Sacred Wounds
Psalm 38:1–9; 21-22 (NRSV)

O LORD, do not rebuke me in your anger, or discipline me in your wrath. 2 For your
arrows have sunk into me, and your hand has come down on me. 3 There is no
soundness in my flesh because of your indignation; there is no health in my bones
because of my sin. 4 For my iniquities have gone over my head; they weigh like a
burden too heavy for me. 5 My wounds grow foul and fester because of my
foolishness; 6 I am utterly bowed down and prostrate; all day long I go around
mourning. 7 For my loins are filled with burning, and there is no soundness in my
flesh. 8 I am utterly spent and crushed; I groan because of the tumult of my heart.
9 O Lord, all my longing is known to you; my sighing is not hidden from you.
21 Do not forsake me, O LORD; O my God, do not be far from me; 22 make haste
to help me, O Lord, my salvation.
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Introduction. Early in my ministry, I began to sense a key leader in the congregation I was
serving was upset and was not “happy” with me as her pastor. I was not sure what was going
on with her so I took advantage of an opportunity to address the issue. I started with an
apologetic tone and said, “If I have done anything to offend you or the gospel, I apologize.”
Those words were like a scalpel that opened a festering wound that poured forth her hurt and
pain.
During my tenure as her pastor, she had experienced some unbelievable losses. Her oldest
son’s estranged wife and their children (that is her grandchildren) were tragically killed in a
trailer fire. A few years later that son was killed in a motorcycle accident. At his graveside, one
of her sisters had a heart attack and died in a few days. (Any one of those events are enough
trauma for a lifetime and would wound one deeply.)
During my conversation with this woman, she explained in no uncertain terms that I had
failed her as a pastor and was not there for her. She had expected and wanted much more
from me but I had not met those expectations. Personally, I had felt I had been a good pastor
to her and had little perception I had failed her. I am sure I could have done more but any
failure I had was not intentional. I wondered if her expectations of me had been reasonable.
Regardless of the answers to those matters, this woman experienced a deep emotional
wound and felt her pastor and her church had failed her. She was deeply wounded by her
experience. Unfortunately, I was too immature to realize this and internally I drifted more
toward a position of self-defense than one who tried to walk with her toward healing of her
sacred wound.
Sacred wounds.
“Sacred wounds.” Many, if not most of us, have experienced them. The pain they inflict on
us can be overwhelming at times. As the psalmist spoke of his sacred wounds, he said his
insides were burning and the wounds were festering. Beginning today and over the next two
weeks, we are going to dive into this tender area of sacred wounds. It will be a difficult subject
for many of us. My hope is opening the topic can lead to our taking steps toward healing and
relief.
What are sacred wounds? Sacred wounds are those emotional hurts we experience that
flow from our interaction with others who claim to follow Christ and the community of
believers. Sometimes the pain comes from intentional abusive behaviors of others.
While at other times the 0apain flows when our expectations not met by a spiritual leader or
faith community. Regardless of the source, the wounds often have a significant spiritual and
emotional impact on us. For example, the woman I described above her sacred wound toward
me as a pastor had added stuff to her grief and had block her healing to some degree.
If you are in your kitchen doing knife work in preparation for a meal and you accidently slice
your finger (if you do much knife work you probably have or will do so at some point), you will
feel pain and see blood. That wound will over time heal and probably leave a visible scar. Ray
Bees and Chris Hayward point out in their book, Wounded in the Church, our emotional wounds
leave no visible marks but they do activate the same areas of the brain as physical pain. When
we recall those emotional events, the pain is often reactivated long after the events transpired.
They often go on to point out the pain often exists in layers like a house that has been
repainted time and again over the years. Sacred wounds are emotional wounds.
Often our sacred wounds injure our souls - the deep inner core of who we are. There in
that place where we commune with God we are scarred by those wounds. It is much more
difficult to find healing for the soul than it is for a cut finger.
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Sacred wounds tend to inflict deep hurt within us. They are typically not easily shaken off
and forgotten. But why? In part it is due to our expectations. We expect the church to be a
safe and accepting place. We expect believers to be mature and reflect the love and life of
Jesus. So when we are hurt in the church, it is deeper. When hurt in that context, we often
wonder where God was and why God did not prevent it.
The story is told of a woman moved into a new town and wanted to find a good church.
She assumed she would be welcomed and accepted. But when she visited several churches,
hardly anyone spoke to her. No one invited her into their circles or lives. Eventually she
stopped trying to find a church to attend.
The sources of sacred wounds range from egregious acts to matters “offending” folks are
unaware of.
In the past few weeks, the local news has reported on a couple of acts which will leave deep
scars on the victims. A pastor of a congregation in a county to the west of us was found in his
vehicle on a lonely road involved sexually with a teenager. In another community nearby, a
Christian counselor and pastor made sexual advances toward a client. He took advantage of
her time of weakness to satisfy his own desires. Unfortunately, these types of acts are as old as
the OT when Eli’s sons took advantage of women who came to sacrifice at the temple.
On the other end of the spectrum are the wounds people feel because of their reaction to
actions or lack of actions by those who no clue they were doing something harmful. Among
these are the sense of “neglect” people often encounter in their church. Many people have felt
hurt and pain when they had undergone some type of crisis – such as an illness or a loss of a
family member – and no one or too few people checked up on them to see how they were
doing. The pain can come even if that person never informed anyone of the crisis. Others have
found themselves out of church for a period time and no one checked on them causing them to
feel no one really cares about them. Every church has members who are no longer active
because of this type of neglect.
We can easily add to this list of the sources of sacred wounds: when there is a lack of
compassion for a person; when there is insensitivity to what a person has experienced when
addressing an issue like divorce, addiction, human sexuality; being dogmatic about one’s or the
groups theology without appreciating differences; being inflexible as it relates to rules and
regulations (you can’t have your wedding during Advent); when one person or group has
preferential status in the church; a person feeling she has been used or manipulated for a
purpose or goal, sermons that are harsh and threatening, etc. We could continue on with the
list and cover many pages with many examples.
Some type ago I was talking with a man in his late 30’s who had grown up in a very
conservative, fundamental church tradition. In the church of his childhood, every issue was
seen in black and white. There were lots of rules about what one was not to do. The group had
a strong exclusive culture. One was not to ask questions, particularly of God. His experience so
wounded him, that he still to this day has a difficult time connecting with Christ and a local
church. He is very sensitive to matters in spiritual and community life that he tends to interpret
them through the lens of his wounds.
Consequences.
Sacred wounds often have a huge impact on a person and carry tremendous and life
altering consequences. Some never are able to move beyond the wounds and have healthy
souls again.
The author of Psalm 38 understood some of the consequences of sacred wounds. He
wrote:
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There is no health in my bones – his spiritual wounds had an impact on his health. For
many the trauma of the hurt becomes fertile soil for harmful physical ailments to grow
with us – hypertension, heart disease, stomach issues, sleepless nights, autoimmune
diseases, etc.
• My wounds grow foul and fester – he found there was no true escape from his wounds.
The impact for many is they began to corrupt other things, particularly other
relationships in their lives.
• I am bowed down and prostrate – the wounds were so heavy to carry they became an
unbearable load. Sacred wounds often become a weight one can’t shed and has a
crushing effect.
• I groan because of the tumult of my heart – His wounds had a huge emotional toll on
him. Try carrying a sacred wound for a time and you will find your joy and peace will not
only be threatened, they will probably be taken from you.
These are the personal side of the consequences. The spiritual wounds we carry often have
an impact on others. There are many children living today who know little of Jesus because
their parents were wounded and refuse to have anything to do with a church. There are
spouses who go the spiritual journey alone because their spouse was wounded deeply at some
point. Churches are weakened and robbed of potential vibrant people who could advance the
gospel but those people are so wounded they are not active. The wounds of some have so
affected them, they spew a poison that contaminates others toward Christ and His Church.
Is there any hope for us who carry sacred wounds? Can we be made whole again or must
our wounds continue to fester?
•

Hope and first steps.
Listen closely to the words of another biblical poet: The Lord builds up Jerusalem; he gathers
the outcasts of Israel. 3 He heals the brokenhearted, and binds up their wounds. 4 He
determines the number of the stars; he gives to all of them their names. 5 Great is our Lord, and
abundant in power; his understanding is beyond measure. 6 The Lord lifts up the downtrodden
(Psalm 147:2–6a). Aren’t these beautiful and comforting words.
The God who created the stars of our universe and gives them their name, cares about you
and me. This same God is the One who “heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.”
These are powerful words of hope for people who trust in God.
Personally I have experienced several things that left me with sacred wounds. As a UM
pastor, I have been wounded by our system deeply at a few points and not given the level of
respect and support I expected. I have people attack my motives and integrity in churches
where I have served. Yet through all of those, I have found that God truly does care for me. I
have heard his gentle whisper to join Him in the journey that will over time lead to my healing.
Those journeys have not been easy but the Lord did walk with me. He led me to tap resources I
thought I never needed. I am still on that journey of healing for a couple of wounds. I believe
God loves each of you as much as He loves me. I know he offers the same for you.
From the psalm you heard before I began this message, we heard the important beginning
steps for this journey. Listen again”
O Lord, all my longing is known to you; my sighing is not hidden from you.
21 Do not forsake me, O Lord; O my God, do not be far from me; 22 make haste to help me, O
Lord, my salvation.
The psalmist made known to God the nature of his wounds. He held nothing back. Until we
admit what ails us, there is little hope for healing. As he did so, he then cried out for help. Can
you do the same today?
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