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OPENING TO THE SOFT SPOT - 1
TAKING OFF THE “WHOLE ARMOR”

(07/24/16)
Scripture Lessons: Ephesians 6:10-17

Matthew 5:1-16

“Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the devil.”

In our summer worship, we generally reflect upon a theme that provides resources

to us for our spiritual journey, for our journey through the twisted maze of this earthly

life. This summer I thought that we might draw from the apostle Paul’s letter to the

Ephesians, specifically the passage where Paul speaks of “the whole armor of God.”

I suspect that many of us here this morning, as well as people around the world,

resonate with the sentiment of this metaphor. Many people have the feeling that they are

under attack, and that they need the strength, the protective armor, and the weapons to do

battle with their attackers. In some cases the attacks are literal physical attacks and the

attackers can be identified. In other cases, perhaps in most cases, we are trying to defend

ourselves and do battle with an enemy that is not easily identifiable. It is this latter

category of concerns that we will explore, for I believe it is to these that our faith, that

faith that is grounded in the life and teachings of Jesus so eloquently speaks.

Paul provides us with one option in dealing with the difficulties, the challenges,

the conflicts of life, with the fears that beset us, that cause us to worry. Paul tells us to be

strong, to stand firm against the foe. He says,

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power. Put on the whole
armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For
our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers,
against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness,
against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. Therefore, take up the
whole armor of God, so that you may be able to withstand on that evil day, and
having done everything, to stand firm. (vs. 10-13)

There is something compelling about this battle motif, whether we view it as the

battle against the devil, a battle against the rulers and authorities, or our battle against

those whose worldview or religious beliefs are at variance with our own. However, when

we consider that the devils with which we contend in battle may not be outside us, or may

not be exclusively outside us, but may actually be within us, it is not exactly clear how
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this armor will function. In any case, the theme of battle that is articulated so eloquently

in our hymn “Onward, Christian Soldiers” is an attractive and a compelling theme.

My concern is that this point of view may give rise to a certain stance toward life.

We may, either consciously or unconsciously, come to believe that we need to be

protected from life and from many of the difficult and painful experiences of life. It may

lead us to believe that we need to do battle with life, that life (or perhaps death) is an

enemy that must be conquered. This seems to be the stance that the apostle Paul took and

which he preached. However, I am not sure that this is the message of Jesus.

Let us think for a moment about this metaphor of armor. What is the purpose of

armor? It is to prevent us from being wounded. It is to keep us from being hurt. It is to

prevent us from feeling pain. It is to keep us safe. It is to keep us secure. It serves as a

barrier that separates us from anything that would afflict us. If we are clothed in armor,

and I ask you to picture the full armor that was worn by the knights of medieval times,

we are totally invincible.

Sounds good, doesn’t it? Nothing can hurt us. Nothing can even touch us, for we

are surrounded or encased in a suit of metal. However, how many of us here this

morning would like to walk around every moment of every day wearing a full suit of

armor? It would make our presence here this morning a lot more uncomfortable and also

noisier, for the armor would clank every time we moved. I am not sure that, despite its

protective benefits, we would want to live our lives encased in a full suit of armor.

We know that Paul was speaking of this armor metaphorically, not literally. So

let’s think metaphorically. Don’t we all have a suit of armor that serves to protect us

from something, perhaps from everything? Wilhelm Reik, one of the first generation of

psychoanalysts, drew our attention to this armor. He said that, in response to the hurts, to

the wounds that life has inflicted on us in early childhood, we have constructed a suit of

armor, a system of defenses to keep us from ever being hurt again. This armor not only

serves to protect us from hurt in individual situations where we feel threatened; it

becomes an integral part of our character, of our personality.

Reik tells us that we are psychologically and spiritually dying behind this highly

developed suit of armor, behind a set of defenses that has become so much a part of our

life, of the way we live, of the way we relate to others that we don’t even know it exists.
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To use another metaphor, it is as if we built thick walls and dug a deep moat around our

personal castle. No one can get it, but we also can’t get out. And so we starve to death,

we die not only in, but even more so because of the safety and security of our armor.

For the next few weeks I would like us not to strengthen our armor as if were

going to battle, but to begin to take it off. I would like us to open ourselves to what the

Tibetan Buddhist teacher Pema Chödrön has called “our soft spot,” the spot where we are

most vulnerable. For it is there that life will touch us and touch us deeply. It is from

these moments of vulnerability, not from our moments of strength and security, that our

heart is awakened and that a deeper faith is born.

Many, many times Jesus told his followers “Do not be afraid.” He spoke these

words of reassurance because he knew the power of fear, how deeply it afflicts and

imprisons people. We may be afraid of being hurt. We may be afraid of being touched.

We may be afraid of being wrong or making a mistake. We may be afraid that people

will never truly know us, or we may be afraid that if they really came to know us they

would reject us. We may be afraid of true intimacy, and so we construct relationships

where we are one-foot-in and one-foot-out, where the other is kept at arm’s length. We

may be afraid of sickness, of old age. We may be afraid that our loved one will die. We

may be afraid of change. We may be afraid of death. We may even be afraid of life.

We will be looking at many of these existential fears over the next few weeks, not

from the perspective of how we can protect ourselves from these experiences, how we

can do battle with these fears, but how we find the courage to open ourselves, open our

hearts to these life experiences. We will be constantly trying to open up our “soft spot,”

that chink in our armor, that little opening that, fortunately, never fully closed. We will

face these life experiences from a position of vulnerability, not of strength, because this is

at the heart of Jesus’ teaching concerning the overcoming of fear.

In his first sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus calls us to set aside the power

stance that so many of us, so many nations, even so many religions have consciously or

unconsciously adopted. He tells us that if we are poor in spirit, we will enter the

kingdom of heaven. He tells us that it is in our mourning that we find a deeper source of

comfort. He tells us it is better to be meek and humble than proud and haughty. He tells

us that suffering and pain can lead to resurrection, to new life. He not only taught us this;
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he gave his life as an example. From his earliest moments of life as a little baby in a

manger to his agonizing death on a cross, he did not shrink from the vulnerability that

kept his heart open, even to his enemies, and that enabled him to draw a different kind of

strength to face what life called him to face.

I would like to close with a quote from someone named Brené Brown, about

whom I know nothing. Ms. Brown is speaking of way that our armor prevents us from

stepping forth into the transitions to which life calls us when we enter midlife, the way

our armor prevents us from living our life fully, from growing into our gifts. She says,

I think midlife is when the universe gently places her hands upon your
shoulders, pulls you close, and whispers in your ear: I’m not screwing around.
It’s time. All of this pretending and performing – these coping mechanisms that
you’ve developed to protect yourself from feeling inadequate and getting hurt –
has to go.

Your armor is preventing you from growing into your gifts. I understand
that you needed these protections when you were small. I understand that you
believed your armor could help you secure all of the things you needed to feel
worthy of love and belonging, but you’re still searching and you’re more lost than
ever.

Time is growing short. There are unexplored adventures ahead of you.
You can’t live the rest of your life worried about what other people think. You
were born worthy of love and belonging. Courage and daring are coursing
through you. You were made to live and love with your whole heart. It’s time to
show up and be seen.

Let us, this summer, take off, piece-by-piece, the “whole armor” that we have

been using to protect us from pain but which also shield us from life and from other

people, even those whom we love. Let us, beginning today, allow life to touch us in

our weakness, in our vulnerability, in our “soft spot.” If we can do this, our heart

may be awakened and we may discover that our faith is beginning to arise from a

very different source.
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