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Ancient Witness:  2 Timothy 1:3, 8, 11-12 

 

Let me start this morning with a poem from one of my favorite writers, Wendell Berry, who lives a 

simple life on his farm about half way between Cincinnati and Louisville, just off I-71. 

 

Though you have done nothing shameful, 

they will want you to be ashamed. 

They will want you to kneel and weep 

and say you should have been like them. 

And once you say you are ashamed, 

reading the page they hold out to you, 

Then such light as you have made 

 in your history will leave you. 

They will no longer need to pursue you. 

You will pursue them, begging forgiveness. 

They will not forgive you. 

There is no power against them. 

It is only candor that is aloof from them, 

only an inward charity, unashamed, 

They cannot reach.  Be ready. 

When their light has picked you out 

and their questions are asked, say to them: 

“I am not ashamed.”  A sure horizon 

will come around you.  The heron will begin 

his evening flight from the hilltop. 

(“Do Not Be Ashamed,” from Collected Poems 1957-1982, p. 71-2) 

 

This poem leaps out from the page at me from time to time, speaking deeply to my heart.  I can only 

preach out of my own circumstances, and many of you already know what my circumstances are.  Over 

a decade ago I have been charged, tried and censured; I was defrocked and temporarily re-frocked; I lost 

my job and my church.  All of this because as a matter of conscience, and as a policy of my own 

congregation, I performed service of marriage for same-sex couples. 

 

I’d never been unemployed before.  I had always taken pride in being a hard worker and attaining a level 

of respectability.  And so over ten years ago I was filling out forms in the doctor’s office.  When I came 

to the line marked, “place of employment,” I wrote, “none.”  I felt my face grow flush and my ears burn. 

 

Though you have done nothing shameful, 

they will want you to be ashamed. 

They will want you to kneel and weep 

and say you should have been like them. 
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This morning I want to take a look at this question of shame and Jesus’ view of it.  First we need to 

remember the world in which Jesus lived.  The Roman empire was based on something anthropologists 

call a patronage system.  In this hierarchy everything belongs to the patron or in this case the emperor.  

The emperor has these clients, who he supports and who support the emperor by extracting the wealth 

out of the people and turning it over to the emperor.  About 80% of the people lived as peasants, at a 

daily subsistence level.  In exchange for farming or producing goods, they received barely enough to 

survive.   

 

And then, there were those who fell through the cracks at the bottom of system called “expendables.”  

Stephen Patterson, who is a professor at Eden Seminary, writes, 

 

They are expendable because they have nothing to offer the culture that might be considered of 

value.  These are the beggars and the homeless.  These are persons who might do those jobs no 

one else would do, like tax collecting.  These are persons whose person counts for nothing like 

prostitutes.  (p. 64, The God of Jesus.) 

 

Patterson points out that Jesus himself was an itinerant teacher who scrounged for a living and 

encouraged others to do the same.  Jesus is shown in the gospels as inviting others to give up their place 

in the patronage system and become a beggar like him, becoming expendable to the empire.  In addition, 

Jesus always seems to be in the company of other expendables: tax collectors, prostitutes, lepers, 

beggars, the blind, the mentally ill or possessed, and those who could not walk or speak. 

 

What is remarkable about this is that these people were all considered unclean, and for a Jewish Rabbi to 

associate with them was unheard of, since this would make him ritually unclean, too.  Patterson explains 

it like this: 

 

Dirt, according to that well-used old definition, is simply matter out of place. Dirt in a field is 

“soil.”  The same stuff on your face is… well, “dirt.”  Food on your plate is appetizing.  The 

very same matter on your clothes makes them “dirty.”  Distinctions between what is clean and 

unclean go to the very basic impulse in every human culture to create order from chaos.  (p. 69) 

 

Those who are destitute or homeless rummage for food and wear what they can find.  They don’t have a 

place to wash or extra sets of clothes to wear.  Because they are poor they are unclean and they eat 

unclean food.  And in Jesus’ day, this also made them unholy.  But Jesus, in his words and actions, 

affirms that the things that make people unclean cannot separate them from the company of God and 

humanity.  According to Jesus, dirt has no power to exclude. 

 

Like dirt, shame was a powerful force in ancient culture.  For some, to experience shame is essentially to 

have no place or function in the system.  One becomes “matter out of place,” human dirt.  The social 

function of shame is to put people back “in their place.” 

 

And so in our culture, women who are sexually assaulted are violated again if they are brave enough to 

seek justice, facing hostile cross-examinations and public humiliation.  The poet writes: 

 

Though you have done nothing shameful, 

They will want you to be ashamed. 

 

Because our culture is still dominated by men, shame functions to put the women in their place.  So 80% 

of rapes go unreported and less than 1% of the perpetrators are convicted of felonies. 
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In his book, Healing the Shame that Binds You, John Bradshaw said that toxic shame is the root of all 

compulsive/addictive behavior, such as addiction to work or substance abuse.  “The more I drank to 

relieve my shame-based loneliness and hurt,” Bradshaw wrote, “the more I felt ashamed… I came to see 

that shame is one of the major destructive forces in life.”  He said that often we try to deal with our 

shame by transferring it to another person.  These behaviors include perfectionism, judgementalism, 

moralizing, and criticizing others.  Transactional theorists call this “passing the hot potato.” 

 

Much of our religion is also shamed-based, liberal and conservative alike, passing the hot potato to get 

some relief.  This is a shallow, false spirituality, leading us astray from the reality of unconditional love 

and oneness that is the basis of our lives. 

 

So as a church, a spiritual community, we practice not playing this game.  If someone tries to empty a 

boatload of shame on you, refuse delivery, and refuse the impulse to give any shame you might feel to 

others.  We practice patterns of humility and acceptance rather than perfection and shame.  There’s a big 

difference between humility and shame.  Eric Erikson said that shame is rage turned against oneself.  

And it can be so painful that we try to pass is along, while the true antidote is a fierce self-compassion.  

Richard Rohr says that we either transmit our pain or we transform it.  And that’s a good question 

always to be asking ourselves:  Am I transmitting or am I transforming? 

 

The path of Jesus refuses to legitimize shame.  Patterson puts it this way, 

 

Jesus’ insight was that it does not lie within the legitimate power of one human being to shame 

another, to cast that person out of the company of God and humanity.  (p. 77) 

 

No one has the power to shame; no one has the power to condemn and ostracize another person from the 

human community.  This is part of the gospel message.  Jesus brought even the expendables back into 

the human community.  He saw them as clean; he treated them with honor and dignity; he declared them 

righteous and able to stand in the glorious presence of God.   

 

And Jesus did not accept his own shame, either.  The religious and governmental authorities asked him, 

“Just who do you think you are?”  They accused Jesus of being shameless.  But he ignored their 

criticism and their taunting.  And because Jesus upset the hierarchy of the church and the empire, 

declaring that “The last will be first, and the first will be last,” (Mt. 20:16) he was seen as a threat.  And 

so in perhaps the ultimate act of shaming, he was crucified. 

 

Helpless, exposed to the elements, animals, and passersby, staked outside the sacred boundaries 

of the city walls, the victim of Rome’s signature form of execution was literally shamed to death. 

(p. 80) 

 

But Jesus taught and lived a different reality.  He spoke of a different empire—the Empire of God.  And 

no one is shamed, no one is cast out from this Empire.  It is freely accessible to all.   

 

Being unashamed doesn’t mean that one is particularly good.  It is not about elevating oneself above 

others.  As Paul Tillich, that great theologian once wrote, “The courage to surrender one’s own goodness 

to God is the central element in the courage of faith.”  (Systematic Theology, III, p. 226)   

 

It’s a human tendency, I suppose, to have our own expendables.  But unless we see that love, 

compassion and grace is extended to all, we cannot really see that it is for oneself.   
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Jesus wanted others to experience the joy and the freedom of this reality.  He described it as being truly 

and fully Alive.  An abundant life without shame.   

 

                             Be ready. 

When their light has picked you out  

and their questions are asked, say to them: 

“I am not ashamed.”  A sure horizon  

will come around you. 

 

No one, no institution, no denomination has the power to shame, to exclude, to cast out.  This was Jesus’ 

message.  But, as someone once said, “Every society honors its live conformists and its dead 

troublemakers.”  Jesus was a troublemaker.  He advocated a different Empire and called for a New 

Order based on different priorities.  His way is not for the faint of heart. 

 

This reminds me of a famous quote by that African-American abolitionist, Frederick Douglass: 

 

Those who profess to favor freedom, yet deprecate agitation, are [those] who want crops without 

plowing up the ground.  They want rain without thunder and lightning.  They want the ocean 

without the awful roar of its many waters.  This struggle may be a moral one; or it may be a 

physical one; or it may be both moral and physical; but it must be a struggle.  Power concedes 

nothing without a demand.  It never did and it never will. 

 

It is a struggle to live out the vision of God’s empire, to establish the heaven’s justice and compassion of 

on earth.  Power will concede nothing.  It never did and it never will.  They will try to shame you.  They 

will say, “Just who do you think you are?”  They will cast you out.   

 

But we cannot be removed from God’s company.  We cannot be separated from the love of God.  There 

is no earthly power that can shame us and cast us out of God’s presence.  No one is expendable in God’s 

eyes. 

 

As a prisoner, the apostle Paul knew what it was like to be humiliated, to be written off, to be considered 

dirt, to be shamed.  But he writes to Timothy, “Do not be ashamed.”  He said, “God did not give us a 

spirit of timidity.”  Paul wrote, “I am not ashamed, for I know the One whom I trust.” 

 

At some point, you will be rejected.  Do not be ashamed.  You will suffer.  Do not be ashamed.  People 

will say that you had it coming.  Do not be ashamed.  People will write you off, cast you out, call you a 

troublemaker.  Do not be ashamed.  They will accuse you of disturbing the peace, of having impure 

motives.  Do not be ashamed.  Some will say, “Just who do you think you are?”  Do not be ashamed.  

Do not be ashamed. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 

 
 


