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Proper 4, Year B, 2018       Gary D. Jones 

This morning, I want to do something a little different. I’d like to read you a letter that 
was written several months ago by a man who knew this was something he simply had 
to write. It was necessary to complete a healing and restore a relationship. It is a letter 
that came to me by way of the English priest, Sam Wells, the rector of St. Martin-in-the-
Field, and it illuminates each of this morning’s scripture lessons. It also has everything 
to do with why we come to church week after week. 

Dear Pastor, 

Everyone has a story. I want to tell you mine. I grew up near your church. I used to play 
nearby with my friend Peter. I remember your church being built. It was 1978 and we 
were both 12 years old. Peter and I both had strict fathers, both of them recently retired 
from the Navy. We were both bullied incessantly at school. Peter’s father used to beat 
him with a belt. My dad wasn’t so cruel, but he would bark orders at me and expect 
perfection. Peter and I used to escape by sneaking out of school, and often slipping out 
of the house at night and getting in trouble, sometimes being brought home by the 
police. School was misery, and home was often worse. 

One night we cycled up to the new church. The door was open, but no one was there. 
We were curious so we wandered in. We were just turning to leave when something 
inside me snapped. Every ounce of my anger, fear and frustration leapt out, and I 
started to wreck the church. Everyone else had turned against me, so I thought I’d see 
what God was made of. I can’t recall what we destroyed, but I know the church was 
closed for a month afterwards. 

Peter and I knew we’d gone too far, and we swore each other to secrecy. The next 
morning the news was all over the local paper. And at 11 p.m. that night the police came 
to our door and put handcuffs on me, and threw me in the back seat of their car next to 
Peter. I felt my life would never be the same. I was circling the drain, waiting to be 
pulled under. I was so lost. 

The police brought me home next day. I was expecting the beating of my life. But I 
walked in and found my father holding the newspaper clipping, surrounded by ashtrays, 
his face puffy from having wept all night. His face was a mask of pain I’d never seen 
before. I wanted him to be angry – it would’ve been easier. I walked towards him and 
choked out a question: ‘Can you give me another chance, Dad?’ I suddenly saw he was 
as lost as me. ‘I’ll give you all the chances you need.’  

Peter and I were given the option to pay the restitution in full or pay half. Peter’s father 
paid in full and moved away and I’ve never seen Peter again. My dad paid half and I 
made up the rest in labour. A few days later my dad took me to see the pastor. We met 
in his office, which was the only room undamaged by our attack. The pastor didn’t say 
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anything. He just looked me in the face and shook my hand. And then I started crying 
twelve years’ worth of tears. And my father did too. The pastor said, I forgive you, but 
I’m going to ask you to do the hardest thing you’ve ever done. I want you to learn this 
short passage of the Bible by heart and come back on Sunday and recite it to the whole 
congregation.’ 

I had no choice. I practised every day in front of my dad. And on the Sunday I stood up 
and said to everyone, ‘The Lord is my shepherd. He restoreth my soul. Yea, though I 
walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil: for thou art with me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies. Surely goodness and 
mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord 
for ever.’ 

I changed. And so did my dad. He stopped demanding, ordering, threatening and 
yelling. He became someone I could talk to, laugh with, and lean on. He had walked 
with me shoulder to shoulder through a fire of my own making. I still felt anger and 
bitterness, but I didn’t hold it in anymore: I talked it through with my dad.  

My dad died in 2014. He never threw away the news clipping. He kept it in his wallet. 
We rarely talked about it, but when we did, he would call it ‘the blessing in disguise.’  

I believe the Lord did lead me like a shepherd. He opened the door of his house to me 
when he knew I was in pain. As I look back now it’s so painfully clear. I realise tha t I 
could never have done damage to his church. His church is made entirely out of love.  

+++ 
 

In this morning’s epistle, St. Paul wants us to know something of tremendous importance. 
“We have an extraordinary gift, every one of us,” he says, “But we have this treasure in clay 
jars.” That is, we have the gift of God’s life and love, a peace that passes all understanding, 
but we have this treasure in the imperfect stuff of human lives. We’ll sometimes get caught 
up in the imperfect stuff of our lives, so much so that we can’t see anything beyond our own 
destructiveness. But when the clay jar cracks, that’s when we can sometimes can see and 
have better access to the treasure that is inside.  
 
I love the definition of a saint that I read recently. “A saint is someone whose life has not 
been sufficiently researched.” For most of us, we realize it wouldn’t take much research at all 
for us to be disqualified. We just hope no one will look too closely. But in reality, saints are 
those who realize that the sins and failings we thought would disqualify them turned out to 
be cracks in the jar that gave them access to what was inside. So, instead of hiding their 
faults, saints are those who came to cherish them, O Felix Culpa (O, Happy Fault), because 
if they had not failed, they would have gone on satisfied with their beautiful clay jar. The 
crack, it turned out, was the doorway to their true treasure.  
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“Dust thou art, and to dust thou shalt return” – these words about the clay of your life, will 
be said at your funeral. They might sound depressing, but they are meant to be liberating: 
they are simply a reminder that every clay jar cracks and ultimately crumbles, but the eternal 
treasure the jar contains lasts forever. “We have this treasure in clay jars,” St. Paul says. 
Focus on the treasure in yourself and in each other, not on the imperfect clay. 
 
In this morning’s Psalm, “Lord, you have searched me out and known me,” we remember 
that there is no place we can flee from God’s presence. God knit us together in our mother’s 
womb, he has always been with us, and he will never leave us no matter how much we try to 
leave him. And even when we find ourselves in the valley of the shadow, it is often because 
God himself has led us there, just as he opened the doors of a new church to allow an angry 
boy a safe place to vent his rage. There is almost always something important to learn from 
our times of trouble and pain, and first of all it is that God is with us there. Salvation is not 
about being scooped up out of our troubles and transported to a perfect, blissful heaven. 
Instead, salvation is about being healed in the midst of our trouble, as a result of trusting that 
the Lord is our shepherd and that he is leading us where we need to go. 
 
And finally, this morning’s Gospel lesson is perhaps the perfect illustration of how the needs 
and complex lives of real human beings always supersede the demands of law and order. 
Love is sometimes beyond the reaches of law, and love sometimes shows itself outside our 
notions of order. At some of life’s most critical moments, forgiveness takes the place of law 
and order. Like the puffy eyed father surrounded by ash trays, “I’ll give you every chance 
you need.” It’s why we Christians wear crosses, and it’s why we bow when a cross passes by, 
because we know those arms are outstretched to welcome even our most destructive 
impulses. “Come to me, all of you.” And we bow because we still hear that voice from the 
cross, “Father, forgive them, because they don’t know what they are doing.” Words that are 
still spoken to God on our behalf today, every day. 
 
And upon hearing that voice from the cross again, you and I know that our highest calling is 
receive those words and the healing they offer, so that we can then join in the work of 
healing others in the way we are being healed – all the while remembering that every one of 
us has this incredible treasure, this tremendous capacity for healing and forgiveness, but we 
have this treasure in clay jars. 
 


