
Holy Vessels of Embodied Love Healing the World 
(Reflection by Rev. Peggy McDonagh, February 28, 2021) 

Beloved ones, today we continue our journey through the season of Lent, a 
season of recovery.  Each week you see on the communion table a scene 
that provides a striking image of the theme ‘Holy Vessels,’ reminding us 
that each of us is a Holy Vessel. The sea glass represents the brokenness 
that exists in our own lives and the lives of others. 

This series invites us on a journey as disciples of Jesus to be the 
Body of Christ – a body of those who need healing while at the same time 
offering healing in the world so that we can once again know ourselves and 
see each other as holy and whole vessels of embodied love. 

To set off on a journey of healing is critical because, “If I am alienated 
from my own body, my own needs, I may exacerbate the conditions of 
brokenness (addiction, lack of sleep, lack of seeking medical attention).  If I 
am alienated from a sense of co-responsibility for the well-being of others, I 
can certainly create the conditions of brokenness (abuse, unsafe practices 
that affect others, harmful attitudes).  If I do not recognize the inherent 
worth of others, especially those who are different from me or ignore my 
own complicit involvement in the systems of oppression, I create more 
brokenness and less healing in the world.” 

This morning we acknowledge that we cannot be personally healed 
until we see the whole of the world as part of the process of healing 
because when one part of the world is in pain, we are all in pain; if one part 
of our world is broken, we are all broken.   
 Part of healing any brokenness is the vital step of recognizing and 
naming what has been shattered. Recently, I watched a short video 
featuring Soong-Chan Rah, the senior pastor at Cambridge Community 
Fellowship Church in Mass, and a teacher at the North Park University in 
Chicago.  For Rah, Lent is a season of lament, a season to express sorrow 
and grief.  He says that in the Hebrew Testament lament is about taking a 
realistic look at the cause of pain and suffering.  He says that often the 
reaction to injustice is either to acquire the tools needed to fix it, or to look 
away. 
 He suggests that an important aspect of lamentation is about staying, 
about taking the time to grieve the brokenness, and more importantly, 
staying to examine ‘how we got here.’ When we have taken time to 
examine what is behind all this brokenness then we discern how we will 
respond.  This morning we mourn the brokenness of the world, we examine 
how we got here, and learn how we can respond.   
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 Dacher Keltner is the Greater Good Science Center's founding 
director and psychology professor at the University of California.  His field 
of interest is human nature and neurological function.  

According to Keltner, throughout history humans have made 
assumptions about human nature such as white is superior, women are 
weaker, or some people are inherently violent, to name of few.  For 
example, some religions claim that some people are fundamentally bad or 
evil, or superior and righteous based on color, race, gender, and sexuality.  
Many of the injustices in life result from the assumptions we make, and our 
categorizing of people based on ethnicity, color, gender, and race, and then 
we fear those we place in these categories.  

Keltner suggests that "human communities are only as healthy as our 
conceptions of human nature.”  It takes little imagination to see how such 
damaging assumptions about certain groups of people have provoked fear 
of the other and supported racism, brutality, and hatred. There is little 
wonder that our world is so broken. 

In her book Braving the Wilderness, Brene Brown references Michelle 
Maiese’s studies on dehumanization.  Maiese defines dehumanization as 
“the psychological process of demonizing the enemy, making them seem 
less than human and hence not worthy of human treatment.”  Brown says, 
“Dehumanization often starts with creating an enemy image," an enemy 
category.   

"As we take sides, lose trust and get angrier, we not only solidify an 
idea of our enemy but also start to lose our ability to listen, communicate, 
and practice even a modicum of empathy.  Dehumanization has fueled 
innumerable acts of violence, human rights violations, war crimes, and 
genocides.  It makes slavery, torture, and human trafficking possible.  
Dehumanizing others is a process by which we become accepting of 
violence against human nature, the human spirit, and for many of us, 
violence against the central tenets of faith." 

Brown suggests that we are all “vulnerable to the slow and insidious 
practice of dehumanizing. And, when we engage in dehumanizing rhetoric 
or promote dehumanizing images,” use words or engage in gossip that 
demonizes, and lash out in anger that demeans, “we diminish our own 
humanity.” 

Because we are all vulnerable to the practice of dehumanization, 
says Brown, “we are all responsible for recognizing and stopping it.”  This 
day we lament the brokenness of human life, but we also lament our 
contribution to it.   But, with grace and courage, we open space for us to 
see how each of us can participate in the sacred work of healing.   
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During Lent, we focus on the healing narratives of Jesus that tell of 
divine solidarity with human suffering.  We know Jesus as the boundary-
breaker, the healer who sees the other, the oppressed, ostracized, and 
excluded, through the eyes of divine compassion.  The healing story we 
heard earlier gives us insight into how we can be healing agents in the 
world. Like all the healing stories, there are numerous interpretations and 
lessons.  But here is my interpretation.  

The Centurion in this story is a Gentile soldier.  It is important to 
remember that while a Jewish person who was sick or had some physical 
ailment, was shunned by the community, she was still considered part of 
the Jewish community.  But a Gentile soldier was not even considered a 
member of the community.  He was an outsider, so it is remarkable that a 
Gentile Centurion would approach Jesus with a healing request on behalf 
of another person who is a Gentile as well, but also a slave, the ultimate 
"nobody" in the eyes of ancient Mediterranean society. 

Jesus’ willingness to engage in conversation with a Gentile soldier 
and respond to his request by healing an unseen Gentile slave suggests 
that his circle of concern and healing is broad and inclusive.  The early 
Christian community and we hear that our circle of concern and healing 
must be wide and inclusive.  

When we invite people into our circle, we learn from them, and we 
learn much from the Centurion. He was a privileged person who had power 
and authority, so if a slave in his household became sick and died, the 
slave could easily be replaced.  Yet, this is not what happens.  The 
Centurion uses his power and authority for the well-being of his household 
workers who mostly like were non-valued persons. It is as if the Centurion’s 
heart opened to an awareness that the one who held less power was 
valuable and worthy of healing and wholeness. 

For the sake of the household slave, the Centurion demonstrates 
humility and courage as he crosses a boundary, a Gentile venturing into a 
Jewish community seeking a Jewish healer.   

Here we have a person of privilege and power speaking up and 
seeking healing on behalf of one who is considered a non-person.  Jesus is 
amazed at this Gentile’s faith and his courage.  Matthew’s community of 
Jewish people are hearing that those they might despise, the Gentiles, 
privileged or not, are part of God’s kin-dom, and in the Kin-dom of God no 
one is healed until all are healed.  

In this remarkable story, both the Centurion and Jesus "rehumanized" 
the slave; they acknowledge him or her as a person of worth and value, 
and in doing so, the person is healed.  Brene Brown suggests that we need 
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to be about the work of "rehumanizing" people.  We need to see all people 
as Holy Vessels of embodied love.    

Again, in Braving the Wilderness, Brown talks about anger and about 
how some anger can bear fruit when we are owning our own painful 
stories. We see this occurring in the First Nation’s reconciliation and Black 
Lives Matter endeavors.  But in many situations, anger does not bear fruit. 
We can get angry at how people are dehumanized, the horror of genocide, 
racial profiling, and violence against those who are different, but this anger 
does not accomplish much, nor will it heal. Brown suggests that such anger 
“can in fact take away our joy and spirit,” and that “we must transform 
anger into something life-giving:  courage, love, change, compassion, 
justice,” and in doing so “we have a far better chance at helping to heal the 
broken lives of those damaged by deep injustice.” 

In his book Convictions, Marcus Borg writes that what is most 
fundamentally crucial for humanity's healing is loving what God loves. God 
loves humanity.  Healing requires participating in "God's passion for a 
different sort of world – to live a life of justice and mercy.”  How do we 
participate?   

We participate by letting go of our assumptions about human nature.  
We act like the Centurion who spoke on behalf of a dehumanized person.  
We pay attention to the words we speak to ensure that they do not dismiss 
or devalue.  We cease to engage in conversations where others are being 
dehumanized and criticized.  We speak up for those who are demonized.  
We transform our anger, our complacency, our fear, and our feeling 
overwhelmed into courage, love, action, and compassion.   

Civil rights activist Howard Thurman said, “Don’t ask what the world 
needs.  Ask what makes you come alive and go do it.”  The healing of this 
world’s brokenness needs people who come alive with great courage, 
compassion, and truth-telling.  What will make you come alive to be a 
healer in the world?  Perhaps one simple act of generosity, quieting of 
anger, speaking up on behalf of, can be a starting point for healing and 
recovery.  
 Marianne Williamson writes, “In every community, there is work to be 
done.  In every nation, there are wounds to healed.  In every heart, there is 
the power do it." My friends, each of us is a precious and holy vessel of 
embodied love. There is no greater task than to help alleviate the suffering 
of others as we recover a depth of love for all and a renewed joy of living in 
this world.  May each of us be a holy vessel of embodied love, healing the 
world.   
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