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Reverend Claire Feingold Thoryn 

March 22, 2015 

Theme: Brokenness 

Sermon: Healing 

 

 

Call to Worship 
 

Madeleine L’Engle once described a Jewish wisdom story: a rabbi was approached by his 

people and they asked him, “Rabbi, why is it that the prophet says that the law of the 

Lord will be written on our hearts? Should it not be in our hearts?” And the rabbi replied, 

“Perhaps it is because until our hearts have been broken, nothing is able truly to get in.” 

 

Our worship theme this month has been Brokenness, and today I will talk about the path 

towards healing. 

 

Let us find that together we can be vulnerable and open, 

That together we can seek healing and transformation, 

Let us seek a peace that passes understanding 

And find that together, we are more able to bring true peace into our hearts and into our 

world.  

 
Reading: “For What Binds Us” by Jane Hirshfield 
 

There are names for what binds us: 

strong forces, weak forces. 

Look around, you can see them: 

the skin that forms in a half-empty cup, 

nails rusting into the places they join, 

joints dovetailed on their own weight. 

The way things stay so solidly 

wherever they’ve been set down— 

and gravity, scientists say, is weak. 

  

And see how the flesh grows back 

across a wound, with a great vehemence, 

more strong 

than the simple, untested surface before. 

There’s a name for it on horses,  

when it comes back darker and raised: proud flesh, 

  

as all flesh 

is proud of its wounds, wears them 

as honors given out after battle, 

small triumphs pinned to the chest— 
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And when two people have loved each other  

see how it is like a 

scar between their bodies, 

stronger, darker, and proud; 

how the black cord makes of them a single fabric 

that nothing can tear or mend. 

  
Sermon: Healing 
 

I was at a fundraiser last night for my daughter’s preschool. And the event had a prom 

theme, and staff and volunteers were asked to bring in old prom photos. And I brought 

this one home with me.  

I’ll describe it to you. 

 

Now all night people were saying this was the most embarrassing photo. But honestly, 

when we laugh at a photo like this, the laughter is tinged with this wincing self-

knowledge: 

We have all been through puberty.  

And since puberty is something every adult human has experienced, is there anything 

truly embarrassing about this photo? It might still be kinda funny. But embarrassing…no.  

 

Each month in my column, which gets put up on our website, I suggest a spiritual 

exercise that goes along with the month’s worship theme. Our covenant groups all take 

part in the spiritual exercise and share their experiences with each other. 

 

This month the spiritual exercise has been to share with someone an embarrassing story, 

and hear their story in return—and to offer each other sympathy, love, and healing, and 

maybe laughter too. Telling these stories within a group of trusted, loving people takes 

some of the sting out of these stories. We can laugh at ourselves and know that we’ve all 

been there, in some form or another. 

 

We have all been broken, and we can all seek healing. 

 

We can all seek healing, but I do not believe we can all be cured or “fixed.”  

 

We are the sum of our experiences.  

To cure or “fix” ourselves would be to deny those scars their power,  

to pretend the brokenness never happened,  

to refuse to honor how we lived through pain  

and how we can claim that strength  

with vehemence and pride.  

Proud flesh.  

 

Being healed is different from being cured. 
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Last week I focused on the broken places in our life that were caused in part by 

ourselves:  

personality shortcomings, addictions or bad choices.  

 

But we also face brokenness when life throws you pain and suffering you had no part in 

choosing.  

 

A boy named David was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes two weeks after his 17th 

birthday.  

 

Like an animal in a cage, David flung himself against the limitations of his 

disease, refusing to hold a diet, forgetting to take his insulin, using his diabetes to 

hurt himself….  

 

His parents, fearing for his life, sent him to see Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen, who integrates 

spirituality and therapeutic technique to help patients find healing even in situations when 

there is no cure. She tells David’s story. 

 

David had been in therapy for almost six months without making much progress 

when he had a dream. 

 

In his dream, he found himself sitting in  

an empty room without a ceiling,  

facing a small stone statue of the Buddha.  

 

He struggled to describe how the statue looked.   

 

“Its face was very still and peaceful.”  

The Buddha seemed to be listening to something  

deep within himself.   

Alone in the room with the statue,  

David felt more and more at peace with himself.   

 

[Then,] without warning, a dagger was thrown from somewhere behind him.   

It buried itself deep in the Buddha’s heart.   

 

David was profoundly shocked…betrayed, overwhelmed with feelings of despair 

and anguish.   

From the depth of these feelings 

emerged a single question:  

“Why is life like this?” 

 

And then the statue had begun to grow, so slowly that at first he was not sure it 

was really happening.   
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But so it was, and suddenly he knew beyond a doubt that this was the Buddha’s 

response to the knife. 

 

The statue continued to grow,  

its face as peaceful as before.   

The knife did not change either.   

Gradually, it became a tiny black speck on the breast of the enormous smiling 

Buddha.   

 

Watching this, David felt something release him and found he could breathe 

deeply for the first time in a long time.   

 

He awoke with tears in his eyes. 

 

… As David told his dream, he recognized the feelings he had when he first saw 

the dagger.   

 

The despair and anguish, and even the question,  

“Why is life like this?”  

were the same feelings and questions that had come up for him in his doctor’s 

office  

when he heard for the first time he had diabetes.  
 

As he put it, “when this disease plunged into the heart of my life.”  

 

…His dream offered him the hope of wholeness  

and suggested that, over time,  

he might grow in such a way  

that the wound of his illness might become  

a smaller and smaller part of the sum total of his life.   

 

That he might yet have a good life,  

even though it would not be an easy life.  

 

David would never be cured. But he did begin to heal. 

 

The flesh grows back 

across a wound with a great vehemence, 

more strong than the simple,  

untested surface before. 

 

Oddly enough, some of the best descriptions or role models for healing from incredibly 

difficult, painful, awful life experiences are from comedians. There is a saying: “Tragedy 

+ Time = Comedy.” To get to comedy, you have to start with tragedy. 
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One of the best examples of this I have ever heard is from the comedian Tig Notaro. She 

did a legendary set at the Largo in California a few years ago. You may have heard of 

her, because that show was literally so groundbreaking, so inspired, that her career has 

been taking off like crazy ever since.  

She walked out on stage literally hours after she had been diagnosed with cancer, 

greeting the crowd by saying:  

 

Good evening. Hello. I have cancer. How are you? Hi, how are you? Is everybody 

having a good time? I have cancer. How are you?  

From that disarming beginning, she threw out her whole usual act and just spoke to the 

crowd with honesty. She told the crowd, “[The] equation is Tragedy + Time = Comedy. I 

am just at tragedy right now.” 

 

And it wasn’t just cancer.  

She told the audience about the past four months of her life, which had gone from bad to 

worse.  

 

First, she had gotten pneumonia.  

 

The treatment for the pneumonia gave her a much more dangerous bacterial infection 

called C.diff.  

C.diff can kill you. 

 

So she went to the hospital for a week to treat that.  

 

She got out of the hospital and a week later,  

her mother died.  

It was a tragic accident—her mother was 65,  

she tripped, hit her head, and died.  

 

Then Tig’s girlfriend broke up with her. As Tig put it, 

It’s tough times. You can’t stick around for that. Got to get out before the cancer 

comes.  

So after the pneumonia, C.diff, mother’s death, and breakup, she was diagnosed with 

Stage 2 cancer in both breasts. All in the span of four months. 

 

Then Tig jokes in her dry, deadpan voice: 

But you know what’s nice about all of this is that you can always rest assured that 

God never gives you more than you can handle. Never. Never. When you’ve had 

it, God goes, all right, that’s it.  
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Tig continues, imagining how this might play out: 

I just keep picturing God going, you know what? I think she can take a little more. 

And then the angels are standing back going, God, what are you doing? You are 

out of your mind.  

And God was like, no, no, no. I really think she can handle this.  

But why, God? Like, why? Why?  

I don’t know. I just, you know. Just trust me on this. 

By using her own life as a foil for that cliché, that  

“God only gives you what you can handle”— 

Tig exposes that cliché for what it really is:  

a way of judging the victim,  

a way of telling people they must,  

for whatever reason, deserve their pain. 

It is a cruel and harmful way of making meaning.  

 

God is not cancer.  

God is not heartbreak.  

God is not testing us by giving us chances to suffer. 

 

I believe that God,  

or however we might understand and name the divine,  

is most present in the ways  

we humans choose to love and treat each other.  

That is actually one way to define “humanism.”  

 

The way we show up for each other,  

care for each other, forgive each other:  

that is the presence of the holy in the world.  

 

Towards the end of Tig’s act you can hear in her voice that she is uncertain about all the 

tragedy she has laid on the audience.  

She asks if she should just transition to silly jokes.  

The audience shouts back: “No! No!”  



 

7 

Doubtful, Tig asks the question a new way, this time saying: 

“Where are you?” 

And in the audience you can hear a voice call out: 

Right here. 

 

And another: 

Right here. 

 

And then another: 

Right here. 

 

They were right there with her.  

 

It is pretty amazing, going through something awful,  

and finding that there are people— 

even complete strangers— 

who can be right there with you,  

sticking with you, present and unafraid.  

 

It is powerful and healing to find love and acceptance and faith in community.  

 

And so, I’m going to finish with a healing meditation. Without having to say any words, 

we are going to send each other healing thoughts, wishes, and prayers, and we are going 

to receive healing thoughts from everyone else. 

 

Please take a moment to get comfortable—or as comfortable as you can in a pew. Wiggle 

a bit to get there. Situate your feet flat on the ground, your back straight.  

 

If it is comfortable, hold your neck straight and tilt your chin and face a little bit to the 

sky.  

You might wish to hold your arms and hands  

face down on your legs or heart,  

or, you might wish to hold your hands face up in a receiving position. 

Whatever feels right to you. 

 

Close your eyes and take a few deep breaths and center yourself in this space. 

In your mind’s eye, consider the people on your left and right, front and back of you.  

Consider the people beyond them,  

stretching out across this sanctuary,  

and in other parts of this building,  

the folks making coffee downstairs, the children playing.  

 

Fill your heart with loving compassion for these people.   

From your peaceful center, allow peace and love to flow from your heart to theirs. 
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Imagine that your prayer, your loving thoughts, are drawing the tension, fear, agitation, 

and pain from their hearts and away from their body.  

 

Silently send messages of love and compassion,  

messages of forgiveness and healing. 

 

Those messages hover about us and above us 

unseen, unspoken, a cloud of witnesses. 

 

And now it is our turn to receive these messages of love. Take a breath and breathe in 

that love and peace. 

 

Receive love and healing into your heart, into your body, the peace that everyone in this 

room has wished for you. 

 

Let the tension, fear, agitation, and pain in your heart  

seep away. 

 

Let loving compassion flow through your whole body. 

And when you are ready, open your eyes. 

 

We have sent our love.  

We have received love. 

 

We may never be cured. 

But we are on our own path towards healing. 

And we are all right here— 

right here— 

right here  

with each other on this journey. 

 

When people have loved each other  

see how it is like a 

scar between their bodies, 

stronger, darker, and proud; 

how the black cord makes of them a single fabric 

that nothing can tear. 

 

May it be so. Amen. 

 

 


