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To give you a taste of what’s inspired this summer series, I’'m going to open with
one of Jan Richardson’s blessings, from one of a few books of blessings that she’s
written, called Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons, available from
our AMC library...once I run it back there after the service.

Here’s her blessing.

Like all of her blessings, it was inspired by a scripture passage. This one was
inspired by Mark 1:2, which, while introducing John the Baptist, quotes the
prophet Isaiah, and says:

“See I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way for

»

you.

Here’s the blessing Jan Richardson wrote based on this passage from Mark, which
I read to you as invitation to be blessed by my own blessing a little later in this
message, and for you to be blessed by this entire summer series.

BLESSING THE WAY
By Jan Richardson

With every step you take,
this blessing rises up to meet you.
It has been waiting long ages for you.

Look close and you can see the layers of it,
how it has been fashioned
by those who walked



this road before you,

how it has been created
of nothing but their determination
and their dreaming,

how it has taken its form
from an ancient hope

that drew them forward

and made a way for them

when no way could be seen.

Look closer and you will see
this blessing is not finished,
that you are part of the path it is preparing,
that you are how this blessing
means to be a voice within the wilderness
and a welcome for the way.

Friends, through this summer series, starting today, may you look closer, so that
God’s blessings may reach you as you come to see the layers of Scripture, --
Scripture, which was fashioned by those who walked this road before you and was
created by their determination and dreaming and an ancient hope that drew them
forward and made a way for them when no way could be seen, do that you will see
that this blessing is not finished, and you are part of the path it is preparing

That you are how this blessing means to be a voice in the wilderness, and a
welcome for the way.

Amen.
And now,

Here’s the blessing I came to find in the story of Jesus and the centurion, but first,
how I came to find it:



I once read today’s story on a day when I was questioning my own suitability for
doing God’s work in the world.

I was hurting.

I was acutely aware of the areas of my life where my mental, emotional, and
spiritual resilience had not been enough for me to push through the pain to be a
part of the miracles I sometimes think God might be calling me to participate in
with Her.

Have you had days like that?
Truthfully, I’ve had many days like that.

And on days like that, I struggle—I mean [ struggle—with the parts of scripture
where the heroes say,
“Oh God, Oh Jesus, I am not worthy!”

I mean, I know that there are times when we are called to remember what wise
ancient writers might have liked to call our “unworthiness.”

When we have used God’s Word to harm the vulnerable and to claim our
superiority over others, such behavior could be called “unworthy.”

When we forget how little we understand of God, and try to pin God down to only
be and say what we want God to be and say, vastly restricting the imaginative
power God wishes to gift us, such behavior could be called “unworthy.”

When we treat our good works for God like fodder for our official or unofficial
CV’s or resume, rather than as gifts we were blessed to be a part of, for the sake of
all of God’s creation, that part of us could sometimes be called “unworthy.”

But if you’re like me, it feels like it might be far more often that you read a passage
where the hero of the story proclaims their unworthiness before God, and it just
feels like the Word of God is kicking you when you’re down.



That’s how it was for me at least, when on a down day—questioning my own
strength and suitability for God’s calling for me that day, I read today’s story:

When [Jesus] had entered Capernaum, a centurion came forward to him,
appealing to him,

S “Lord, my servant is lying paralyzed at home, suffering terribly.”

7 And he said to him, “I will come and heal him.”

8 But the centurion replied, “Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my
roof, but only say the word, and my servant will be healed. ° For I too am a man
under authority, with soldiers under me. And [ say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to
another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my servant,’“ ‘Do this,” and he does it.”

1 When Jesus heard this, he marveled and said to those who followed him, “Truly,
I tell you, with no one in Israel'” have I found such faith.

1T tell you, many will come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, > while the sons of the kingdom will be
thrown into the outer darkness.

In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

B3 And to the centurion Jesus said, “Go, let it be done for you as you have
believed.”

And the servant was healed at that very moment.

Do you ever feel more discouraged than blessed by stories like this—stories where
the heroes seemed to be praised for declaring themselves “unworthy,” when you’re
already feeling more than “unworthy” enough?

I tell you what, on the day I was reading this, the accompanying prayer in my
devotional did not seem to help!

It read:

“Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my roof.
When things are not as they should be

When those we love are hurting

When we need you, Jesus


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%208&version=ESV#fen-ESV-23355c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%208&version=ESV#fen-ESV-23356d

Help us come to you in faith

Lord, I am not worthy
1o have you come under my roof

Say the word

The word of forgiveness
The word of hope

The word of healing

Lord, I am not worthy
To have you come under my roof

Increase our faith
Say the word
Heal and forgive

Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my roof, but only say the word, and
my servant will be healed.”

It’s a beautifully written prayer.

But I’'m going to be honest, I actually felt kind of visually assaulted as I, already
feeling unworthy, just looked at the page and saw all the times it was asking me to
say:

Lord, I am not worthy.

Lord, I am not worthy.

Lord, I am not worthy.

Four times!
Oh, and did I mention that that particular part was bolded each time it was

written?!

Geez, devotional. Really?



But I decided to give it time.

And as I did, I decided to keep looking at the prayer by turning my gaze to the
quiet parts of the prayer—the whispery, not-bolded parts.

And it was there, that a new way into this story began to take shape for me—a new
way into this story that would lead to me finding a surprising blessing for myself in
it.

It started as I noticed the words:
“Help us to come to you in faith"—
Under which I instinctively wrote,
“That we can be part of the miracle.”

And it continued as I read the part:

“Say the word,”

Which read for me as,

“JUST SAY THE WORD ALREADY [,JESUS] .”
Beside which I quickly scrawled:

“Just do the work without me!”

Which meant:
Jesus, stop waiting for unworthy old me to be a part of it; just move on without me.

And with that, what began to take shape for me was this thought:

In this story, the centurion believes he is not worthy to partner with Jesus on Jesus’
miracle.

He wants Jesus to do the miracle, but he doesn’t think he’s even worthy to have
Jesus do the miracle where it needs to happen, because the miracle needs to happen
in the centurion’s home, and the centurion believes that because of his
unworthiness, Jesus should go nowhere near such a personal space of his.



Instead, Jesus should just do it from afar.

Now, I don’t know why the centurion felt unworthy to have Jesus in his home, but I
do know this:

For some personal reason, the centurion believed that Jesus should perform the
healing and the miracle—should offer this blessing—with the centurion having as
little to do with it as possible, because the centurion felt unworthy.

And Jesus meets the centurion where he is at.

Despite the fact that, through many other Gospel stories, Jesus is kind of willing to
go anywhere to be with people, Jesus doesn’t push it.

He, pun intended here, meets the centurion where he is at BUT He then finds

another way to STILL draw the centurion into what he is doing—to partner closely
with the centurion on this miracle anyway, thereby revealing that really, Jesus does
deem the centurion worthy of being a part of this miracle and this blessed moment.

Take a moment to notice it.

The centurion says:

“Jesus, I'm not worthy of having much of anything to do with you, but I still believe
that you are a healer, so I'll be here, keeping my distance, while you do your
healing thing.”

And Jesus, meeting the centurion where he is at, doesn’t push the centurion to
invite him into his home, but rather, Jesus draws the centurion into the center, the
heart, the homer of what HE is doing anyway, by pointing out what great faith it
must take to believe that Jesus is a healer, even when the centurion believes he’s
not good enough to be a part of that healing, praising the centurion as, actually, the
single most worthy person Jesus has ever met!



Which is to say: are there areas of your life where you don’t feel worthy to
participate in Jesus’ miraculous, healing, blessing work?

Why?
Why have you started to feel unworthy?

Is it sometimes for valid reasons—because of childhood trauma, or something
someone once said to you that’s ever-since shaped your opinion of yourself, or
chemical imbalances in your brain that make you overly self-critical, or your high
sensitivity that others keep telling you makes you “OVER-sensitive,” or because
every time you’ve gotten close to trying something big and bold for God, you’ve
been hurt?

Are there ways in which you’ve started to feel too wounded, weak, or broken to
still believe that you can be a part of God’s biggest and boldest work?

Have you come to the place where you often say, “God, just go do it all without me
already. You know I'm too limited and too messed up to be a part of it.”?

If this is you, ever, in any way shape or form, then here is the blessing I found, to

my honest surprise, in today’s story, that I am here to share with you—

A blessing, a SURPRISING (for me at least) Blessing that [ have come to believe
has been lying in wait for us to find it, beneath all the layers of shame and feeling
too unworthy to work with Jesus that we’ve piled over it.

And the blessing I was able to dig out of this scripture passage sounds like
this:

THE BLESSING YOU RECEIVE, EVEN AS YOU STEP AWAY FROM IT
-by me

This is the blessing you always step away from, even though you keep asking for it.



You have been wounded deeply,

Child: You grew up a lamb, in a fold,

Where every other day, a different sheep who you thought was supposed to care for
you and your family bared their teeth to reveal wolfs teeth.

So, you have rightly grown up to be vigilant:
Hyper-Vigilant, some would say.

So, it has especially not been lost on you, the pain has rightfully cut deep, and left
you frozen in place, wincing in pain, whenever the shepherd has invited you out
into the fields and the hills to find the lost and the hurting lambs,

And just as you got to the gate, full of faith that the shepherd wants to have you
along for that journey,

You have been pushed aside by your neighbors,

Bitten on the shanks by another sheep,

Or told, even by the well-meaning sheep, that the flock cannot afford to have you
go there.

And so, it is a sign of your great faith, really, that given the choice between
deciding that the shepherd must not be going anywhere all that great anyway or
that the shepherd is going somewhere great, but you 're just not worthy enough to
go with, you’ve still chosen to believe the latter: that the shepherd still gives
blessings, even if you 're not worthy enough to go with.

Perhaps you are worthy on a technical level, you tell yourself.
Perhaps you were created worthy.

But you hurt too much,
Each time you reach the chaos at the gate.

You hurt too much to be able to tolerate the pain
You keep going through each time you try to join the shepherd
And reach the fields and hills.



And so, this is a blessing you step away from,
Even as your faith is so great that you keep asking for the shepherd to still do it.

“Good Shepherd, go to the fields and hills where the sick and the lost lambs need
you,”

You call out,

“Just stop waiting for me to go with you because, as you of all people can see,

I’'m too broken to go with you in any real or practical sense.”

You call out to the shepherd to go do his healing work, but remembering—even
starting to feel—the pain that has come whenever you have tried to go with him,
you step farther away from the blessing, even as you bleat for it to proceed.

And yes, the shepherd will deliver the blessing you have pleaded for.
He will go do great and beautiful things, in the fields and the hills, for the lost and
the hurting lambs.

BUT
he will not go without drawing you close into the blessing too.

For now, perhaps he can see that you are not ready to leave the gate.

He knows your pain better than anyone, so, he will not add to your sense of
unworthiness, with any of that “Oh ye of little faith” stuff.

Rather, He will draw you into the blessing and make you part of His good and
beautiful work right where you stand.

Right where you stand, He will envelope you in this blessing, even as you have
retreated from it.

“Good Shepherd, I am not worthy to be a part of your Good Work--your miracles
and your blessings!—"
you cry out.



“But surely,

There is a lamb out there,
Paralyzed,

And as you linger here,
Speaking to me,

She is suffering.”

But the shepherd will not go without drawing you into the blessing,
Just as you are:

In no hurry, the shepherd, lingers, looks at you, and looks then to ALL the sheep,
And says:

“Truby,

I have not seen such faith in any of my sheepfolds.

To still believe that I can go and heal and bless,

Even when you have given up on your own worthiness
To be under the shade of blessing with me;

THIS makes you one of the ones who WILL, someday,

Make it out of this sheepfold to join others like you,

Traveling from all directions to bask in my pure and uninhibited blessings,
In a place where anyone who might try to bite another s shanks,

Will find that it can only lead to the gnashing of their own teeth.

(May they, thereby, learn to live differently.)”

And in that way,
The shepherd blesses you in place, as you have backed away from him.

You bask in the miracle of this.
After all, here is what has just happened:

You have told the Good Shepherd, “I am not worthy to be a blessing with you,
So just go do the blessing without me, already.”



And the Good Shepherd, has flipped that upside-down on you, and said,

“That you would have such faith that I can heal others, even as you have not felt
worthy to go with me to heal, that has made you part of today s miracle. That has
made you the miracle.”

And just like that, the Good Shepherd has somehow drawn you into the blessing
AS YOU STEPPED AWAY FROM IT, by acknowledging the faith you maintained,
amidst your stepping away.

And yet you can’t help but wonder, about that paralyzed lamb that must be out
there somewhere, suffering while the Shepherd had to deal with the likes of you.

And it is just then that the Good Shepherd, eyes still locked on yours, nods his
head, just so, a little to the left, to draw your attention to where, behind him, a lamb
is limping, and now walking unsteadily, and now walking carefully, and now
loping, and now running, towards the Shepherd, who has turned to gather her in his
arms.

And in the innermost part of you, you hear the voice of the shepherd saying gently:
“This has been done for you as you have believed.”

Because while this is the blessing you step away from, even as you ask for it,
THIS SHEPHERD is the giver of all blessings, who gathers you in,...because you
have had the faith and the kindness to ask for it,...even as you thought you had to
step away from it”...

For the Word of God in Scripture,

For the Word of God among us,

For the Word of God within us,

For the Word of God and its sometimes surprising blessings. ..



Friends, welcome to our summer series, “The (Sometimes Surprising) Blessings of
Scripture.”

As I mentioned before, this summer has been inspired by my experiences with the
humble-yet-prolific blessing-writer Jan Richardson, who recently began blowing
me away with her ability to find blessings in an incredible array of scriptures, and
to articulate those blessings in a way that could cut through even my most cynical
and suspicious readings of some scriptures and to unlock and to offer to me
Blessings in the Word of God that sometimes, to be honest, I’d lost hope in ever
really finding.

And so, this summer, we’re going to mine scripture for its blessings—not always
or even usually its most obvious ones, but for the blessings lying in wait in all
kinds of places!

And we’re going to do it this way:

Sometimes, as I’ve just done, we’ll take a passage of scripture, explain how it has
sometimes or even often sounded to me at first, and then share, with a poem, where
some have found a blessing for ourselves—and hopefully at least sometimes, for
you too—in it.

My biggest prayer is that you will, along the way, of course!
Be blessed.

But my secondary prayer is that this might unlock for you, as it has unlocked for
me, a way of sitting with Scripture, a way of even being honest but still at least a
little tiny bit hopeful with Scripture, including, if you need it, some of its hardest
parts for you, until you receive at least some of its blessing.

If you like to think of that in gentle terms, as I usually do, consider how the titles
of Jan Richardson’s books of scripture-inspired blessings can help you picture it:
She presents this as an opportunity to find your way into a circle of grace, as this
book is titled, as a way of reaching for the only abiding cure for sorrow, as another



of her books is titled, or as a way of discovering how the...and I love this title of
hers...Stars get in your bones.

But if you need something a little wilder, a little more visceral, something that
really gets your blood pumping, then allow me to also remind you that, if you
really need to think of it this way, you can go also into this summer thinking of
yourself as none other than the tough and wily Jacob, doing whatever it takes to get
your blessings:

Be it by slapping animal hair on your arm and faking it ‘til you make it, or by
wrestling the heck out of whatever it is that God has sent your way, pinning it
down through the night, enduring a brutal thigh injury, if you must

Just doing whatever it takes until you get to demand, with the dawning of the sun:
“Now gimme that blessing!”

I don’t know how you need to do it, but I, along with our very own Shelley, Lena,
and Jaqui, who are excited to show how they find blessings like this too, can’t wait
to share the blessings we’ve found in scripture with you, and to join you in not just
receiving them, but in maybe even beginning to reimagine how we experience
scripture when we sit with and sometimes even wrestle with it.

For the Word of God in Scripture,

For the Word of God among us,

For the Word of God within us,

For the Word of God and its sometimes surprising blessings...



