. After thinking and re-thinking about the topic of 
addictions over the last several weeks it seemed important to model what Upstream Health 
Innovation does and move further upstream from addictions so that we can work on more than 
just the struggle of addiction and get at what may be fueling our addictions including the deep 
wounds that have the power to distort the very way we see the world.  

 
                                                
1 https://www.hcmc.org/cs/groups/public/documents/webcontent/hcmc_p_077487.pdf 
2 http://www.asam.org/quality-practice/definition-of-addiction (accessed 1-21-17) 
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3. Personal trauma creates wounds that take years to heal. And, in some cases some wounds never 
heal. For simplicity sake let’s call these long term trauma wounds “chronic” wounds because if not 
treated they give us pronounced pain and even when treated the wounds still persist with a sort of 
ebb and flow. So, our challenge is that we daily choose to walk the path of healing, even if healing 
is never complete and happens over a lifetime.  
 
Chronic personal trauma wounds include but are not limited to such things as: 
 

• Physical or sexual abuse such as assault, incest and rape. 
• Abandonment. 
• Environmental impacts of severe poverty such as starvation, homelessness, and exposure 

to extreme and dangerous elements. 
• Ritual emotional abuse within family systems or at the hands of people in institutional 

power such as teachers or clergy. 
• The onset of mental illnesses with a loved one. 
• Terminal illness or the sudden death of a loved one in an accident. 
• War and its multiple impacts on both the combatants and the civilians. 
• And, what has been intractably woven into American society since its birth and is spiking 

again in the wake of the most recent election cycle: racial, gender, disability, and sexual 
orientation identity trauma.  

 
Wounds of these kinds do not heal quickly and in some cases never heal which can put us in a 
state of perpetual unhealthy body, mind, and spirit if our pain is not transformed. 

 
4. It is important to include such conversations as this in a series that explores the core reasons of 

why we gather as a Christian community because, as I have come to believe over time, if our faith 
and religion has no capacity to hold and transform our pain, then it is useless. Differentiating 
between God, the Creator and sustainer of all things, and the various and diverse religion 
containers people have created over thousands of years including 2,000 years of Christian 
religion--there is no question that our Creator has the capacity to transform our pain. Jesus taught 
this with clarity. 
 
Christian religion, on the other hand and the bibliographies of some of the people in the Bible, 
(that we pay close attention to because the Protestant tradition places central authority on the 
Bible) give us reason to question religion’s ability to transform our pain because of the 
unevenness of what we are presented. Even after the life, death and resurrection of Christ, 
Christians seem as drawn to scapegoating and shaming our wounds as the early nomads. In 
some cases, Christian theology and practice today does little more than amplify our suffering with 
such theological atrocities as assigning our trauma to God’s desire to punish us. That kind of 
teaching is egregious in the face of a loving and compassionate God, and yet still spoken from 
pulpits today. 
 

Our goal today will be to study a few Scriptures and ponder a few healthful ways that we can dress 
the chronic wounds of our lives over the long term, with the help of personal advocates, and while 
being open to the reality that healing comes in many forms.  
 
First, we really do need the help of personal advocates with our most important advocate being our 
Creator.  
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A. God as Advocate 
 
1. Jesus explicitly taught that we do not go through life alone and that the very presence of God, or 

the “Holy Spirit” of God, is our most fierce advocate. Some of the final words of Jesus at the Last 
Supper were these recorded by gospel biographer John in John chapter 14:25-27. Jesus said: 

  
“All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father 
will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to 
you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do 
not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. 

 
John 14:25-27 

NIV 
 
This passage of Scripture is one of the passages that most clearly frames the idea of God as 
Trinity: Creator, Son, and Spirit, three yet One. And, this is partly where Christian theology gets 
the notion of Christ “in” us guiding us and being our advocate and transforming our wounds. Jesus 
taught that belief in him and living life as a Christ follower is not a one-dimensional adherence to 
an ideology, but a dynamic relationship with a living and dynamic God. It is a profound and 
mystical reality that God actually takes up residence in human souls to help us, to guide us, and to 
give us power we do not have on our own for the purpose of being whole and living like Christ, 
even when we have chronic wounds. 
 

2. The New Testament was originally written in Common Greek and the word that John used to 
describe Jesus’ teaching on the Holy Spirit is “paracletos.” Bible translators choose different 
English words for paracletos such as, “advocate,” “comforter,” “consoler,” and “helper.”  The origin 
of the word “paraclete” means “the one who answers the call.” 
 
The first disciples and Early Church leaders reflected on this and other teachings of Jesus about 
the Holy Spirit and developed a range of outcomes. The most obvious outcome in today’s text is 
that the Holy Spirit will bring to mind all that Jesus taught including those spoken to address our 
chronic wounds such as Jesus’ promise to be both present, assisting and gentle,3 never accusing. 
And, multiple reminders of Jesus cross referencing the sweep of Scriptures that points to the 
primary work of God in our world as reconciling people and God and people and one another 
through the mechanisms of grace and mercy.  
 
And God does this work from within us, as Jesus described in the larger passage of Scripture of 
today’s text, revealing those things that are broken and helping us sojourn toward whole and 
integrated lives. Notice I didn’t say fixed, perfect, or pain free lives.  
 

3. It was the late artist Leonard Cohen who is famously quoted as saying the theologically loaded 
line: “There’s a crack in everything…its how the light gets in.” It was famous First Covenant artist 
Heather Albinson who told me last Wednesday about a Japanese art form called “Kintsugi”…4 

 
 

                                                
3 Matthew 11:28.  
4 http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2014/05/kintsugi-the-art-of-broken-pieces/ (accessed 1-21-17) 
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…a method for repairing broken ceramics with a special lacquer mixed with gold, silver, or 
platinum. The philosophy behind the technique is to recognize the history of the object and to 
visibly incorporate the repair into the new piece instead of disguising the breaks. The process 
results in something more beautiful than the original with the goal of finding beauty in broken and 
old things.  
 

4. This is partly what the Apostle Paul was getting at when he wrote his second letter to the Early 
Church in the city of Corinth. In this letter Paul spoke of God’s grace being made more real in our 
weaknesses5 and that our very lives are like treasures in jars of clay that at their best embody the 
personal character of wounded healers, like our Lord.6 In saying such things, that echo in such 
things as Cohen’s song lyrics and Kintsugi pottery, Paul is urging us to acknowledge the paradox 
that we are often formed by that which would seek to break us and that we find wholeness not in 
perfection or being fixed, but by being integrated. 

 
5. I am going to be very frank and point out that this line of thinking runs cross grain to certain 

Christian theological constructs and thinking heard in some churches today that articulates “that if 
we have enough faith and are faithful enough” we should be able to get rid of that hard thing, 
whatever it is, including chronic wounds and the many things that accompany wounds such as 
depression and addictions. “God is a big God and can do it for us, just have faith!” we are told. 
And, after we pray, and pray and pray, and believe and believe and believe, and the wound still 
seeps, it is somehow our fault for not praying and believing enough.  
 
In my opinion this is a cruel theological doom loop that betrays God’s preeminent theology of 
vulnerability in Jesus’ lived experience. In light of Jesus and Paul’s own unfixable wounds, the 
Apostle Paul saw pain and suffering in his life and taught that we would find God in our 
weaknesses. And, thankfully many Christian thinkers and traditions today, and many excellent 
psychological schools and practices as well, frame “overcoming” as being more about moving 
through our pain and being integrated and not about being “fixed” or seeking to extricate ourselves 
from the reality of loss that is simply part of the human experience. 

 
Becoming integrated through our pain is not a process one should do alone. We know the presence 
of our Creator is with us and also our Creator has organized the human experience such that we best 
navigate our unique pathways of integration and wholeness when we have other people serving as 
advocates as well.  
 

                                                
5 2 Corinthians 12:9-10. 
6 2 Corinthians 4:5-12. 
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B. Friends as Advocates 
 
1. Candidly, there are helpful and less helpful human advocates when it comes to dressing our 

wounds. The ones who seek to “fix” us are the most difficult to manage and stomach. For 
instance, you might be surprised to know that when a parent loses a child to tragedy, it is not 
uncommon for someone to say such insensitive words as “well, at least you have other children.”  
 
There are examples of this in the Bible, by the way. Read the book of Job to learn about Eliphaz, 
Bildad, and Zophar, who gave lengthy speeches seeking to convince Job that he must have done 
something wrong to deserve his misery because they believed there is always a direct line 
between suffering and sin. The book of Job is a philosophical and theological rebuttal to that entire 
line of reasoning. At one point Job said, “you are miserable comforters, all of you!7 And, the writer 
of Job records God in first person voice saying, “You have not spoken the truth about me, as my 
servant Job has.”8 The whole book summarizes the big lesson that bad things happen to good 
people just because they do. And, just as important, that God is with us in our suffering.  

 
2. To be clear and to be fair—I think that most people mean well even if they behave as poor 

advocates. By and large they, or we, are not equipped to navigate the intense lived experience of 
personal trauma. I too, have made well intentioned and yet really dumb mistakes trying to comfort 
people in pain. And, what I have learned over time is that when others are suffering they do not 
need sermons. What they need was described nicely by famous Western philosopher Aristotle 
who said:  

 
“Friends hold a mirror to each other; through that mirror they can see each other in ways that 
would not otherwise be accessible to them, and it is in this mirroring that helps them improve 
themselves as persons.”9  

Aristotle  
 
This speaks to both the science and philosophy of friendship and, with the advocacy of others points 
toward the many possible ways that we can encounter healing.  
 
C. The Many Forms of Healing 
 
1. The best professional counselors and spiritual directors are masters at gently mirroring back to us 

such that we become more integrated and own our journey. For those of us that will never 
become a professional advocate but want to be helpful with other’s wounds, it is author Parker 
Palmer, who has battled depression himself, that offers us great advice: 

 
“Here’s the deal. The human soul doesn’t want to be advised or fixed or saved. It simply wants 
to be witnessed — to be seen, heard and companioned exactly as it is. When we make that 
kind of deep bow to the soul of a suffering person, our respect reinforces the soul’s healing 
resources, the only resources that can help the sufferer make it through.”10 

    

                                                
7 Job 16:2. 
8 Job 42:7-9. 
9 https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/09/19/aristotle-friendship/ (accessed 1-21-17) 
10 http://www.onbeing.org/blog/parker-palmer-the-gift-of-presence-the-perils-of-advice/8628 (accessed 1-21-17) 
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2. Making it through can take many forms. I will share just a few, like the man I listened to as he told 
his personal story of being overwhelmed by Parkinson’s disease. His words gripped me because 
standing at a podium he used both hands to firmly grasp the podium’s edges for leverage. And 
while the podium continuously shook he spoke eloquently and said, “I know God has healed me, 
although I am not cured of my Parkinsons’ I am healed from my fear of this disease and the 
unknowns that are ahead of me.” 
 

3. Another form of healing over the long term is experiencing the outcomes of doing “grief work.” 
One of my Spiritual Directors pointed me toward a book resource called The Wild Edge of Sorrow: 
Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief by American writer and psychotherapist Francis 
Weller.11 This book describes five gates of grief that are important to walk through in order to more 
holistically transform the sorrow that comes from our losses: 

 
“The Five Gates of Grief” 

Francis Weller, MFT 
 

The First Gate: “Everything We Love, We Will Lose” 
 

“My grief says that I dared to love, that I allowed another to enter the very core of my 
being and find a home in my heart.”12 

 
The Second Gate: “The Places that Have Not Known Love” 
 

This points to the slow insidious process of carving up the self to fit in the world of adults 
where the authentic parts of who we are shamed and unnecessarily found 
unacceptable.  

 
The Third Gate: “The Sorrows of the World” 
 
The Fourth Gate: “What We Expected and Did Not Receive” 
 

Weller writes: “When we are born, and as we pass through childhood, adolescence, and 
the stages of adulthood, we are designed to anticipate a certain quality of welcome, 
engagement, touch, and reflection.” When these are absent or taken from us, “ this 
realization calls forth grief.”13  

 
The Fifth Gate: “Ancestral Grief” 

 
This includes trauma, and layers of sometimes loud and sometimes silent 
unacknowledged pain passed down from one generation to another.  

 
Such convergences of psychological and inner soul work is essential for dressing our chronic 
wounds. 

 

                                                
11 https://www.amazon.com/Wild-Edge-Sorrow-Rituals-Renewal/dp/1583949763 (accessed 1-21-17) 
12 The Wild Edge of Sorrow. Page 25.  
13 IBID. Page 54.  
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4. In a final example, healing can also come from such things as self-expression and speaking out 
our pain in song, written commentary, and protest like the hundreds of thousands of women and 
men in support of women who protested in more than 70 countries yesterday because of the 
blatant presence of abuse and misogyny of that surged in the 2016 American Presidential 
campaign.14 There were 90-100,000 people in St. Paul alone. 
 

I could go on because there are endless varieties and pathways toward wholeness with the help of 
healthy advocates and our courage to stay on our path. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have sourced many voices in this sermon seeking to help us dress our wounds as Christ Followers 
and with the goal of personal transformation over the long haul. I have one more voice to share as I 
close. I share it because I believe it reflects the convergence of woundedness, grace, and the 
constant possibility of transformation with the help of God. This final word is from the late John 
O’Donohue, an Irish poet, author, Christian priest and philosopher. He wrote this about dressing our 
wounds: 

 
“The beauty that emerges from woundedness is a beauty infused with feeling; a beauty 
different from the beauty of landscape and the cold perfect form. This is a beauty that has 
suffered its way through the ache of desolation until the words or music emerged to equal the 
hunger and desperation at its heart.  
 
It must also be said that not all woundedness succeeds in finding its way through to beauty of 
form. Most woundedness remains hidden, lost inside forgotten silence. Indeed, in every life 
there is some wound that continues to weep secretly, even after years of attempted healing. 
Where woundedness can be refined into beauty a wonderful transfiguration takes place.” 15  

 
May God help us dress our wounds such that we are refined into beings where our body, mind and 
souls are transfigured into beauty and wholeness. And, may we learn how to help others do the 
same.  
 
Prayer 
 
God of all and lover of our souls---we pray that you help us in every step of our personal journey of 
healing and wholeness for whatever difficulty it is that has come into our lives, ordinary or 
extraordinary. Creator, create a willing spirit within us to be made new. Jesus, remind us of all that 
you have taught and all that you do to sojourn with us as a wounded healer. Holy Spirit, the One who 
holds everything together and leads us in the path of personal transformation, remind us of your 
grace and mercy that grounds us in our spiritual identity and best selves. 
 
God, three in One, we pray this in Jesus name. Amen.  
 

                                                
14 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/worldwide-people-rally-in-support-of-womens-march-on-
washington/2017/01/21/bc232bd8-de69-11e6-8902-610fe486791c_story.html?tid=a_inl&utm_term=.34c1f0366b5d 
(accessed 1-21-17) 
15 http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/woundedness (accessed 1-21-17) 
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Benediction 
 
As the new week begins… 
 
May we have the courage and patience to dress the chronic wounds of our lives over the long term, 
with the help of God and others as advocates, and while being open to the reality that healing comes 
in many forms. 
 
Amen. Go in peace. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 


