First Thessalonians 5:14-23

And we urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them. See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all. Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil.

May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Second Corinthians 12:7-10

Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given to me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.

1st Thes 5:14-23; 2nd Cor 12:7-10



January 26, 2020 
Thorns, Flesh, & Spirit
I begin this second Sunday of a sermon series on the integration of body and spirit with a quote from Franciscan spiritual guide and priest Richard Rohr.

For too long the religious and Christian West have tried to do an “end-run” around body and soul to get to God’s Spirit, or even to get our own transcendent spirit….The oldest letter in the New Testament expresses it very well:  ‘May the God of peace make you whole and holy, and may your spirit, soul, and body be kept complete and ready for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1st Thes 5:23).

Soon this more traditional model of spirit, soul, and body was lost as Paul struggles with his dualistic “flesh” verses “spirit”.  We have yet to recover from this confusing switch of lenses:  flesh is bad, spirit is good, and never the twain shall meet.  Now we finally say yes to body and soul, but often get trapped there for lack of experience and expertise…[T]he trinitarian understanding of our human nature says that all three parts must be honored and respected:  body, soul, and spirit.

In the grand allotment of a sermon series on “the integration of body & soul” I drew the onerous task of addressing “thorns in the flesh”; perhaps because I regularly prune a caragana hedge.  Thorns hurt.  I do not like pain when trimming the caragana hedge or in the spiritual realm.  Pain, though, alerts us to something important.  As much as I dislike it, I would not want to live in world devoid of pain.  Pain keeps us safe.  We learn to wear mitts and toques in winter because frost bite hurts; we avoid hot stove elements because burns hurt; we buy shoes to size because blisters are not enjoyable.  If I did not discern that the pain in my glut muscle (literally a pain in the butt) has come from too much sitting, I would not stretch.  What is true in the physical world is true for the spiritual world.


Streams of Christianity, and certain wisdom traditions beyond Christianity, approach this topic in a most intriguing way.  Christianity refers to the various pains of our spiritual lives as vices or even sin.  In his second letter to the Corinthians Paul refers to his pain as a “thorn”, and the precise nature of the pain in the flesh has been debated widely.  One school of speculation has Paul’s opponents as the source of his thorny concern:  we hear of such opponents in various other letters authored by Paul.  Another line of speculation dwells on possible physical problems he might have been experiencing:  “epilepsy, hysteria, depression, headaches, eye problems--  even leprosy and malaria have had their advocates, as have stuttering…Truth be told, we do not have a clue.  Nor can we.  Nor need we.  What the problem is—that is not a concern for Paul”.


This window into Paul’s life opens several very intriguing avenues of theological reflection.  First, it is most interesting and actually quite comforting that Paul appealed three times to Jesus Christ that his affliction be healed with no results.  The question is often asked, “why do bad things happen to good people”, or “why do we suffer?”.  If the likes of the Apostle Paul are not miraculously healed, maybe neither will we experience miraculous healing.  If the likes of the Paul suffer on account of a spiritual or physical condition, perhaps we too will need to learn to suffer well.  If the likes of the Paul must learn to live with their malady, maybe we too will need to learn redemptive ways of coming to terms with the afflictions in our lives.

The second observation I would make about this short episode in 2nd Corinthians builds upon this last point.  Paul does not waste a lot of energy grumbling about the “whys” of the thorn in his flesh.  Within the text he moves quickly to utilizing his pain for spiritual upbuilding.  He linked the status of his physical condition to his spiritual life.  The good news of the thorn, Paul tells us, is that it will keep him humble.  The good news of the thorn, Paul tells us, is that it will keep him relying upon the power of God.  The good news of the thorn, Paul tells us, is that resting in God’s grace may in some small way enable him to be more grace filled.  The thorn in his life, whatever that pain inducing thing may have been, is employed by Paul for soul work.

From this biblical vignette I shift to several case studies of thorns which help us integrate our bodies and souls.  I quote now from an article which appeared in The Journal of Pastoral Care some years back.

The tendency (at least within conventional religious discourse) has been to think of sin as exclusively negative.  There is an inevitable association with shame, guilt, and punishment that tends to reinforce…a dissociative response to sin.  Traditionally, we repent of our errant thoughts and deeds through personal and corporate confession without actually dealing with what our particular sin teaches us about ourselves.  It is as though the emotional impact of our sin is so powerful that we cannot remain in contact with it long enough to learn from it.
      The Enneagram, however, invites us [we are invited] into a dialogue with our distortions and brokenness in a way that does not threaten in invalidate the self or suggest that by its very nature sin separates us from God.  It is, rather, the refusal to encounter our sin in a constructive and redemptive way that results in alienation from self, other, and God.  As Richard Rohr expresses it, “Our gift and our sin are two sides of the same coin.  To meet your gift, you must, so to speak, chew, eat and digest your sin.”

This is not an invitation to “sin boldly”, a quote ascribed to Martin Luther.  Rather, it is to recognize that we all sin bodily:  in words we have said or left unsaid, in the deeds we have done or left undone, in our uncritical participation in unjust systems.  We acknowledge the thorns in our flesh and courageously ask ourselves, or allow ourselves to be asked, what is this sin teaching me?  This kind of reflection upon our condition is not for the faint of heart.  This is hard work.  The alternative, however, can be devastating.  Carl Jung is attributed with saying that “The part of you that remains unloved will eventually turn against you”.
  Our poor use of words, our actions, our inactions, our ease with dis-ease—our sin, our thorns—all have something to teach us in our soul work.

My second case study of this thorny integration of body and soul centers on something we all share in common—  aging, loss of physical capacity, and eventual death.   According to several studies of the past decades there are significant personal and social consequences which result from an unwillingness to integrate our mortality with our spiritual journeys.  Persons suffering from the body / soul dis-integration who are reminded of their mortality tend to be more punitive in their judgements, more anxious, more prone to violence, “more nationalistic, more inclined to perceive members of our own culture more favourably than members of other cultures, more drawn to charismatic leaders over compassionate and pragmatic ones, and more apt to follow male leaders over female ones”.
   Political fear mongering which invokes our mortality activates socially negative responses among people who have not tended their souls.  In this respect some of the political concerns of our world are directly linked to an impoverished theology, or at the very least an unintegrated spirituality.
At an interpersonal level people facing their mortality, or that of a loved one, often grapple with psychological fears.  In her book Loving What Is:  Four Questions That Can Change Your Life, Byron Katie includes a chapter on “Making Friends with the Worst That Can Happen” that offers stories in which those consumed with anger at their deteriorating body, or fear at the prospects of death, or grief of broken relationship come to terms with these emotions.
  In the dying process Kathleen Dowling Singh describes this movement as one from chaos to acceptance to surrender.
  We come face to face with interpersonal chaos as our bodies are no longer able to do what they once did.  This happens in smaller ways as arthritis sets in, as we experience memory loss, or as our stamina declines.  It happens in greater ways when coming to terms with serious degenerative conditions or a terminal diagnosis.  Singh suggests that acceptance and transcendence are the soul work which contribute to the process of dying well.
The kind of body / spirit integration which I have detailed in my two case studies requires study and possibly even work with a person trained in those disciplines.  A sermon is a good place to name some of the ways in which our bodies are inviting us to soul work, but not ideal for actually getting into thorn filled work at a personal or social level.  If, though, these case studies provoke deeper interest we can visit about resources.

I will conclude with reflections by clinical psychologist and pastor Paul Wong who believes the best way to die well is to live well.  He offers ten questions for exploration
:
1. If I were to die next month, how would I live differently?
2. I don’t want to take anger and resentment to my grave, how can I forgive those who have hurt me?

3. What do I need to do to reconcile with my loved ones, so that I will have no regrets at the end of my life?

4. What unfinished business do I need to take care of before I die?

5. What are the most important life lessons that I have learned, and how will I pass them on to others?

6. Have I taken stock of my life and counted all my blessings from God?

7. How will I express gratitude to all those who have been most helpful and kind to me before it is too late?

8. What should I do with my life before death comes knocking?  What is my calling?

9. What would be the best legacy I can leave behind?  What will my children or family think of me?

10. What have I done to help others and glorify God?

Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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