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Sermon Notes – October 29th, 2017 
“Valuing the Self” 

Brian Walton 
 
 

 Chris is a psycho-therapist.  She spends most of her days listening to 

people’s concerns - their personal problems, their traumas, their negative 

self-messages.  One of the ways she prepares to hear these stories is by 

seeing a therapist herself.  It is common for counsellors to engage in their 

own therapy in order to grow personally and professionally.  Chris was in 

the midst of telling her counsellor about her childhood – about her father’s 

absence and alcoholism, about her mother’s denial, and about her own 

retreat into isolation during her teenage years.  She writes that as she 

poured out her story to the therapist she noticed a single tear form in her 

counsellor’s eye and gradually roll down his cheek and on to his chin.  At 

first, she thought her counsellor might be having an allergic reaction, or 

secondarily, that her counsellor might not be competent.  She writes: 

… then something shifted inside of me as I suddenly sensed that he 
was crying not for himself, but for me, for the anger and sadness I 
hadn’t allowed myself to feel.  My therapist and I didn’t talk much 
afterward about that tear, but as I walked home I felt like I was held in 
a loving embrace. 

At long last Chris was able turn the care that she showed to others upon 

herself.  It was ok to feel her feelings, it was ok to seek support, it was ok to 

treat herself tenderly. 



2 
 

This morning’s scripture passage is perhaps one of the most familiar 

and one of the most profound in the entire New Testament.  Jesus is being 

challenged about his seeming disregard for the rules that governed Jewish 

religious life.  He refuses to be drawn into a debate and instead suggests 

that all of the religious laws are summed up in two sentences:  1) Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and soul, and mind and; 2) Love your 

neighbour as yourself. 

 The wisdom of his response and the profundity of his words have 

become the cornerstone of the best of the Christian life ever since.  Many 

scholars suggest that Jesus is stating that loving neighbour is the way we 

love God or, conversely, that we cannot truly love God without deeply 

loving others.  There have been many a sermon preached on the “Great 

Commandment” but I want to focus on the couple of words at the end of the 

passage.  “As yourself.”  “Love your neighbour as yourself.”  “Love 

yourself.”  Now I admit that this is an unusual perspective.  In fact, one of 

the scholars I consulted advised against this approach.  He suggests that it 

is fallacious to think that this passage is advocating self-love.  He uses his 

knowledge of Greek to suggest that the verse should be read, ‘Love your 

neighbour as you already love yourself.’  He concludes, self-love is 

assumed in the text, not commanded.” 
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 Who am I to argue with a Greek scholar?  I can’t argue with his 

translation but I do debate his conclusion that self-love should be assumed.  

You see in my experience as a pastor, chaplain and counsellor I have met 

many people, perhaps even a majority of people, who have trouble loving 

themselves.  Over my years of teaching chaplaincy skills, I worked 

intimately with over a hundred and fifty students.  Most of them had 

advanced degrees, many of them served in ministry.  Yet, far too many of 

them carried around a backpack full of negative stories.  Guilt over divorce, 

grief over death, lingering experiences from childhood, fear of inadequacy, 

alcoholism, sexual abuse, obsessive compulsive disorder, racial 

persecution, unlawful arrest, family estrangement.  Far too often these 

stories dominated the private lives of my students. 

Chris, whose story I described above, is a counsellor, someone who 

daily helps people heal from crisis and yet she carried within her an 

underlying message that she was unlovable, an alcoholic in waiting, and 

potentially an inadequate parent.  In her worse moments she took on so 

much responsibility for the wounds of her childhood that she wondered if he 

could adequately do her job.  The one thing she could not do, at least not 

until the day that she described, was to cry a tear of compassion for 

herself.  The mantra to be functional, to be productive and to never 
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acknowledge weakness had censored her ability to show compassion to 

herself.  Her therapist’s single tear awoke in her a feeling of self-

compassion and a desire to love herself - warts and all. 

 If loving oneself involves self-indulgence, escape from responsibility 

or a kind of impotent self-pity than I am inclined to agree with the Greek 

scholar who warns against hearing Jesus’ words as a promotion for 

narcissism. Yet Jesus always worked to liberate people from the negative 

messages that burden their lives.  Two scripture stories illustrate this in a 

grand way.  The first is the story of the woman caught in adultery.  There is 

much we could explore about this passage, about the culture’s view of 

women, about how to interpret Jewish religious law or even to ask ‘where is 

the man?’  But what seems most important are Jesus’ words to the woman, 

“I do not condemn you.  Go and sin no more.”  There is no free ride from 

responsibility here for he says “sin no more” but, more importantly, he says 

I do not condemn you – go – go and live your life, move away from the guilt 

you feel, be free from your past to live into tomorrow.  Oh, that we could 

only hear and take that message to heart.  Our adolescent misdemeanors, 

our adult mistakes, the needless guilt we sometimes carry – Jesus says, 

“Do not be condemned by this, live into the freedom of tomorrow, don’t 

carry the baggage with you.” 
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 And then there is that wonderful, grace filled passage, of the prodigal 

and his father.  You know the story of the boy who boldly asks for his 

inheritance, even before his father is dead.  You can almost hear his 

adolescent impudence, “Hey old man give me that money now; I don’t want 

to wait around until you die.”  Then life happens to the boy; he hits hard 

times; regret builds, embarrassment builds, longing builds.  I’ve found a 

contemporary version of the ending of this story … the first time I saw it I 

got teary … you might too, and that’s ok. 

PLAY VIDEO 

 This video may not engender any feelings in you, and that’s ok.  I 

know that it caused a tear to run down my cheek because I wished I could 

go home and see my Dad. But even more, it gave me a visual image of 

God’s desire to love us, to love us no matter what. 

 It also made me think of my belief in panentheism – not pantheism 

which suggests that everything is God, but rather panentheism which 

suggests that God is in everything.  What if the God inside of you is 

hanging out white sheets, what if the God inside of you is waiting to 

embrace you, what if the God inside of you wants you to hold your own 

soul tenderly?  Undoubtedly the father must tell the prodigal that tomorrow 
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they have to get back to the business of farming, but for today let go of the 

past, I do not condemn you, release the negative messages, be tender with 

your soul.  The God inside of you is calling, come home, come home and 

dwell well in your life. 

 A psychologist named Kristin Neff has (show slide) made it her life’s 

work to research self-compassion.  You can google her website to learn 

more, but for this morning I share a couple of tips for self-compassion. 

(show the following five slides sequentially as I display them) 

1. Notice.  To have compassion for someone else you must first notice 
that they are suffering.  Notice your own woundedness and allow for 
the single tear, or for many tears. 

2. Acknowledge that suffering, failure and imperfection are part of the 
human experience – you are normal. 

3. Think of the care you might extend to a friend in need and consider 
how to extend it to yourself. 

4. You might want to think of yourself in three chairs – the criticizer, the 
realist, and the compassionate observer. 

5. Be patient, this is the work of a life time, but it begins when you can 
extend compassion to yourself. 

 

In a moment we will sing together Amazing Grace.  It is an old hymn 

– loved by some and disliked by other.  When we sing it this time 

however, think of your compassionate-self reaching out to your hurting 

self; think of the God within embracing your humanity; let go of the 
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“wretch” and let Amazing Grace fill your heart and surround you with 

goodness as long as life endures.  Amen.   

 


