This Old Briefcase that is Me
By Thomas L. Truby

This morning I led a Lenten devotional in which my briefcase was the star attraction.  Many of you have seen it.  It is dark brown, very scuffed, the leather on the corners has disappeared, the latch on one side doesn’t work and the hinge at the back has become loose.  Seeing the condition of my case, the United Methodist Women at Clarkes decided to give me some money on Pastor Appreciation Day with the specification that I use it to buy a new briefcase.  
I received the money on the same weekend as Valentine’s Day and I began looking for a replacement.  I checked Office Max and Office Depot; I looked on-line, and went to Macy’s at the mall.  Nothing seemed right.  To find a case of equivalent value to my old one I discovered that I would need to spend several hundred dollars.  The new ones smelled fresh and the leather was perfect but I couldn’t bring myself to spend the money.  Why was I so resistant?
I imagined myself carrying this expensive, perfect, new briefcase and people seeing me; this old weathered guy carrying this new thing.  To me it felt like having a 25-year-old model on my arm and pretending to the world that she was my wife.  It didn’t seem right.  It was a misrepresentation of truth.  I am not new, flawless, clean and still smelling of the factory.  No, I am beat up, scuffed, with corners worn off and parts that don’t work.  My hinges are getting loose and my handle has been replaced and you can take that any way you want.  

This has happened because I have been used.  Every scuff mark has a story.  I have carried heavy weight, been thrown around by life, plopped places I didn’t expect to go, used for purposes for which I didn’t think I was designed and even born the weight of a fall or two.  Like my briefcase, I have carried secrets, hidden money and housed important ideas, vital to my soul.  
But if I hadn’t gone through all that I don’t think I would be where I am now.  Those marks of wear and tear are the patina that bears witness to my having lived and allowed myself to engage the rough and tumble world.  I can’t throw this briefcase away—it represents me.  

As I thought about the smudges it occurred to me that if I forgive the “smudgers” like other folks have forgiven me when I “smudge,” I can live with the marks that are left.  They just become part of my story.  But if I don’t forgive, those smudges become ugly to me, and then I am tempted to get a new briefcase; one that is fresh and clean but has no story, no history, no character and certainly no patina.  If fact, its very perfection hides the truth.
I also thought about the way the leather has rubbed off my human corners leaving the wood exposed beneath.  I used to think this was a problem and I should be ashamed.  But now, more and more, I am coming to see that my imperfections don’t need to be covered up.  They are part of me, they add to my character, and I can accept them without it being a problem.  
Last week I took my briefcase to Portland luggage.  I plopped it on the counter and the attendant took an immediate interest.  
“They don’t build them like that any more,” he observed.  “How long have you had it?” 
 “Twenty-six years.  Can you fix it?”  I replied.
“Let me call the repair guy,” and he picked up the phone.  “Jason, come on up; you got to see this briefcase.  We don’t get many like this.”
I left it there.  They will call me when it’s finished.  
