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Healing the Wounds that Block Love 

Galatians 5:1, 13-26 
 

 On Friday I went to see Toy Story 3 with my granddaughter. Since my own kids 

grew up I haven't had as many opportunities to see children's movies as I used to. So this 

was my big chance. I don't go to a children's movie expecting an important message; 

simply some good laughs and some cuteness. But Toy Story 3 turned out to be a parable 

on the very contrast that Paul is addressing in Galatians 5. Of course, you have to let 

yourself get into a world in which toys move and talk. But once you're there, it's a good 

story. Seeing Toy Story, together with some deep conversations I had this past week with 

people who are carrying some deep pain and loneliness, changed the way I come at this 

text. I want to explore the dynamic underneath Paul's strong conviction that submitting to 

legalism is exactly the opposite of what we need in order to be healthy human beings and 

to form healthy human communities. Let me start by telling you the story of Toy Story 3. 

 Andy is the boy who owns all the toys that were featured in Toy Story 1 and 2. Toy 

Story 3 opens with Andy packing for college. His mom is nagging him that everything has 

to be put in the attic, given away, or taken with him. He struggles over what to do with his 

toys. He decides to put most of them in the attic. He will only take Woody, the cowboy 

doll, to college with him.  But as everyone is rushing around, there is a mix up and his 

mother takes the bag with the rest of the toys to a daycare center instead of the attic. At the 

daycare center, a stuffed bear named "Lots-O-Huggin'" has terrorized all the other toys into 

submission. Andy's toys seem to catch on too late to the dynamic among the toys, and they 

get trapped in Lots-O's world. Nevertheless, they choose to be a cooperative community 

that sticks together through thick and thin. Lots-O-Huggin's toys, on the other hand, formed 

a competitive community in which toys had to meet certain conditions to become insiders, 

and then maintained an environment of insecurity in which any false move could turn 

insiders into outsiders.  

 In the course of the movie we discover why Lots-O is so mean. His owner had been 

a little girl who loved him very much. But one day the little girl lost him and she was 

heartsick. She loved the bear so much that her parents bought her an identical bear to replace 

Lots-O. Lots-O found his way back to the house, and in the moment that he looked through 

the window, he saw the girl hugging an identical bear that had replaced him. At that 

moment, something snapped in Lots-O. He dedicated the rest of his life to making sure that 

no other toy held on to the fantasy that their owners actually cared for them. 

 Psychologists call what happened to Lots-O a "core wound." A core wound is an 

early traumatic experience of abandonment that keeps playing itself over and over again 

throughout a person's life. Most people have them, though they vary in intensity. What is at 

stake in our lives is how to heal that wound so we can have healthy relationships and create 

healthy communities. The current experts consistently cite a book by John Bradshaw 

entitled, "Healing the Shame that Binds you" to describe the path to healing. According to 

these psychologists, healing comes through a growing awareness of and insight into the 

original core wound(s) of abandonment. Awareness leads people to choose to change their 

lives. It is painful, but it is the pain that one has to feel, face, soothe, grieve, and heal. It is 

the pain that has controlled ones life until he or she reaches this awareness point. In order to 

create change and recover, the person must choose to face the wound, and then be 

committed to staying aware. 

 Now, I'm usually quite a fan of things psychological, and try to integrate psychological 

understanding with the Bible. But this approach to healing sounds so much like the works of the 

flesh that Paul rejects that I can't buy it – at least as a starting place. I agree that adults need to 

face the pain and stop blaming their childhood. I agree they need to decide to let go of their 

defense mechanisms. But I believe a shift needs to take place first in order for people to do that; 

that shift can come from nowhere but the realm of the Spirit. I don't believe that to tell wounded 
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people they need to suck it up, face the pain, and understand their wound in order to be healed 

will in itself bring the desired healing. It simply becomes one more thing to do to save ourselves. 

Paul calls that "submitting to the yoke of slavery."  

 Paul's counsel is: "Live freely, animated and motivated by God's Spirit. Then you won't 

feed the compulsions of selfishness. For there is a root of sinful self-interest in us that is at odds 

with a free spirit, just as the free spirit is incompatible with selfishness. These two ways of life 

are antithetical." Notice that Paul sees selfishness as a form of compulsion. Compulsions are 

defense mechanisms that we learn in order to survive the traumas of growing up in an imperfect 

world. The only way to let go of those defense mechanisms is to realize we no longer need them. 

But that realization is a gift that comes from the realm of the Spirit. So the real contrast is 

between the way of love and the way of legalism. Either love touches the core wound and heals 

it, or legalism paints over it and leaves it throbbing underneath. Legalism judges people's 

behavior, or asks them to face their pain, before giving love and affirmation an opportunity to 

heal the wounds that block expression of the fruit of the Spirit in us. The reason we can't love 

isn't because we're not strong enough; it's that we have to protect ourselves. Legalism doesn't 

accomplish the goal of calling forth love because it leaves our wounds untouched. That may be 

the core difference between the way of the flesh and the way of the spirit. 

 I've been reading Father Greg Boyle's newest book, Tattoos on the Heart. He gets this. He 

tells story after story of the healing of core wounds that come in the realm of the Spirit. Specifically, 

love & affirmation are the instruments of transformation. He tells the story of a time when he took 

Memo and Miguel, two older homies from rival gangs, to help him on a speaking gig in Mobile, 

Alabama. After they spoke, someone gave them a tour of a community. For two hours they drove 

and walked around the poorest place Greg had ever seen in the US. Hovels and burned-out shacks 

and lots of people living in what people ought not to live in. Memo and Miguel were bug-eyed as 

they walked around, meeting people, and seeing a kind of poverty quite different than the one they 

knew. Later, when they were packing, Greg looked up to see Memo standing in his doorway, crying. 

This is a guy who was a big shot in his barrio, and who feels a lot of shame for things he had done. 

But he’d been deeply wounded as a child - torture, unrivalled betrayal, chilling abandonment. But 

now he was weeping for some thing else: "That visit, to Pritchard - I don't know, it got to me. It got 

inside of me. I mean, how do we let people live like this?" He pauses, then, "G, I don't know what's 

happening to me, but it's big. It's like, for the first time in my life, I feel I don't know, what's the 

word... I feel compassion for what other people suffer." 

 Father Greg writes, "gangs are bastions of conditional love - one false move, and you 

find yourself outside. Slights are remembered, errors in judgment held against you forever. 

If a homie doesn't step up to the plate, perform the required duty, he can be relegated to the 

'no good' status. This is exactly the picture of life in Lots-O's gang of toys. It is a state from 

which it is hard to recover. Homeboy Industries seeks to be a community of unconditional 

love. Community will always trump gang any day... Homies who used to work at Homeboy 

often return on their days off or on their lunch break. A homie once said to Greg once, 'I just 

came by to get my fix.' 'Of what?' I ask him. 'Love,' he says. Everyone is just looking to be 

told that who he or she is is right and true and wholly acceptable." (p. 94-5) 

 This is exactly what Paul is getting at. The only law that matters is the law of 

love, the law of community: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." But the only 

way we can even fulfill that simple law is to live by the Spirit rather than by the flesh. I 

love the way Eugene Peterson paraphrases Paul's sample list of works of the flesh. It's 

worth hearing again: "repetitive, loveless, cheap sex; a stinking accumulation of mental 

and emotional garbage; frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness; trinket gods; magic-

show religion; paranoid loneliness; cutthroat competition; all-consuming-yet-never-

satisfied wants; a brutal temper; an impotence to love or be loved; divided homes and 

divided lives; small-minded and lopsided pursuits; the vicious habit of depersonalizing 

everyone into a rival; uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions; ugly parodies of 
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community. I could go on." 

 It's not that we're such bad people. It's simply that it's how we end up behaving when 

our core wound isn't healed by love. Paul contrasts the works of the flesh with the fruit of the 

Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
23

gentleness, and self-

control; and adds that there is no law against such things. He doesn't want people to keep 

rules of goodness. He wants people to change in themselves through their new relationships 

with God and each other, with the result that goodness is a consequence of their being. 

Goodness as it develops within generates goodness without. Love generates love.  

 One more story may serve to clarify this. A pastor discovered that his son was 

stealing comic books from the local library. He called the librarian and asked her to lay down 

the law to his son. The father marched his son to the library, and the stern librarian explained 

the law to the son. But the stealing didn't stop. Later, when his father was a guest lecturer in 

another town, the son started stealing comic books from the corner drug store. They weren't 

discovered until getting back home. So the pastor started a fire in the fireplace and began to 

preach to his son on "Thou Shalt not Steal", while tossing the comic books into the fire one at 

a time. But again, the stealing didn't stop. The third time they discovered stolen comic books 

the parents resorted to spanking. The father brought his son into the room and explained the 

law against stealing and then he spanked him. The son's body went stiff as a board, but he did 

not cry or show signs of remorse. The father left the room and he did cry. A number of years 

later the son and his mother were driving in the car, having one of those discussions in which 

many of the sentences begin, "Remember the time...." Suddenly Matthew mentioned the 

times he had been stealing comic books, noting that he had finally stopped. But he followed 

with a curious question: "Do you know why I stopped?" "Sure," said his mother, "Dad finally 

spanked you." "No!" said Matthew. "It was because Dad cried. Dad cried." 

 Paul is arguing that a lifestyle lived on the basis of God's love declared in Christ and lived 

out in community that incarnate that love will produce behaviors that flow from that relationship. 

Paul urges the Galatians to keep focused on the relationship. They will not be loving because they 

know they ought to be loving, or because they fear the consequences of not loving; they will love 

because their being is undergoing change by being loved unconditionally. To seek to subdue sin by 

means of the flesh is like trying to put out a grease fire with water—it only makes matters worse. 

There is nothing wrong with commanding people to love. It's just that it doesn't work most of the 

time, because there are things that block people from loving, and until they are dealt with, the default 

position for them will be "not love ", or love only by big effort. There is no law against love but 

plenty of examples of best intentions gone horribly terribly wrong.  

 That's why it is so important that, once any of us tastes unconditional love in a way 

that kick starts our transformation into being loving people, we start practicing that love in 

community. This is my second to the last sermon at Immanuel, and I can think of no 

message more important than to urge you to let Immanuel be one community in which you 

practice loving. People with deep core wounds are drawn to this community. I talk with 

them all the time. They need the same thing that gang members get at Homeboy Industries. 

I urge you to be the kind of presence that draws them in, and then draws their stories out so 

they can be healed.  

 People have come to Immanuel over the years questioning what they consider moral 

laxity. They will continue to come. They may be partly right. But Paul had to spend a lot of 

energy fending off Christians who were convinced they were right and he was wrong. For 

them, obedience to Scriptural authority had to be at the center. But, like Paul, we need to 

understand what really changes people and what matters most to God. Fear based religion can 

damage people. Love based religion can make them well. Paul sees that clearly and is not 

willing to accommodate the abuse of bad religion in the name of not rocking the boat. I hope 

you will actively promote good religion and healthy, loving community here at Immanuel. As 

the song says, "Practice, my children, to live the Spirit." 


