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“SEEK	AND	DON’T	HIDE”		
SCRIPTURE:	PSALM	40:	1-11	

GRACE	COVENANT	PRESBYTERIAN	CHURCH,	ASHEVILLE,	NC	
Sunday,	January	15,	2023,	MLK	Weekend	

The	Rev.	Dr.	Marcia	Whitney	Mount	Shoop,	Pastor	
	
Psalm	40:	1-11	
	
40:1	I	waited	patiently	for	the	LORD;	God	inclined	to	me	and	heard	my	cry.	
	
40:2	God	drew	me	up	from	the	desolate	pit,	out	of	the	miry	bog,	and	set	my	feet	upon	a	
rock,	making	my	steps	secure.	
	
40:3	God	put	a	new	song	in	my	mouth,	a	song	of	praise	to	our	God.	Many	will	see	and	fear,	
and	put	their	trust	in	the	LORD.	
	
40:4	Happy	are	those	who	make	the	LORD	their	trust,	who	do	not	turn	to	the	proud,	to	
those	who	go	astray	after	false	gods.	
	
40:5	You	have	multiplied,	O	LORD	my	God,	your	wondrous	deeds	and	your	thoughts	
toward	us;	none	can	compare	with	you.	Were	I	to	proclaim	and	tell	of	them,	they	would	be	
more	than	can	be	counted.	
	
40:6	Sacrifice	and	offering	you	do	not	desire,	but	you	have	given	me	an	open	ear.	Burnt	
offering	and	sin	offering	you	have	not	required.	
	
40:7	Then	I	said,	"Here	I	am;	in	the	scroll	of	the	book	it	is	written	of	me.	
	
40:8	I	delight	to	do	your	will,	O	my	God;	your	law	is	within	my	heart."	
	
40:9	I	have	told	the	glad	news	of	deliverance	in	the	great	congregation;	see,	I	have	not	
restrained	my	lips,	as	you	know,	O	LORD.	
	
40:10	I	have	not	hidden	your	saving	help	within	my	heart,	I	have	spoken	of	your	
faithfulness	and	your	salvation;	I	have	not	concealed	your	steadfast	love	and	your	
faithfulness	from	the	great	congregation.	
	
40:11	Do	not,	O	LORD,	withhold	your	mercy	from	me;	let	your	steadfast	love	and	your	
faithfulness	keep	me	safe	forever.	
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The	Word	of	the	LORD.		
Thanks	be	to	God.		
_________________________________________________	
	
2023	has	now	reached	its	cruising	altitude.	And	just	like	every	new	year–we	realize	all	the	
problems	of	last	year	are	still	with	us!		
	
New	starts	of	all	kinds	are	like	that–wherever	you	are,	you’re	still	there	and	the	things	in	
your	life	that	need	more	of	your	attention	are	still	there.			
	
The	beautiful	thing	is	God	is	still	here,	too.	Right	here–in	the	turning	of	time,	in	the	
repetitions	and	in	the	stuckness.	Always	here,	right	here,	inviting	us	to	notice	that	restart	
buttons	aren’t	about	calendars	and	resolutions,	they	are	about	forgiveness	and	trying	
again.		
	
Psalm	40	is	the	music	of	Divine	accompaniment	in	it	all–in	the	waves	of	despair	and	
desolation	and	in	the	steady	current	of	Spirit’s	abiding	presence.		The	psalmist	sings	a	new	
song–because	God	placed	that	song	in	the	Psalmist’s	mouth.	The	new	song	is	about	God’s	
way	of	being	trustworthy.	And	God’s	way	of	delivering	us	from	the	things	that	can	keep	us	
mired	in	shame	or	self-loathing	or	in	mythologies	of	our	own	making	about	where	we	do	or	
don’t	fit	in	the	world.			
	
And	Psalm	40	sings	to	us	about	the	collective	nature	of	liberation.	We	heal	when	we	share	
the	stories	of	our	healing	in	the	great	congregation.	Our	healing	is	communal.	Our	freedom	
can	only	be	freedom	when	it	is	shared.		
	
Psalm	40	is	about	God’s	capacity	to	surround	us	with	a	hedge	of	protection	in	a	dangerous	
world–that	safety	does	not	keep	us	from	harm	or	heart-break,	that	safety	keeps	us	
connected	to	the	Divine	Love	that	never	leaves	us–whether	we	believe	it	or	not–that	hedge	
of	protection	is	what	makes	us	human	beings	creatures	who	embody	the	necessity	of	
change,	the	holiness	of	change,	and	yes,	the	capacity	to	change.		
	
Our	bodies	have	within	them	the	wisdom	of	our	creator,	the	image	of	our	creator.		We	will	
never	not	have	within	us	the	power	of	God’s	love	to	liberate	us	as	a	people.		
	
Our	problem	is	not	that	things	are	always	changing,	it	is	that	we	forget	that	we	are	built	for	
change.	In	fact,	healing	is	the	capacity	to	integrate	all	that	we’ve	been	through	into	a	great	
ocean	of	compassion	toward	ourselves	and	each	other.		
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This	is	the	greatest	gift	of	faith	in	all	its	forms–that	it	teaches	us	we	are	loved	and	that	all	
others	are	loved.	Accepting	this	about	yourself	and	others	is	the	birthplace	of	all	forms	of	
freedom,	and	the	birthright	of	all	people.		
	
To	be	met	in	a	way	that	empowers	us	to	meet	others	with	a	healing	generosity	is	our	God-
given	purpose	in	life.		

~~~	
	
And	one	of	the	things	that	humanity	is	learning	more	and	more	about	is	how	trauma	
rewires	our	bodies	to	focus	on	danger	and	to	keep	us	vigilant	even	when	we	don’t	need	to	
be.	I	just	finished	a	week	of	continuing	education.	I	completed	a	master	class	on	the	
treatment	of	trauma	taught	by	cutting	edge	somatic	practitioners	and	trauma	theorists.	I	
have	studied	and	written	about	and	lived	the	way	trauma	impacts	human	life	and	human	
community	for	my	entire	adult	life.	It	was	such	a	gift	to	have	a	week	to	learn	about	the	
latest	findings	and	the	newest	resources	for	how	to	meet	trauma	in	ways	that	can	truly	help	
us	collectively	heal.		
	
I	will	be	reflecting	on	and	pondering	for	a	while	what	the	realities	of	trauma	mean	for	us,	
Grace	Covenant.	What	it	means	for	how	we	are	together	in	a	community	who	claims	a	
healing	and	transformative	intention	as	our	purpose	and	our	practice.		
	
The	thing	about	trauma	is	that	it	scrambles	the	body’s	capacity	to	feel	safe–because	trauma	
makes	protecting	ourselves	our	body’s	main	task.	How	do	the	psalmist’s	words	about	the	
safety	that	God	gives	us	and	the	realities	of	trauma	connect?		This	is	perhaps	the	central	
question	of	our	time.	Can	we	be	trauma	informed	people	of	faith–can	we	co-regulate	our	
collective	nervous	system	in	a	way	that	truly	sets	us	free	to	risk	loving	and	be	loved	the	
way	God	loves.		
	
Bessel	van	der	Kolk,	one	of	the	leading	practitioners	and	thinkers	in	the	field	of	trauma	
theory	explains:		
	

In	the	long	term	the	largest	problem	of	being	traumatized	is	that	it’s	hard	to	feel	that	
anything	that’s	going	on	around	you	really	matters.	It	is	difficult	to	love	and	take	care	
of	people	and	get	involved	in	pleasure	and	engagements	because	your	brain	has	been	
re-organized	to	deal	with	danger.	
	
It	is	only	partly	an	issue	of	consciousness.	Much	has	to	do	with	unconscious	parts	of	the	
brain	that	keep	interpreting	the	world	as	being	dangerous	and	frightening	and	feeling	
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helpless.	You	know	you	shouldn’t	feel	that	way,	but	you	do,	and	that	makes	you	feel	
defective	and	ashamed.1	
	
One	of	the	most	difficult	parts	of	being	a	traumatized	person	is	that	your	behaviors	
annoy	or	frighten	the	people	around	you	and	make	you	feel	ashamed	of	yourself.	
Trauma	survivors	need	help	regulating	those	reactions.2	

	
All	the	learning	that	I	experienced	last	week	kindled	some	questions	for	me	around	how	we	
do	movement	work	in	a	faith	community	when	trauma	is	impacting	so	much	of	how	we	are	
together.	And	when	trauma	is	collective	and	multi-generational.		And	as	Resmaa	Menakem	
says,	trauma	that	is	unmet,	unacknowledged	becomes	culture.	America	was	born	in	trauma	
and	continues	to	move	as	a	traumatized	system–frightened,	defensive,	aggressively	
protective	and	seemingly	helpless	to	change	things.		
	
When	you	use	trauma	as	a	lens	for	understanding	the	social	problems	that	have	plagued	
this	nation	for	so	long,	the	harmful	patterns	of	church,	the	ways	our	culture	can	brutalize	
and	terrorize	to	enforce	conformity.	When	you	use	trauma	as	a	lens,	what	comes	into	more	
focus	is	how	much	unmet	trauma	lies	underneath	so	many	of	the	things	that	define	
mentalities	of	supremacy	and	white	normativity.			
	
When	you	distill	it	down,	supremacy	is	all	about	self-protection	and	self-loathing	and	
shame	masked	as	superiority.		
	
Put	up	slide	#1	(i	put	in	two	different	formats	because	I	couldn’t	get	the	ppt	to	format	
correctly)		
	
This	is	Tema	Okun	and	Kenneth	Jones’	list	with	a	few	of	my	additions	in	green.		Something	
we’ve	used	for	the	last	6	½	years	at	GCPC	in	our	change	work.		
	
A	trauma	lens	amplifies	the	necessity	of	compassion	with	each	other	and	ourselves	as	we	
seek	collective	healing	together.		
	
You	see,	one	of	the	things	that	supremacy	culture	has	done	to	us	is	that	it	has	made	us	
ashamed	of	our	wounds,	our	hurt,	our	places	of	feeling	weak	and	unloved.	Supremacy	
taught	us	to	feel	shame	about	our	vulnerability–and	vulnerability	is	a	defining	

                                                
1 Bessel van der Kolk on trauma https://www.psychotherapy.net/interview/bessel-van-der-kolk-trauma 
2 https://brainworldmagazine.com/how-the-body-keeps-the-score-an-interview-with-dr-bessel-van-der-
kolk/ 
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characteristic	of	human	life.	Supremacy	culture	has	taught	us	to	be	ashamed	of	being	
human.		
	
And	white	Christianity	attributed	that	shaming	to	God,	to	the	one	who	made	us.			
	
(take	slide	down)		
	
Now	I	ask	you,	why	would	the	Creator	of	this	elegant	universe	make	us	in	such	a	way	that	
we	should	be	ashamed	of	a	defining	characteristic	of	what	it	means	to	be	human?			
	
Vulnerability	is	not	shameful–it	is	the	condition	of	possibility	of	gentleness,	loving	
kindness,	compassion,	trust.	Vulnerability	is	the	state	of	being	that	God	chose	to	take	on	by	
being	born	into	this	world	a	human	infant–a	refugee	in	a	family	pushed	to	multiple	
margins.	God	didn’t	choose	an	invincible	entrance	into	human	life–God	chose	the	razor’s	
edge	of	vulnerability.		
	
Our	vulnerability	is	the	very	image	of	God	in	us.	And	the	image	of	humanity	in	God.		
	
Trauma	tells	us	vulnerability	is	dangerous–because	the	order	of	magnitude	of	the	harm	
was	elemental	enough	to	tell	us	that	we	are	never	safe	and	we	must	always	be	on	our	
guard.		
	
So	much	of	what	we	are	practicing	at	GCPC	is	how	to	extend	compassion	to	the	trauma	that	
we	hold.	Because	no	trauma	is	individual–it	is	shared.	No	one	holds	trauma	in	isolation–
because	human	beings	are,	by	our	very	nature,	connected	on	a	cellular	and	vibrational	
level,	on	a	nervous	systems	level.		
	
Our	nervous	systems	are	talking	to	each	other	right	now–the	nerve	endings,	the	broken	
hearts,	the	adaptive	behaviors,	the	muscle	twitches,	the	gut	reactions,	the	things	we	feel	but	
can’t	describe	when	we	are	together.			
	
Our	nervous	systems	are	communicating–right	brain	to	right	brain	dialogue.		That’s	why	
things	like	breathing,	singing,	quiet,	movement–that’s	why	all	those	things	matter	so	much.		
	
The	psalmist	sings	to	us	the	invitation	to	not	restrain	our	lips	when	it	comes	to	our	true	
experiences	of	God	in	our	lives,	in	our	bodies,	in	our	bones.		
	
How	can	we	tell	the	truth	about	God	in	our	lives	without	telling	the	truth	about	our	pain,	
about	the	places	in	our	lives	that	have	felt	God-forsaken,	about	the	times	we’ve	thought	
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about	giving	up,	about	the	times	we	may	have	given	in	to	things	that	harmed	us	or	harmed	
others?			
	
How	can	we	tell	the	truth	about	God’s	love	if	we	don’t	tell	the	truth	about	the	deep	fear	of	
being	unlovable?		
	
When	we	let	individualism	tell	us	our	shame	is	private,	our	healing	is	personal,	our	
vulnerability	is	something	we	hide	from	as	many	people	as	we	can–when	we	try	to	
compartmentalize	our	true	humanity	from	our	true	faith	and	our	true	community–then	
supremacy	culture	infiltrates	even	our	attempts	to	be	well.			
	
We	cannot	heal	alone.	We	cannot	heal	alone.	We	cannot	heal	alone.		
	
And	perhaps	the	thing	that	blocks	our	collective	healing	the	most,	is	the	strange	
conundrum	of	how	much	we	need	everyone	to	do	your	own	inner	work	and	how	much	we	
need	to	understand	our	own	inner	work	as	deeply	tied	to	the	systems	and	structures	that	
create	the	things	that	afflict	us	in	the	first	place.		
	
For	instance,	my	own	trauma	that	stretches	so	far	back	in	my	life–the	trauma	of	sexual	
violence	and	of	not	being	protected	and	of	not	feeling	I	could	tell	anyone	what	happened	
and	of	making	so	many	decisions	based	on	shame	and	self-loathing–that	is	not	just	my	
story,	that	is	our	story.	That	is	the	story	of	what	cultures	of	violence	and	misogyny	and	
patriarchy	and	supremacy	and	dominance	do	to	all	of	us.	My	trauma	is	not	just	my	
experience,	it	is	a	cultural	iconography	of	what	violence	does	to	us.		
	
The	trauma	of	racism	and	white	supremacy	that	loads	bodies	of	color	with	weathering	and	
violence	and	terror	and	injustice	and	microaggressions	and	macro-aggressions.	This	is	not	
something	that	individuals	can	simply	overcome	by	breaking	through	different	social	
barriers	for	themselves.	
	
The	trauma	of	white	supremacy	and	white	violence	is	a	collective,	communicable	trauma	
that	can’t	be	reduced	to	personal	affronts	or	harm.		
	
America	has	tried	to	do	that	kind	of	reducing	with	racism	at	so	many	turns–to	make	it	
about	only	about	racial	slurs	or	isolated	acts	of	aggression.		To	make	it	about	personal	
experience.		That	just	feeds	the	mythology	that	just	“being	kind	and	getting	along	with	each	
other”	will	fix	things.		
	
Systems,	structures,	and	institutions	are	let	off	the	hook	when	we	reduce	our	healing	down	
to	each	of	us	getting	a	good	therapist.	We	do	each	need	a	good	therapist–but	our	healing	
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will	never	be	complete	without	the	collective	embrace	of	how	much	we	need	each	other,	
how	much	we	belong	to	each	other.		
	

~~~	
	
Dr.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	knew	this–he	lived	and	breathed	this.	And	that’s	why	his	tireless	
work	was	not	just	about	the	plight	of	Black	people	in	America,	it	was	about	poverty	in	
America	and	militarism	and	empire.	Dr.	King	understood	that	no	one	is	free	unless	
everyone	is	free.		
	
And	Dr.	King’s	clarity	around	the	damage	that	moderate	white	Christians	do	amplifies	this	
message	when	we	overlay	what	we	know	about	trauma	onto	it.				
	
There	is	no	moderation	when	it	comes	to	liberation.	In	his	Letter	from	the	Birmingham	Jail	
he	calls	the	“white	moderate”	the	“biggest	stumbling	block”	in	the	movement	for	freedom.	
You	can’t	sorta	be	in	favor	of	freedom,	you	can’t	kinda	hope	the	world	will	change.		It’s	not	
the	KKK	or	the	Proud	Boys	that	keeps	systems	of	oppression	in	place–it’s	people	like	us,	
who	are	comfortable	enough	and	afraid	enough	and	frozen	enough	that	we	keep	asking	for	
things	to	slow	down	in	movements	for	liberation,	and	we	have	enough	social	capital	and	
enough	social	power	to	keep	the	status	quo	in	place.	Moderation	does	not	get	us	to	
liberation.		
	
Dr.	King	says	“Jesus	was	an	extremist	for	love.	The	Prophet	Amos	was	an	extremist	for	
justice.”	What	kind	of	extremists	will	we	be?			
	
This	question	is	so	deeply	fraught	when	we	spend	most	of	our	energy	protecting	ourselves	
and	trying	to	deny	our	shame	and	our	feelings	of	helplessness.		
	
Show	Slide	#2	(Trauma	Responses)	
	
Trauma	elicits	a	response	that	impacts	how	the	rest	of	us	can	move.		We	freeze,	we	fight,	
we	flee,	we	please	and	appease,	we	cry	for	help,	we	collapse	and	shut	down.	There	are	so	
many	ways	that	our	bodies	sync	up	with	each	other	when	we	are	trying	to	protect	
ourselves.		
	
We	need	to	feel	seen,	heard,	met,	accepted.	We	need	to	feel	like	we	can	trust	our	
surroundings.	We	need	to	feel	like	we	matter	and	that	people	really	want	us	around.		But	
with	trauma	even	warm	feelings	can	short	circuit	our	nervous	systems.		When	we	carry	
trauma	that	came	from	care-givers	who	would	be	warm	one	minute	and	dangerous	the	
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next.	Everything	can	be	a	trigger	sometimes	when	we	never	really	learned	it	could	be	safe	
to	let	down	our	guard.		
	
All	of	our	trauma	reactions	are	about	protection.	They	are	about	our	nervous	system	trying	
to	keep	us	safe.	And	if	we	can’t	support	each	other’s	nervous	systems	and	support	each	
other’s	practicing	things	like	trust	and	honesty	and	feeling	things	in	our	bodies,	if	we	can’t	
support	each	other	in	these	hard	things–then	healing	will	always	take	a	back	seat	to	
protection.		
	
And	these	are	the	conditions	that	exist	when	we	attempt	this	thing	called	beloved	
community.		We	come	together	with	hopes	and	dreams,	with	bruises	and	scars,	with	beliefs	
and	confusion,	and	with	nerve	endings	exposed	and	raw.			
	
We	come	together	wary	and	weary,	hungry	and	thirsty.	We	come	yearning	and	bracing	
ourselves	for	impact.	And	like	the	psalmist	we	come	with	our	own	story	of	how	Divine	Love	
is	stitched	through	the	pain	and	the	promise	of	where	we’ve	been	and	where	we’re	going.		
	
When	we	hear	Dr.	King’s	words	today	and	see	the	same	reality	that	Dr.	King	described	in	
1963	still	being	true	in	2023,	it	can	be	bewildering	and	we	may	feel	the	shame	and	the	
feelings	of	learned	helplessness	bubble	up	again.		What	we	know	now	about	trauma	is	that	
constant	protection	is	a	way	trauma	teaches	us	to	survive,	it	teaches	us	to	protect	at	all	
costs	against	the	shame	and	the	danger	we	perceive.		
	
The	white	church	took	on	the	culture	of	protection	and	avoidance	when	the	country	
needed	it	to	be	bold	and	well-integrated.	The	unmet	trauma	of	patriarchy	and	white	
supremacy	taught	white	Christians	the	mythology	of	helplessness.	The	white	church	froze–
we	even	jovially	call	ourselves	“the	frozen	chosen.”		
	
To	be	able	to	move,	to	change,	to	break	the	chains	of	the	way	whiteness	has	taught	us	to	be	
compliant	and	complacent,	the	way	whiteness	has	taught	us	to	be	apologists	for	the	status	
quo,	we	must	reclaim	the	power	of	the	church	to	trust	God’s	healing	presence.	God	is	not	
the	protector	of	whiteness,	God	is	the	provoker	of	justice	and	the	protector	of	human	
dignity.		God	is	the	liberator,	and	if	the	church	is	to	be	God’s	church,	then	liberation	must	be	
our	reason	for	being.			
	
Please	join	me	now	in	affirming	our	faith	in	the	God	who	loves	us	and	empowers	to	be	free	
by	saying	aloud	these	words	from	Dr.	King’s	Letter	from	the	Birmingham	Jail:		
	

“There	was	a	time	when	the	church	was	very	powerful	in	the	time	when	the	early	
Christians	rejoiced	at	being	deemed	worthy	to	suffer	for	what	they	believed.	In	
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those	days	the	church	was	not	merely	a	thermometer	that	recorded	the	ideas	and	
principles	of	popular	opinion;	it	was	a	thermostat	that	transformed	the	mores	of	
society.	Whenever	the	early	Christians	entered	a	town,	the	people	in	power	became	
disturbed	and	immediately	sought	to	convict	the	Christians	for	being	‘disturbers	of	
the	peace’	and	‘outside	agitators.’	But	the	Christians	pressed	on,	in	the	conviction	
that	they	were	‘a	colony	of	heaven,’	called	to	obey	God	rather	than	[people].	Small	in	
number,	they	were	big	in	commitment.	They	were	too	God	intoxicated	to	be	
‘astronomically	intimidated.’	By	their	effort	and	example	they	brought	an	end	to	
such	ancient	evils	as	infanticide	and	gladiatorial	contests.	
	
Things	are	different	now.	So	often	the	contemporary	church	is	a	weak,	ineffectual	
voice	with	an	uncertain	sound.	So	often	it	is	an	archdefender	of	the	status	quo.	Far	
from	being	disturbed	by	the	presence	of	the	church,	the	power	structure	of	the	
average	community	is	consoled	by	the	church's	silent	and	often	even	vocal	sanction	
of	things	as	they	are.	
	
But	the	judgment	of	God	is	upon	the	church	as	never	before.	If	today's	church	does	
not	recapture	the	sacrificial	spirit	of	the	early	church,	it	will	lose	its	authenticity,	
forfeit	the	loyalty	of	millions,	and	be	dismissed	as	an	irrelevant	social	club	with	no	
meaning	for	the	twentieth	century…	
	
Is	organized	religion	too	inextricably	bound	to	the	status	quo	to	save	our	nation	and	
the	world?	Perhaps	[we]	must	turn	[our]	faith	to	the	inner	spiritual	church,	the	
church	within	the	church,	as	the	true	ecclesia	and	the	hope	of	the	world…	[We	are]	
thankful	to	God	that	some	noble	souls	from	the	ranks	of	organized	religion	have	
broken	loose	from	the	paralyzing	chains	of	conformity	and	joined	as	active	partners	
in	the	struggle	for	freedom.”	

	
May	we	someday	be	counted	among	those	noble	souls,	Grace	Covenant.	May	we	seek,	and	
not	hide	anymore.		
	
Thanks	be	to	God.		
	
	


