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be that vulnerable, especially when you don’t feel like you have the cour-

age that it requires.   

What do we need for courage?  What does the wizard give the lion?  A 

heart.  Courage is an inside job.  The decision to be courageous is one that 

happens within.  The wizard gave the lion a heart; God gives us God’s 

heart in Jesus.  

 

When Dorothy sees Glenda the good witch, she pleads, “Can you help 

me?”  Glenda tells her that she’s always had the ability to go back home.  

The Scarecrow asks, “Why didn’t you tell her before now?”  Glenda says, 

“Because there are some things we have to learn for ourselves.”    

Over the next 3 weeks, we’ll attempt to learn for ourselves about vulnera-

bility and courage.  We’ll explore what following Jesus means for us in 

the framework of a process Brené calls rising strong.  Rising strong is 

what we do when we’re in the arena and we fall. It’s the pattern she’s no-

ticed of how most people get back up and keep going.   

 

I anticipate an enriching, meaningful journey individually and as a faith 

community.  We will rise strong together as disciples of Jesus Christ.  We 

will cultivate more courage in our faith.  We will live with a holy curiosi-

ty as we learn to reckon with our own story.   We will learn to own our 

story, even the parts with the rough edges.  We will live with trust in God 

as God’s wholehearted people.   

 

For today, may God give us the courage to be real, to be true to God and 

to ourselves.  Avoid the cheap seats and stay in the arena, even though 

we know the cost.  May we begin to cultivate courage by being vulnera-

ble, carrying a cross in Jesus’ name.   

 

May we be the one “whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; 

who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, be-

cause there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does ac-

tually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great de-

votions; who spends himself in a worthy cause.”   

 

May our cause be Jesus. 

 

To God be the glory.  Amen. 

 



be in the arena, but they nitpick, ridicule, chide, sabotage, and take 

their jabs.  They night even crucify you before it’s all said and done.  

The cheap seats of full of Christians who are afraid to actually follow 

Christ.    

 

So those are our choices:  in the arena or in the seats.  Which do you 

want? I don’t want a cheap seat.  Do you?  Don’t you want to live 

bravely in the arena, to be brave with your life?  And don’t you think 

that is part of what Jesus means when he tells us that if we are going to 

follow him, we must carry a cross?  Brené says, “We can choose cour-

age, or we can choose comfort, but we cannot have both.”  I think Jesus 

is telling us that following him requires courage and will not be com-

fortable.  The key ingredient, the necessary component to cultivating 

true courage, is vulnerability.   

 

The thing is, though, that courage is contagious.  Seeing one person en-

ter the arena and not die makes it a bit easier for the next person to take 

that risk.  And seeing one person take that risk, fall flat on his face, and 

somehow muster the courage to lift his head and get back up … I don’t 

know of anything more inspiring than that.  Following Jesus is hard, 

but it is worth it.  We will find other people who want to go into the 

arena with us.  We will connect and join hands and sometimes be able 

to face it together.  We will always face it with Jesus, and that is reason 

enough to be brave and vulnerable.   

 

Being vulnerable is easier when you follow Christ because when the 

world turns its back on you for being authentic, Christ turns his front to 

you and says, “Yes.  This is what I’m talking about.”  If you think about 

it, vulnerability is God’s jam.  When we drop our armor and offer our 

true selves, God says “Yes!  I see you!  I know you!  I made you!  And 

you are wonderful in all your messy vulnerability.  You are amazing!.”   

A symbol of courage in our society is often a lion, and most of us know 

of the Cowardly Lion from the Wizard of Oz.  He is ridiculed because 

he is famously aware of his vulnerability.   

 

“You’re nothing but a great, big coward,” Dorothy exclaims when she 

encounters the Lion with the Scarecrow and Tin Man.   “You’re right,” 

responds the Lion.  “I am a coward. I haven’t any courage at all,” he 

says as tears run down his cheeks and his voice trembles.  It is scary to 
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Luke 14:25-33 

25Now large crowds were traveling with him; and he turned and said to 

them, 26“Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, 

wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be 

my disciple. 27Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be 

my disciple.  

28For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down 

and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it? 

29Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all 

who see it will begin to ridicule him, 30saying, ‘This fellow began to build 

and was not able to finish.’  

31Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will not sit 

down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose 

the one who comes against him with twenty thousand? 32If he cannot, 

then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for 

the terms of peace. 33So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if 

you do not give up all your possessions. 

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God! 

------------------------------------ 

 

Part of my Sabbatical work, in addition to taking a deep dive into folk 

music, involved reading, watching, and learning from a researcher and 

storyteller named Brené Brown.  Her work focuses on vulnerability, 

shame, and other super-fun things that we all are so comfortable talking 

about.  She does make it a tad bit easier, though, than the world would 

have you believe, easier to talk about it and easier to do it.  Her book Ris-

ing Strong spoke clearly to me, and her work lines up well with some 

good ideas for discipleship, so this 4-week sermon series formed easily in 

my head.  (Well, the idea of it did, anyway.)  Her work strikes a chord 

with me because it addresses vulnerability.  Here’s how she defines vul-

nerability:  “Vulnerability is not winning or losing; it’s having the courage 

to show up and be seen when we have no control over the out-



come.” (Brene Brown, Rising Strong, p. 4).  I think vulnerability is the 

way for us to go deeper together, and as I return to y’all, this is what I 

know: I want the next chapter of ministry to be a season of going deep-

er together.   

 

So for the next few weeks, we’re going to talk about how to be vulnera-

ble together, and we’re going to look at what Jesus says about that and 

what Brené has to say that might support that.  I’m going to go out on a 

limb and assume that most of you know some general stuff about Jesus, 

so let me take just a minute and introduce one more important thing 

about Brené. 

 

Much of her work is centered around one significant quotation by Ted-

dy Roosevelt.  Hearing this quotation will help you understand how 

she frames her work.  Here it is:   

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the 

strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them 

better. The credit belongs to the [one] who is actually in the arena, 

whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiant-

ly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no 

effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to 

do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who 

spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the 

triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least 

fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those 

cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.” 

That sounds a lot like what Jesus is talking about, doesn’t it?  Jesus is 

asking us if we want to be in the arena, preparing us for it as best you 

can with words, reminding us that it is not an easy, safe place to be.  

People will hate us if we follow Jesus.  There will be a cost that we must 

be aware of and account for.  There will be an army who opposes us, 

and if we assess the other side and find that that army is larger than 

ours, we can ask for terms of peace, but we don’t get any guarantees.  

(It makes me think of David and Goliath.)  To carry our cross and walk 

behind Jesus means that we go into the arena fully aware of the risk we 

take.  It requires courage and vulnerability. 

 

Vulnerability is hard.  It is scary.  It doesn’t guarantee success, security, 

or popularity; neither does discipleship.  In fact, the only thing it does 

guarantee is that you’re going to get your butt handed to you at some 

point.  It’s not an “if,” it’s a “when.”  If you’re vulnerable enough often 

enough, you will get your heart broken.  So why in the world would we 

risk doing it?  Why would we take off our armor and masks, take just 

our pure selves and follow Jesus into the arena? 

 

Because vulnerability is the only way to truly connect, and I think what 

Jesus wants more than anything else is for us to connect with him and 

with each other.  We feel the most alive when we are connecting with 

others and are brave with our stories.  Most of us have spent years 

building up outer shells to keep us safe; Jesus is asking us to take those 

off because they do protect, but they also prevent.  Jesus wants us to 

risk offering our hearts, our stories, and our lives.  He wants us to open 

up the soft, pulpy innards of ourselves for the taking.  It is terrifying.  It 

is necessary.  It is the only chance we have that someone might be able 

to say, “You, too? I thought I was the only one.” 

 

It seems to me that Jesus loves to take what the world thinks and turn it 

upside down.  Brené does that, too.  She points out that the world 

teaches that vulnerability is weakness, but actually, nothing is farther 

from the truth.  She has done a lot of work with combat veterans and 

with many branches of the armed forces as they attempt to work 

through the mental trauma of actual combat in actual arenas.  She has 

asked roomfuls of them if they can think of a time, a moment, a specific 

occasion where someone shows true courage without vulnerability.  

Not once has someone raised a hand.  By definition, courage means that 

you’re vulnerable and you do it anyway.  This might seem a silly exam-

ple, but I felt very vulnerable standing up in front of you all and telling 

you that I’ve been in therapy.  The world says that your pastor should 

have it together.  But the truth is that we’ve had a tough year, and I 

want you all to be aware of it.  I want to be vulnerable with you, and I 

think courage and vulnerability are a tad easier when you know you 

are in the arena with Jesus. 

 

The other person who is involved in the arena is the critic, the one that 

Brené and Jesus say doesn’t count.  Maybe they don’t count, but they 

are definitely there.  Jesus has plenty of them to deal with for his entire 

ministry.  Brené says they sit in the cheap seats.  They don’t actually do 

anything, but somehow they know how you should do it.  They sit be-

hind screens and hurl out insults and critiques on social media.  They 

cheer against you, not for you.  They do not possess enough bravery to 


