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Are you ready for a sermon?  You can’t contain yourself, right?
Today’s is called “Commitment to Self,” so let’s wonder what that’s about.
I wonder if I could learn about commitment to self by observing my cats.  My 

cats take pretty good care of themselves.  They feel free to go after whatever it is that 
they feel they need for themselves.  Grab a spot in the cat-bed that is in the sun, even if 
that means kicking out he other cat who was there first.  When they want attention, they 
have no self-consciousness about it at all.  They just stride on over and demand it.  They 
know I have opposable thumbs and can get a can of cat food open and can scritch their 
little chins.

Is that what a commitment to self looks like? It feels like a head-to-the-spa 
version of self care. 

There is a whole industry set up around something called “self-care.”  But it is 
not clear to me how much of what gets sold under that rubric is stuff that we need. Last 
year an author named Leigh Stein published a satirical novel called Self-Care.  She was 
interviewed in the New York Times last October, and when she was asked why she 
wrote a satire about the self-care industry, she said:

I see the self-care industry really as the diet industry rebranded. Today it’s not 
“lose 10 pounds for bikini season.” It’s: “How is your gut health? Have you cut 
out gluten? How’s your sleep hygiene routine?” It’s new messaging for the old 
problem of “you’re a woman, there must be something wrong with your body.”1

She said: 
What I’m really cynical about is the more consumerist forms of self-care. If you 
go on the Goop website, there are products for problems you didn’t even know 
you had. Like, I didn’t know I needed to lighten my eyelids until I saw this 
eyelid brightening cream.2

There is a commitment to self that can go wrong.  It can get twisted by 
consumerism and attempts to turn our need for self care into money.  And there is a 
point at which we cross from self-care to self-indulgence.  And yet, everyone should be 
pampered a little, at least, now and then.  

Before the pandemic, Caldera had a number of health concerns.  Her healthcare 
providers told her to exercise and eat healthier foods.  But her work schedule made this 
difficult.  Working as a faculty supervisor “to interns and residents gaining classroom 
teaching experience in area schools,” she oversaw “twenty students at twelve schools in 
three counties who needed to be visited weekly or biweekly. […] Each week, I was 
driving approximately 500 miles to schools and remote university campuses—
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frequently in traffic in one of the busiest metropolitan areas in the United States (Dallas-
Fort Worth, Texas).”   Add to this seminars and social justice research and scholarship 3

commitments.  Caldera says, “my work as a teacher-educator and scholar-activist did 
not allow for ‘exercise and a proper diet.’”   And then the pandemic hit, and “Although 4

the pandemic inflicted universal fear and grief, I welcomed the slower pace that it 
demanded.”   She didn’t have to all that driving.  She began to have time that allowed 5

her some stillness.  She got into yoga.  She could sleep in.  Then she started walking 
outdoors with a goal of #50milesinMay.  “This modest goal,” she writes, “has led to a 
sustained commitment to physical activity.  With more time and less work-related 
stress,” she continues, “I also made dietary changes.”

For me, the pandemic came to be a time for rest.  This new way of life made 
processing the traumatic, seemingly incessant anti-Black racist violence that 
coincided with the pandemic less harmful for me that it otherwise would have 
been.  I was, for the first time in a really long time, taking care of myself despite 
all the chaos and suffering around me.6

There are so many forces that disrespect selves, especially when those selves 
happen to emerge from bodies that are seen as Black or Brown or Asian, female or non-
binary or LGBTQ and more.  The poet June Jordan said that 

I am a feminist, and what that means to me is much the same as the meaning of 
the fact that I am Black; it means that I must undertake to love myself and to 
respect myself as though my very life depends upon self-love and self-respect.7

An educator and scholar named Altheria Caldera, writing from the standpoint of a 
Black woman from an impoverished community, says that one of the things that has 
become clearer to her in the midst of the covid pandemic is this: 

Self-care is necessarily about refusing to be complicit in my own destruction in a 
society determined to destroy the bodies, minds, and spirits of Black women.8

It isn’t just that we all need rest, and good food, and faith in our own self-worth.  
We deserve all those things.  How much access now does your self have to rest?  

Our selves are not fully our own.  We are caught up in networks of relationships 
and interactions, much of which we have no voice in choosing.  The selves that emerge 
in the context of these relationships, they can get hurt and damaged.  They can get out 
of balance.  Caldera concludes that “The purpose of self-care is to rectify imbalances 
and heal wounds.”   9

To make a commitment to self doesn’t mean you just coddle yourself.  Some of it 
is about getting sleep, and good food. You don’t need me to tell you that.  What we 
might need to hear in addition to that, is that commitment to self is also about growth 
and justice and change and challenge.  It’s about what we hold sacred and and how 
sacred we hold the uncontainable self.  

I love the way the poet Chelan Harkin expands the definition of self care way 
beyond anything like indulgence.  Harkin says,
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Self-care can mean finally sinking 
into the dark pools of your shadows
you’ve long avoided.10

What imbalances have you shunted to the shadows?  What have you been avoiding 
about your self that it is finally time to sink into?  

Self-care can mean encountering 
the self-spun and inherited veils
we’ve cloaked over our luminous spirit

There are the veils of white supremacy culture and all the -isms that twist us.  There are 
the veils that are the standards of beauty and the veil that says you’re not working hard 
enough.  

Self-care can mean at last entering
the forest of your terrors
to realize the fears you’d othered
 are all howling like night animals 
within you
and realizing the outside was always within
brings new wisdom

What new self would emerge if we discovered that the fear and howling we accused 
others of, what if we discovered that fear and howling was echoes of our own?  

Self-care can mean finally
looking yourself in the eyes,
into the black holes of your pupils
and their wild desire to annihilate
every untruth you’ve held dear.

Could there be an untruth that you’ve held dear that it is time to let go of?  Could it be 
that there is in our self a wild desire to get rid of dear untruths?

Making a commitment to self means making a commitment to asking new 
questions of yourself, difficult questions.  What self might emerge from such questions?  
What guardedness or defensiveness is in the way of asking such questions of our self?

It is impossible for you to contain yourself.  While you are alive, you can steward 
and shepherd the self that is always emerging from what we do, the relationships we 
cultivate, and how we respond to the relationships in which we already find our selves.  

Your self is not something that is limited to just you.  Self emerges from 
relationship.  It is an ongoing weaving whose designs can both linger and change.  
 I led a memorial service yesterday, a celebration of the life of Jeremy Sykes, who 
was a beloved member of this congregation.  Jeremy is a beloved member of this 
congregation:  Jeremy couldn’t contain himself.  He wove together a web of 
relationships and experiences, and though the weaver has died, the web is still here.  
The weaving is still ongoing.  No one weaves a self by themself.  We cultivate 
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relationships with the network of relationships that is nature. We cultivate, intentionally 
or not, interweavings with other self-weavers.  So what is self and commitment to self, 
commitment for its care, what is that going to mean for you?

Your weaving of self and selves is still ongoing.  I know.  You can’t contain your 
self.

May your commitment to self be a contribution to a mutual thriving.  May it be 
so.
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