Likewise, Jesus takes you and me – he chooses you and me – to be his agents of transformation in the world. Why? Only God knows! Not one of us is perfect. Not one of us deserves God’s unmerited grace. Not one of us should expect to be chosen, except that we are. Thanks be to God! 

The story is told of Oliver Cromwell, the Lord Protector of England, who had his portrait painted. Viewing the finished canvas, Cromwell didn’t think it looked like him at all, and he demanded that the artist repaint the likeness with all of Cromwell’s wrinkles and warts. God knows us, wrinkles and warts, and God chooses us anyway. We are all chosen, not because of who we are, but because of who Christ is for us. 

Nouwen writes, “In the midst of this extremely painful reality, we have to dare to reclaim the truth that we are God’s chosen ones, even when our world does not choose us” (p. 48). To become the true disciples of Jesus we aspire to be, we must first admit that we are “taken” by God, set aside for a special purpose, chosen for a particular task. 

When we claim the truth of being chosen by God, we discover within ourselves a deep desire to reveal to others their own chosen-ness. “That is the great joy of being chosen,” says Nouwen, “the discovery that others are chosen as well…Once we deeply trust that we ourselves are precious in God’s eyes, we are able to recognize the preciousness of others and their unique place in God’s heart” (p. 53). When we do not compete for God’s love, we can see each person as one taken by God, each person set aside for a special purpose, each person chosen for a particular task. Each one blessed.

BLESS. Blessed is an often used (over-used?) word. We say we are “blessed” with a good cup of coffee in the morning. We are “blessed” when we get all green lights on the way to work. In Latin, the word for “bless” is benedicere. The word “benediction” comes from that word, and it literally means speaking (dictio) well (bene) or saying good things of someone. To give someone a blessing is the most significant affirmation we can offer. “The blessings that we give to each other are expressions of the blessing that rests on us from all eternity. It is the deepest affirmation of our true self. It is not enough to be chosen. We also need an ongoing blessing that allows us to hear in an ever-new way that we belong to a loving God who will never leave us alone, but will remind us always that we are guided by love on every step of our lives” (Nouwen says, p. 59).

A comparable Greek word (makarios) means happy or even congratulations. This is the word we hear in the Beatitudes. Congratulations to the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven! Congratulations to the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God! Congratulations to the poor those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled! Congratulations, friends, for you are loved by God!
When Jesus offers this kind of blessing, he extends a sense of belonging. Belonging is a big word in the world right now. We’re all trying to belong, to fit in somewhere, to make the world notice and appreciate who we truly are. But too often we confuse “belonging” with “conformity.” The world says we belong only when we conform to its standards and values. Arguing against conformity, Dr. Brené Brown writes, “True belonging doesn’t require that we change who we are. It requires that we be who we are.” She also writes, "When you get to a place where you understand that love and belonging, your worthiness, is a birthright and not something you have to earn, anything is possible."

So, congratulations! You are a child of God. You are already blessed with the gift of belonging. Our task, as those chosen to serve as disciples of Jesus, is to step into that space Fred Rogers called “hallowed ground”; that space between people trying to understand one another, accept one another, belong to one another. We “bless” one another by speaking a word of belonging to each other. That word of belonging goes a long way toward healing the brokenness of this world. 

BREAK. Brokenness is part of the human experience. We live in a sinful and broken world. Whether the brokenness is in ourselves, in our relationships, in our churches, in our communities, or in the world at large, brokenness is an unavoidable part of being human. As we age and mature, we become more familiar with the broken and sinful parts of our lives, and we see how that brokenness affects the people around us. Recognizing and accepting our brokenness convinces us of our need for God’s grace. The good news of our brokenness is that it does not disqualify us from being chosen and blessed. Brokenness does not exclude us from belonging to God and being loved by God. 

In Leonard Bernstein’s Mass (a musical work written in memory of John F. Kennedy) there is a scene where a priest, richly dressed in splendid liturgical vestments, is lifted by his people. He towers high above the adoring crowd, carrying in his hands a glass chalice. Suddenly the human pyramid collapses, and the priest comes tumbling down. His vestments are ripped off, and the glass chalice shatters on the ground. As the priest walks slowly through the debris of his former glory, barefoot and wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt, children’s voices are heard singing, “Laude, laude, laude” – “praise, praise, praise.” The priest notices the broken chalice, stares at it for some time, and haltingly says, “I never realized that broken glass could shine so brightly” (p. 82-83).

Our brokenness is a gateway to restoration for ourselves and for others. While the circumstances of our brokenness may be unique, we all know what it means to be broken. That commonality is an opening for ministry. Rumi says, “The wound is where the light enters you.” If we were never broken, we would never need God’s Healing Spirit. If we were never broken, there would be no place for the Light of the World to enter us. As wounded-and-healed people, we are repurposed as agents of God’s transformation in the world. The apostle Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:4, God comforts us in our brokenness so that we, in turn, may comfort others who are broken. 

There is a Japanese art form called Kintsugi which takes a bowl or a piece of pottery which is broken and repairs it using gold to mend the cracks. As such, the broken-then-mended piece becomes more valuable than the original, unbroken one. That’s how God works in our lives, taking what is broken and mending it, making it something valuable, worthy, purpose filled. Chosen and blessed, God fills our cracks with gold; then God gives us as gold to fill the cracks in others’ brokenness.

GIVE. Giving is the culmination of being chosen, blessed, and broken. This is when and where we begin to give our lives to serve others. All that we receive from God is not simply for our own enjoyment or benefit. We receive so that we may share with others. We are chosen for service. We are blessed to be a blessing to others. We are chosen, blessed, and broken so we might be given to others. 

Nouwen sums it up this way: “There is a mysterious link between our brokenness and our ability to give to each other. The times of our lives when we feel like we have the least to offer are often the times that make us able to give more instead of less. Our brokenness opens us to a deeper way of sharing our lives and offering each other hope. Just as bread needs to be broken in order to be given, so, too, do our lives” (p. 88). 

Jesus chose a loaf of bread to illustrate God’s purpose for his life. Jesus blessed the bread, as his life became a blessing for us, reconciling us to God. Jesus broke the bread as his own body was broken on the cross to take away our sin. Jesus gave the bread to his disciples, even as he gave his life to demonstrate God’s inexhaustible love for them. As Jesus takes, blesses, breaks and gives the disciples recognize him and understand his mission to redeem the world.

Take. Bless. Break. Give. This is the mandate for those who would be disciples of Jesus, for it is in the taking, blessing, breaking, and giving of ourselves for the Gospel that Jesus is recognized by the world.

Prayer: Gracious God, welcome us now and nourish our hearts, that we may more fully accept you and your teaching. Through your immeasurable sacrifice for us, renew our lives and bring us closer to your way. Deepen our faith and make us more deserving of your generous love. Fill us with joy and life, so that we may share your love with others, praising you and serving you in all we say and do. Let our lives be a blessing to others and a testament to your enduring grace. Amen.

Source: Henri J. Nouwen. Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World. New York: Crossroad. 1993.
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You all know the Holy Trinity. Today I want to introduce you to the “Hallowed Quaternity.” If you’re unfamiliar with that term, a “quaternity” is any group of four people or things. There is a quaternity of seasons (Winter, Spring, Summer, Fall); a quaternity of ancient elements (earth, air, water, fire); and quaternity of cardinal directions (north, south, east, west); and a quaternity of suits in a deck of cards (Hearts, Spades, Clubs, Diamonds). Musical groups with a quaternity of members include: the Four Tops (obviously!), the Beatles, the Doors, and Abba. There is a quaternity of Marx Brothers, a quaternity of Ninja Turtles, a quaternity of Golden Girls, and a quaternity of Musketeers. 

In the Bible, a quaternity of rivers flow out of Eden (Genesis 2:10-14); Ezekiel saw a quaternity of living creatures [each with a quaternity of eyes and a quaternity of wings] bearing the throne of God (Ezekiel 1:5, 23); there is a quaternity of Gospel writers represented by a quaternity of creatures (lion, ox, eagle, and human); and there is a quaternity of horsemen of the apocalypse (Revelation 6). 

In our text, there is a quaternity of critically important words for us to consider as modern-day disciples: Take, Bless, Break, and Give. You know the story. On the day of Jesus’ resurrection, he appears to two of his disciples who are walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus, but they do not recognize him. Arriving at their destination, the disciples invite Jesus in to dine with them. Jesus is their guest, but he assumes the role of the host. Jesus takes the bread, blesses it, breaks it, and gives it to them. As he does this, the eyes of the disciples are opened, and they recognize Jesus as their Risen Lord. 

Take. Bless. Break. Give. This quaternity of words defines Jesus’ strategy for his church. Take. Bless. Break. Give. TAKE. Henri Nouwen, in his book, Life of the Beloved, suggests that “taken” is more like being chosen, or more specifically being set aside for a special purpose; something or someone is intentionally selected to perform a particular task (p. 43). Think back to when you were young and out on the playground at recess lining up to play kickball. First you pick the captains, then you choose the teams. Remember what it felt like to be chosen? In the end, everyone is chosen, and the game begins. At baptism, water is chosen to represent our new sin-free life in Christ. At communion, bread represents Christ’s body broken for us for the remission of sin, and juice represents his blood shed for us to achieve our eternal salvation. These elements are taken, set aside for special purpose, chosen for a particular task.


