
“Love Broken Open”: LSM CONFERENCE 2015 29 November 2105

Amidst the photos of people's dinners and cute pictures of cats sometimes 
Facebook delivers the goods, like this meme: A perfect marriage is just two 
imperfect people who refuse to give up on each other.

Christianity is a great lurking place for people haunted by perfectionism, and 
for a long time I was one of them. I knew I was plenty imperfect, partly because
there has been, in my years of ministry, a thankfully diminishing queue of 
people waiting to tell me what, in their parlance The word of God has to say 
about gay people.

This didn't stop the younger me from trying to be a talisman of the possibility of
perfection so that I could point the way triumphantly to others: yes, a sad 
distortion of the Gospel. Fortunately some 30 years ago I fell off the pedestal 
with a resounding crash and found myself in the gutter with all the other 
sinners. 

Some months of therapy by a priest-psychotherapist later, (well, I'd rather call it
supervision) and I was lamenting my foolishness for the umpteenth time when 
my counsellor said If someone came to you as a priest and told you that they 
had lived this story of brokenness themselves, how would you respond? And I 
said I think I would be overwhelmed with compassion for them. Well, he said, 
do you think you could now give that compassion to yourself? 

It was a moment of revelation, a moment where the trap was sprung and I was 
finally (well, basically) free from that nagging inner voice that kept telling me 
what a failure I was, what a reject.

Sometimes I meet people who still have that rigidity in their personality; they 
are still desperately trying to be that perfect boy or girl that mummy and daddy 
wanted them to be; or the illusion of the perfect parent or partner or Christian. 

But you might say to me Gotcha, Ian! Jesus said “Be perfect, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect” (this is Matthew's Jesus speaking – Luke's Jesus says Be 
merciful, as your heavenly Father is merciful.)
Jesus may have said “Be perfect” but we are enculturated to hear Greek moral 
perfection in these words, rather than the Hebrew meaning, and let's face it, if 
since the cradle you have been obliged to sing Victorian Christian propaganda 
such as Christian children all must be mild, obedient, good as he you are 
already on the back foot anyway. No, the Hebrew meaning of this expression 
derives from a word which means “wholeness” and points to “singleness of 



heart” as in “love the Lord your God with all your [being], and love your 
neighbour as yourself.” Be whole, as your heavenly Father is whole. 

And we will never stop praying “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who 
sin against us.” Until the reign of God is complete, we will always need these 
words, because we know ourselves imperfect, and not only currently imperfect, 
but also willing to discover in ourselves other aspects of our personality which 
have not yet experienced wholeness. 

I came across these words by Michael Kitchener the other day: God's control 
and God's power – (which we might call God's reign) - have only one form in 
the visible events of the world, and that form is service, suffering, identification 
with the sinful, in a word, love.

I believe we can't know the profundity of God's love until we are convinced by 
experience that we are called to identify with the sinful.

In our Trinity education programme in Northland this year we have spent some 
time reading from the saints who shaped Christian spirituality. One of my 
favourites is the mystic anchoress Julian of Norwich. In one of her showings 
she wrote I was taught that love is our Lord's meaning. And I saw very 
certainly in this and in everything that before God made us he loved us, which 
love was never abated and never will be. And in this love he has done all his 
works, and in this love he has made all things profitable to us, and in this love 
our life is everlasting. … In this love we have our beginning, and all this shall 
we see in God without end.

It was said at a meeting recently that the rump of Anglicans in the congregation 
never actually engaged with Local Shared Ministry – they were really only 
concerned with whether they were going to be able to have Communion. And 
this really troubles me, because in this commodified world the sacrament can be
reduced to a transaction: pop your gold coin in the plate and get a bit of Jesus to
keep you going. I can't help wondering if this misunderstanding of the 
sacrament doesn't have its origins in the BCP form of the service, which 
includes the words Take this holy sacrament to your comfort, meekly kneeling 
upon your knees. Comfort, hmmm.

Sometimes we reduce LSM down to “How can we keep our Eucharistic 
ministry going”? Of necessity we put a lot of time, prayer and effort into 
staffing Local Shared Ministry with adequate talent and “gifts differing”. And I 
was particularly struck by this in one unit recently where the Epistle reading, 
about the gifts of the Spirit, was ended with the words And I will show you a 



still more excellent way. 

Now you all know what that more excellent way is. But let's hear some of it 
afresh in The Message version.

Love never gives up. Love cares more for others than for self.
Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have. Love doesn’t strut,
Doesn’t have a swelled head, Doesn’t force itself on others,
Isn’t always “me first,”Doesn’t fly off the handle,
Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others. ...Puts up with anything,
Trusts God always, Always looks for the best,
Never looks back, But keeps going to the end. 

I call this description “Love broken open” because it is how Jesus lived and 
died and rose again. 

This kind of love is not niceness or conflict-avoidance or perfectionism. This 
kind of love is not concerned with“getting my communion”. This kind of love 
does not throw its toys out of the pram when somebody doesn't use the Prayer 
of Humble Access. 

I have found these words from Kelly Piggott have helped to deepen my own 
understanding of the Sacrament of the Eucharist:

Many modern Christians have been led to believe that worship will satiate us, 
like the gorged feeling one gets after eating a super-sized combo meal (or a 
dinner at Grafton Hall). The truth is, true spiritual food, like what happens 
when we consume the bread and the wine, burns us, like the hot coals on 
Isaiah’s lips. It breaks us, like when Jacob wrestled with God and his hip was 
dislocated. It frightens us, as when Moses hid his face when he heard the voice 
speak from the burning bush. 

When we consume the bread and the wine we become naked, vulnerable, 
compelled to draw near to a God who instils both dread and affection. 

Beware. When we acquiesce, WE become that which is truly transubstantiated 
as we share in the very passion of Christ. ...The eternal question one must ask 
of communion is not, am I worthy? Nor is it, what happens to the bread and the
wine? Rather, What happens to me? Do I change into the flesh and blood of 
Jesus? If in some small way this happens, more often than not we will find 
ourselves walking away from the service not commenting on the preacher or the



[music]..., but silent, because we have become intimate with the One who 
understood Himself to be the “man of sorrows.”

Do I change into the flesh and blood of Jesus? Have I been taken, blessed, 
broken and given?

Do not hear me say “broken” and equate that with any kind of violence; family 
violence or being humiliated by others. Love broken open is about the 
willingness to put to death our ego; the part that craves applause, endorsement, 
being proved right, finding Bible verses that make us correct.

Leonard Cohen wrote a song called “Anthem”, so I think he intended it to have 
a spiritual meaning. The refrain of that song is potent to me now.

Ring out the bells that still can ring.
Forget your perfect offering.
There is a crack in everything: that's how the light gets in. 

Or in the words of the Apostle, Paul: We have this treasure in jars of clay, so 
that the all-surpassing power may be God's and not ours.

This is what I have learned, and need to keep learning.

Ian, there is a crack in everything: that's how the light gets in.

“Imperfect people who refuse to give up on each other”

because “Before God made us, we were loved, which love was never abated, 
and never will be.”

- Ian Render
 

 


