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The Possibility of Imperfection (And the Impossibility of Perfection)  

A Sermon by the Rev. Angela Herrera 

First Unitarian Church              September 19, 2021 

 

Reading: The Guest House, by Rumi 

Rev. Bob and I had an interesting conversation the other day. It started when he asked me: Do 

people change?  

What do you think? Do people change? 

That’s a question churches should be particularly interested in, because while some people 
come to church just to meet others or hear an interesting sermon, a lot of people come to 
church seeking some kind of transformation in their lives. Transformation, and maybe even a 
kind of salvation. We don’t believe anyone needs saving from the fires of hell or anything like 
that around here. (You were born okay the first time.) But we humans are certainly good at 
creating hells right here on earth, many of them personal, with our ways of being in the world, 
and so the question, “Do people change?” has high spiritual stakes.  

We certainly invest a lot of time in trying to change ourselves – through therapy, self-help 
books, yoga, religion, etc. But some things aren’t so changeable. We humans have a lot of 
hardwiring by the time we are adults and even before then. Personality types. Sexual 
orientation. Gender identity. Our histories. (It’s too late to have a better past).  

I’ll tell you where I have seen people make transformational changes, though: it’s in our 
relationships with each other and with ourselves. In our understanding and how we love each 
other, and ourselves. That’s where a lot of growth and transformation happens. That’s the area 
where we can practice some of our core spiritual values—where we can practice our faith—in 
such a way that it’s really changes everything. It’s a total game changer. Which spiritual values? 
I’ll tell you which ones I’m thinking of in a few minutes. I’ll bet you can think of some of your 
own, though. Which spiritual values, when practiced in relationship with yourself and others 
would be a total game changer? 

The thing is, though, no one is perfect at, well, anything. There’s How You Want to Be, and then 
there’s How Stuff Actually Goes Down. So today I want to talk about that ever-present 
possibility of imperfection, and how it can actually make our lives better by spurring us to 
practice the spiritual values. The imperfection, the spiritual values, and the transformation all 
go hand in hand.  

One of the most annoying things in life is how often, in theory, something could have gone 
better. But in practice, it didn’t. You react poorly to something your child says or does, and it’s 
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not how you want to be as a parent. You take on a big project, and then spectacularly 
underperform. You set out to make amends, and you only make things worse. You go for glory, 
and wind up embarrassed.  

Beforehand, you can totally picture everything going great. Later, with hindsight, you can also 
see theoretical perfection. “If only…” Coulda, woulda, shoulda. It could have been perfect. But 
that’s not what happened.  

It reminds me of the time I competed in the Vermont Sun Sprint triathlon in 2010. If you’ve ever 
played two truths and a lie with me you know where this is going. It all started when my 
daughter, who was fourteen at the time, wanted to get a sailing license. In order to do so, she 
had to take a swim test. On a lark, I decided to do it, too. Why not? And then, to my surprise, I 
promptly and unambiguously failed it.  

I had no idea I couldn’t swim. I took lessons as a kid and hung out a lot at the pool. I was even 
allowed to dive off the diving board in the deep end back then, which means I passed a swim 
test at some point. And most convincingly, I could still picture myself swimming. So, I totally 
assumed I still could. Well, I was really embarrassed when I failed the test, so I decided to do 
something really impressive to basically cancel that out in my life story. I’d complete a triathlon. 
I was already a runner. Why not go big? That would inspire me to master the swimming. 

So I signed up for a triathlon, and I signed up for swimming lessons, and I became a regular in 
the Olympic length lap pool. Pretty soon I was able to swim a whole mile without stopping. I did 
those little flips at each end of the pool and just kept going. The only problem was it took me a 
whole hour to cover that distance. One mile per hour is so slow it’s hard to picture. So picture 
ten miles an hour, you guys. Now picture it 90% slower. It was really, really slow. 

So next—and now you’re going to realize I’m way more competitive than you imagined or than 
seems reasonable given what I’ve just shared—I found a well-known swim coach. This was 
someone who specialized in improving form and speed. I traveled to their training center in 
another state, and did a whole thing where they make a video of you swimming underwater, 
coach you through some corrections, refilm, repeat. I made that trip twice seeking to improve 
my speed. 

But when I got back to the Olympic pool back home, still one mile per hour. No change at all. 

So at this point, I’m finally like, okay. I’m a slow swimmer. I accept that. I will focus on gratitude 
for what I can do.  

On the day of the race, I put on my wetsuit, the gun went off, I dove into the lake with a 
hundred other people, and I immediately began hyperventilating. I couldn’t put my face in the 
water at all. I dog paddled. A quarter of a mile in, I still couldn’t put my face in the water, I was 
still dog paddling, and the rescue boats were circling. “Stay back!” I told them. I dog paddled 
that whole thing. It took forever. When I got out, I was so mad I cried and cursed my way into 
the next leg of the race. I finished that day at the back of the pack, just ahead of people whose 
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tires had blown out on the 13-mile bike ride. 

Truth: I once dog paddled the entire swim portion of a triathlon. 

Truth: I have also come in dead last in a running race before. 

Lie: I was as accepting of myself as I would have been of someone else who struggled or came 
in last. 

Why are we so hard on ourselves when we don’t perform to our own standards, or when we 
fear others might see us as falling short? On the way home to Massachusetts from that race in 
Vermont, I had so much negative self-talk to deal with in my head, it kept me from feeling 
present or connected with the friend who had come with me and also competed in the race 
(and finished a lot faster).  

The psychology researcher Brene Brown says our imperfections are a gift, because if we don’t 
shut down, if we open ourselves to what they have to teach us, then they’ll lead us into more 
courage, compassion, and connection. These are the spiritual values I was referring to earlier: 
courage, compassion, and connection.  

Brown gives an example in which she totally bombed a talk she gave at a school. Something felt 
off about the whole set up, and she knew she should check into it, but she didn’t. As soon as 
she started addressing the group of 250 parents, she sensed they were a hostile audience. 
When one man began loudly sighing, so loudly that even the other hostile audience members 
seemed embarrassed by it, Brown knew there are two good options in such a case: either you 
ignore it, or you take a break so you can privately confront the person about their distracting 
behavior. Instead, she says, she took a third option, the worst thing possible, and tried to 
impress him by talking louder, faster, and with more authority. Things didn’t improve. 

On her way home, she was headed right into a shame spiral. You know about shame spirals? 
When you do something imperfect, and you feel bad about it, and then slip into feeling bad 
about yourself, and you want to quit your job, dump all your friends, and hide under a blanket 
eating Funions and gummy bears for the next two days? Or something like that.  

Brown has studied shame for years as a researcher, so she’s pretty tuned into it. She says she 
can tell the start of a shame spiral by its physical symptoms: “the dry mouth, time slowing 
down, tunnel vision, hot face, racing heart.”i  You don’t have to be a researcher for that to 
resonate. We’ve all been there. Here’s where being open to the moment instead of heading for 
the Funions can make all the difference. 

Brown gathered her courage and called up a trusted friend. Someone who she knew was a 
good listener, who cared about her, and would not judge her. She told the friend what 
happened and how embarrassed, disappointed in herself, and shame-y she was feeling. The 
friend responded with empathy: Ooh, that feeling. I know that dance. That feels so terrible! And 
because Brown had let someone really see her in that imperfect moment, the person’s 
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compassion made her feel truly cared for, and it strengthened their connection. It also 
diminished Brown’s own bad feelings, because shame can’t handle us being seen and loved like 
that. It flies right out the door.  

Our own imperfection—and the way we handle it in others, too—is an opportunity to practice 
the deeply spiritual values of courage, compassion, and connection. And by practicing them, to 
embody them in our lives. To live our faith.  

It’s pretty simple… but imagine how powerful it is to bring that same process to the challenging 
areas we are all living into. Imagine if the next time you do or say something that is 
inadvertently racist, sexist, ableist, transphobic, or otherwise not inclusive—as we all are bound 
to do in our beloved, diverse community—and instead of trying to distance yourself from it, or 
brush it off, or freak out because you can’t do anything right (which is a shame spiral), you 
shared honestly with a trusted person, received some support, and grew in your resilience and 
ability to stay connected?  

I think Bob is going to talk more about that particular context for courage, compassion, and 
connection next week.  

Why is it so often hard to do, or even think of? Because of sneaky, sneaky perfectionism.  

You don’t have to be A Perfectionist for perfectionism to sneak up on you. It sneaks up 
whenever we are more concerned about what other people think of us, than we are about 
courage, compassion, and connection. It sneaks up when we are trying to avoid the experiences 
of shame, judgment, and blame. But because it leads us into self-criticism and shame spirals, it 
actually increases those things.  Brown calls perfectionism “a twenty-ton shield that we lug 
around thinking it will protect us” but in reality it prevents us from taking flight.  

The writer and preacher Frederich Buechner says that, “if we come to a church right, we come 
to it more fully and nakedly ourselves, come with more of our humanness showing, than we are 
apt to come to most places. We come like Moses.”  

He is remembering the part of the Hebrew bible when Moses is going up the mountain and he 
sees a burning bush. “Take off your shoes,” God tells him, “You are standing on holy ground.”  

Buechner says we are like Moses because we come to holy places “with muck on our shoes—
footsore and travel-stained with the dust of our lives upon us, our failures, our deceits, our 
hypocrisies, because if, unlike Moses, we have never taken anybody’s life, we have again and 
again withheld from other people, including often even those who are nearest to us, the love 
that might have made their lives [meaningful], not to mention our own.” ii 

Maybe you came in today with a little muck. Whatever it is—some moral failing, broken 
promises to yourself, a painful relationship, a dream you have never allowed yourself to try 
because you are afraid you won’t be perfect enough—whatever it is, you don’t have to do 
penance through some shame spiral, and you don’t have sign up for the spiritual equivalent of a 
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triathlon to redeem yourself. Just come as yourself. Fully as yourself. Let courage, compassion, 
and connection do the rest. Let your life be transformed by love. 

 

 
i Chapter 1, “Courage, Compassion, and Connection: the Gifts of Imperfection.”  
ii From Buechner’s Secrets in the Dark: a life in sermons. Harper: San Francisco, 2006. p 75.  


