The Scars We Choose

This summer I was having a conversation with someone (well, truth be told, it was an email exchange back and forth, but it was conversational), and she said, in the course of it, “but isn’t it nice that sometimes our scars are the ones we choose?”  The scars we choose.  That phrase caught my attention, and I’ve been thinking about it now for some time…and thinking about scars, what they are, how we get them.  There are our actual, physical scars.  The ones that tell a story of falling on the playground as a child or of a scuffle at school or of a surgery.  And then there are the emotional scars, the bumps and the bruises we all carry with us from different interactions, different struggles in our lives.  Scars, physical or emotional, are all alike in two ways: they all began from a place of pain and they come from our healing.  Sometimes we carry with us scars we did not choose – scars we would never choose…the scars of the things that come into every life.  But sometimes…yes, sometimes, we walk out in faith knowing full well we might get a little bumped and bruised, a little shaken up, but we choose to take the risk…we take the risk for what’s right…we take the risk for what our faith compels us to do…we take the risk for our convictions…we take the risk to follow Jesus.


So, the past two Sundays our guest preachers have both referenced popular television shows as part of their sermons – whether you think the shows they referenced were quality television viewing or not totally depends on you – but, not to be outdone, I realized I ought to reference a television show, too…and it’s one that I will make no claim to be a quality production.  And I am sort of embarrassed to admit I watch it – but I only watch it sometimes!  It’s the Bravo series “The Real Housewives of Atlanta.”  Basically, this is a reality series that follows the lives of a bunch of wealthy women who live in Atlanta, shows little windows into their individual lives and, of course, shows the drama that ensues when they all get together.  But I was thinking about this show because in the last season (yes, I realize that saying “the last season” makes it seem like I am much more a regular watcher of this show than I just claimed to be!) one of the women, Nene, decided, as an adult, to try and determine who her father was, as she had grown up never being certain.  The process of discovery is painful, and we get the real sense that Nene basically wishes she had never begun this search.  So, fast-forward to this season…Nene has done some more journeying and some healing, and in a conversation with her friend Lisa, Lisa says to Nene, “you know, it’s been hard…but all of this, and all that you’ve been through in your life has made you who you are…it’s made you as bold as you are.”  Our scars come from the journeys of our lives…and they’re not always pretty, and the healing can be tough…but they are part of what makes us who we are.  Sometimes we carry with us scars we would not choose…but sometimes we walk out in faith, taking the risk, standing up for our convictions, to follow Jesus.  


In our scripture reading today, we heard Jesus’ final instructions to Peter, but I think those final instructions to Peter are really also instructions for us, a guide for what it takes to follow Jesus and live out our faith.  And, basically, in that conversation with Peter, Jesus is saying, “It’s about taking care of other people, it’s about taking care of them the way that I would, and when you do that, Peter, you better know that it’s going to involve an awful lot of risk.”  Sometimes, loving other people as we want to be loved, caring for the least, the last, and the lost the way that Jesus did, does seem to involve an awful lot of risk.  Strangely enough, it becomes the unpopular thing to do a lot of the time…or it rubs people the wrong way.  I mean, you all, in this church, you know that…because in the 70s, opening homes for adolescents in need became an unpopular thing with some people – but it was the right thing to do.  Welcoming all people to come and worship here and to be a part of this congregation, no matter what, has sometimes been an unpopular thing with people – but it was the right thing to do.  Helping to make sure that Beverly has a homeless shelter for those in the greatest need has been an unpopular thing with some people – but it was the right thing to do.  The list could go on and on.  Sometimes, following Jesus, loving others as we would want to be loved, becomes the unpopular thing to do.  But we have to do it.  It’s what our faith calls us to.  And so accepting the risk of maybe rubbing some people the wrong way, of getting a little shaken up, accepting the risk of even carrying the scars from it…we do it.  Those are scars we choose.


So what is Jesus really telling us in the scripture readings we heard this morning?  Well, first, Jesus says, “be connected.”  He sends the disciples out into the world to spread the good news, to connect with others.  He instructs Peter to a life of loving and caring for others, a life of connection.  And sometimes our scars – well, especially the physical ones – become a way of connecting…I mean, they all tell a story…painful, difficult, funny.  They are a part of our stories, a part of a life lived…and so, for example, I could tell you that I got this scar on my arm from a cooking incident, when I was being so overly cautious about not burning myself with the steam coming out of my clay cooker that I totally forgot to notice that if I put my arm against the side of open oven, it will burn.  It’s also remarkable that I even have a cooking scar, since I cook so infrequently that when Beth recently was telling me about her brother’s tv in his kitchen, the only reason I could bewilderedly think for it to be there was to watch while putting groceries away…Beth had to point out to me that perhaps some people might like to watch it while cooking.  Or, I could tell you about how my right front tooth is slightly different colored on the inside corner and has an odd dent in the bottom center because of a biking accident when I was 6 and my new front tooth had just come in.  And I could tell you that the week after the tooth incident, I fell off my bike and onto my face again, right in front of my family’s Cape house, and my dad came out in his white summer dress pants (my parents were going somewhere) to pick me up, bleeding, off the street, and all I can remember (besides crying) is my grandmother standing there and saying, “Oh Wally, your nice white pants!”  I think the implication was that I was too much a risk to fashion to scrape off the street!  Or, I could tell you about my sister’s scar in the middle of her forehead, from a cut she got when she was probably 4, and got super excited about arriving home from errands with my mother and me to find flowers that my dad had sent to each of us awaiting us at the house.  She was so excited that she ran smack into the corner of the entertainment center.  Moral of that story?  Don’t send a 4-year-old flowers.  They can’t take it.  

But, you see?  Scars, the reminder of healing after pain, once they are a part of us, a part of our lives, become a part of our on-going story.  And not all our scars come with funny stories, of course.  And no one can deny that they don’t start with pain and that sometimes their stories are terribly difficult to live and tell.  (Actually, 4-year-old Emily so didn’t want to talk about her very obvious cut at all when she returned to nursery school and so emphatically refused to even acknowledge it that my mom had to accompany her to school to ward off any attempts to ask her what had happened, because Emily would not answer if asked.)  Sometimes the stories of what we have lived through don’t get any easier to tell, but they are there, behind the scenes, a part of who we are, helping to make us the people we are always becoming.  And, just as we physically heal, we can emotionally heal, too.  And then all the stories, like the ones I’ve told you, they become a part of our story…and when we tell them, we’re telling a part of who we are…and that sharing of who we are is what connects us to each other.  

Jesus tells Peter to be connected to those around him.  Peter and the disciples had to have been pretty shaken, pretty scarred, following the events of Good Friday and then the incredible surprise of Easter.  But their shared experience through it all connected them…and then it was from telling that story to others, telling the story of what they had been through, what they had seen, how they had healed and grown, that they connected with them, connected with them through the telling of their story…and from that telling, from those connections, our very faith began and grew.  Our scars, our stories, and the shared human sympathy that is touched when we tell those stories, the learning and the growth shared in those stories…those are ways of connecting.

And Jesus says, “take risks.”  Jesus doesn’t lie to Peter.  He makes no secret of the fact that stepping out in faith to take care of other people, to proclaim and to live the good news, it risky business.  I mean, he tells Peter that it will lead to his death.  Whether or not Peter understood then the helpful information that the writer of the gospel gives us in parenthetical form in the scripture – “He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.”  We are told this handy little tidbit as an afterthought, by way of explanation of what Jesus’ metaphorical language meant.  Whether or not Peter fully grasped it in the moment…who knows.  But we can trust that Peter knows following Jesus will involve some risk.  And, for us, the scars we choose, the way we step out in faith to follow Jesus, involves some risk, too.

This isn’t a political moment.  No matter what your politics, it is safe to say that in losing Ted Kennedy this past week, the country has lost a leader who was truly committed to the work to which he was elected and who was willing to take risks for the things in which he believed.  He wasn’t perfect.  He wasn’t a saint.  Nor, for that matter, were his brothers, John and Bobby.  But they took risks for their convictions, too.  They endured some serious scars standing up for what they believed.  Indeed, John and Bobby paid an incredibly high price for their public lives and their firm convictions.  Ted Kennedy fought for people living in poverty.  He was instrumental in passing the Americans with Disabilities Act.  He fought to try to bring reform to our health care system so that everyone could enjoy equal access to its security, calling it the “cause of his life.”  He fought vigorously for causes in which he believed; many other equally well-meaning and hard-working Americans vigorously disagreed with him on issues, and he took risks to stand up for what he believed.  Vice President Joe Biden said of Kennedy, “he restored my sense of idealism and my faith in what this country could do.”  In the statement released by the Kennedy family following his death they said of Ted, “he always believed that our best days were still ahead…”  Taking risks to follow our convictions, taking risks to follow Jesus, to live out our faith, to follow Jesus as Peter followed Jesus means that we have to believe that our best days are still ahead.  We take risks…we get bumped and bruised and shaken sometimes.  We take on some new scars.  But Jesus says, “take risks…follow me…the best days are still ahead.”

And Jesus says, “I’ll be with you.”  I will be with you from now until the end of the age.  So, we have this incredible assurance that when we take risks, when we walk out in faith, when we take a precarious stand to do what’s right, what faith requires, that Jesus will be there.  But that doesn’t mean that it’s easy.  I mean, is it easy to know that a decision we make, a stand we take, something we say or do might leave us shaken, maybe even hurt, a little scarred and still do it?  No.  Just because we choose to take a stand doesn’t mean it isn’t scary.  And it definitely doesn’t mean that the pain it might cause us isn’t real.  But it can be empowering to know that when we do it, Jesus is with us…to the end of the age, all the time.  When we are following Jesus in a life of radical love and care for others, Jesus will not abandon us to walk that path alone.  Jesus is there.

All of us can probably think of countless famous people, great women and men, who took tremendous risks to do what they felt their faith required of them…Roger Williams, Anne Hutchinson, Adoniram Judson, Harriet Tubman, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mother Theresa, Ghandi…the list could go on and on.  And many of them are famous and well-known because, eventually, they paid a huge price for the risks, for the stands they took.  They paid with their lives.  That’s big.  That’s scary.  And I am not here today to tell you that you must risk your life for your faith.  But, faith is about risk.  And so there are countless people, names unknown and known, who take risks for their faith every day.  You and I, we’re among them.  So when we push for affordable housing in Beverly; or help at River House; or volunteer at Cradles to Crayons to express our belief that every child should have a place to call home and the things they need to be warm, safe, and cared for; or help to serve at the Monday or Saturday night suppers here at the church, or at the lunches on Tuesday and Saturday; or when our youth go without eating for 30 hours to help end hunger or travel into Boston to do work for those who need it; or when huge numbers of you travel to places like Louisiana or West Virginia just to help meet people’s most basic needs…those are risks taken to follow Jesus, risks taken in the daily pursuit of the life of faith.  Or when I say (and you might not agree with me about all of these, and that’s really ok…and your faith may even lead you to a totally different conclusion than me, and that’s ok, because we can talk about it and talk it through), when I say that my faith leads me to believe that all people in this country are entitled to universal and even free and reliable health care and that levels of treatment should be determined by doctors and not limited by what people can afford to pay or what private insurers says they need…or when I say that my faith leads me to believe that all people are entitled to have a roof over their heads and if they cannot provide themselves with one, we should help them until they can…or when I say that my faith convinces me that no one should be left out of the family of God, that churches must be open to everyone (as we are and constantly strive to live out here)…or when many of you as individuals and we, collectively, as a church family have been a little bruised and scarred by our American Baptist association, region, and even denomination, at times, for taking a stand to be welcoming and affirming…and the list goes on and on.  Those are risks taken on willingly in the daily pursuit of the life of faith.  Each one of us can dream and see infinite possibilities.  In his eulogy for his brother Bobby, Ted Kennedy closed with this quote of his brother’s: “Some people see things as they are, and say why.  I dream things that never were and say why not.”
  When we step out in faith, when we dare to dream things that never were, when we take the risk to say, “well, why not?”  Jesus is there with us.  Jesus is with us…to the end of the age.

They sell things, you know, to help get rid of our scars.  You can put Mederma on a scar like a bazillion times a day, and eventually the scar will indeed fade.  There are lots of reasons why that is a great thing, a great option for people to have.  But nothing erases the stories…nothing erases the way our scars, our bumps and bruises, become part of who we are, and part of who we are always becoming.  And that is good and right.  Sometimes in our journeys, our scars come from those things we do not choose – those things we would never choose.  And sometimes, we walk out in faith, and we follow Jesus when he tells us to be connected; we trust Jesus when he says to take risks; and we believe in Jesus’ unending support when he says he is always with us…and we take on the challenge of the daily life of faith knowing full well that those are the scars we choose.  

Amen.
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