Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Sep. 8, 2024)
Living by Faith

7 But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary
power belongs to God and does not come from us. 8 We are afflicted in every way, but not
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but
not destroyed; 10 always carrying around in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus
may also be made visible in our bodies.... 16 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer
nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day. 17 For our slight,
momentary affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, 18
because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is
temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal. (2 Corinthians 7-10, 16-18 NRSVUE)

“Who is more critical of you than you?”

We all know that learning from our mistakes is important, but sometimes it’s hard
to find the right balance without being too hard on ourselves. I recently came
across some insightful emails from the Center for Mindfulness and Compassion,
part of Cambridge Health Alliance and Harvard Medical School. They shared
some fascinating research showing that people who practice self-compassion hold
themselves accountable for their mistakes. What’s even more interesting is that
these individuals are less afraid of failure and more likely to try again after a
setback.

In his book, The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion: Freeing Yourself From
Destructive Thoughts and Emotions, Christopher Germer, who teaches psychiatry
at Harvard Medical School, suggests that there are ways to bring self-compassion
into our lives. Here are a few ways to foster self-compassion:

e Comfort your body: Eat something healthy; lie down and rest; massage your
neck, feet, or hands; or take a walk. Anything that makes you feel better
physically is an act of self-compassion.

e Write a letter to yourself: Describe a situation that caused you pain (like a
breakup, job loss, or poorly received presentation). Acknowledge your
feelings without blaming anyone.

e Give yourself encouragement: If something bad happens, think about what
you would say to a friend in the same situation. Then, direct those
compassionate words toward yourself.!

1 The Power of Self-Compassion in Harvard Health Publishing. (adapted)



Henri Nouwen was dealing with self-compassion three decades ago from a
Christian point of view. Nouwen said, “The world is filled with voices that shout:
“You are no good; you are not enough; you are worthless; you are nobody—unless
you can demonstrate the opposite.””? These negative voices still are so loud and
persistent that it is easy to believe them. Nouwen invites us to see ourselves from
God’s compassionate eyes, without being trapped by deceiving voices—the trap of
self-rejection.

We are all beloved by God. From the very beginning, we are God’s beloved, and
we don’t need to convince anyone, including ourselves, of our belovedness. Our
worth is not determined by external validation or achievements. Yes, we are all
broken and sinners, and none of us is truly worthy to stand before God on our own.
Jesus, who embodied God’s self-giving love, still invites us to put our brokenness
under the light of God’s boundless and compassionate love, rather than remaining
trapped in self-rejection.

The Apostle Paul knew that he was a jar of clay, weak, fragile, and easily
breakable. When he was on a mission to witness the gospel of the risen Christ, he
was often insulted, ignored, threatened, and persecuted. From time to time, Paul
felt himself abandoned. Paul also had a painful physical illness. (2 Cor. 12)

But Paul didn’t lose hope or fall into despair. He confidently said, “I am weak, but
[ am strong in Christ.” Paul affirmed, “We are afflicted in every way, but not
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck
down, but not destroyed.” Paul and his companions understood that their suffering
and affliction mirrored Jesus’ suffering and death. Despite their extreme hardship,
they hoped that the life of the risen Christ might be shown through them.

Paul believed that although he and his companions were breakable like clay jars,
they could become channels of God’s living presence. He said, “We have this
treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power
belongs to God and does not come from us.” Not only Paul, but we are all clay jars.
Yet, our faith journey can also be sacramental, serving as a means of God’s grace.

Whether Protestant or Catholic, we affirm that ordinary things in our daily lives
can become ‘“‘sacramental” if they reveal the grace and presence of God. I am not
talking about the specific sacraments of baptism and Eucharist. When | say
“sacramental,” I mean anything that becomes a medium of God’s love, grace, and
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presence. For example, when we read books, meet people, eat food, or enjoy nature,
these ordinary things—including our experiences, communities, and many
others—can be sacramental when they become channels of the invisible God’s
grace and presence.

Paul’s life was truly sacramental. He had countless reasons to lose heart and hope,
as his hardships were endless. However, Paul deeply trusted in God and stood firm
in faith, saying, “So, we do not lose heart. We do not despair. We are not giving
up.” Paul and his companions remained faithful, resilient, and persistent in sharing
and living out the gospel of Jesus Christ, being renewed and strengthened day by
day.

Can we, also, live as sacramental jars of clay? Like the earliest Christians who
prayed not for lighter burdens, but for greater strength to bear the burdens of
persecution and suffering, can we pray for inner, spiritual strength to equip us to
overcome our daily challenges?

We are “clay jars.” We are easily cracked and broken, and that’s who we are, and
that’s who I am. Living by faith doesn’t mean being perfect. Living by faith

doesn’t mean seeing ourselves through others’ curses, gossip, accusations, or
blame. We are imperfect and easily broken, but God still calls us God’s beloved.
God calls us to live as sacramental jars of clay that reveal God’s loving, comforting,
justice-seeking, and peace-making presence in the world.

To become sacramental jars of clay, we need to say yes to who we are as God’s
beloved. We are invited to hold ourselves and one another with gentle,
compassionate, and loving arms, just as God does for us all the time with God’s
warm and soft blanket.

When you breathe in and out in God’s loving presence, sometimes you may want
to try this: When you breathe in, notice God’s compassionate presence in you.
When you breathe out, send compassion to others. You can expand the circle of
compassion to God’s creature, but don’t forget you are God’s beloved. I pray that
God heals us and makes us whole and leads us to live a life through which God
will shine the light of the risen Christ. God will empower us to live sacramentally,
compassionately, and joyfully. We can do it not because we are strong but because
God is with us. Thanks be to God! Amen!



