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The thing that is really hard, and really amazing, is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work 

of becoming yourself.  —Anna Quindlen 

 

Invitation to Worship:  Rabindranath Tagore 

Let me not pray to be sheltered from dangers, 

But to be fearless in facing them. 

Let me not beg for the stilling of my pain, 

But for the heart to conquer it. 

Let me not look for allies in life’s battlefield, 

But to my own strength. 

Let me not crave in anxious fear to be saved, 

But hope for the patience to win my freedom. 

Grant me that I may not be a coward, feeling your mercy in success alone; 

But let me find the grasp of your hand in my failure. 

 

Ancient Witness:  2 Corninthians 12:7-9 

 

There’s an excellent book by Brené Brown, a writer and researcher who I first heard on Krista Tippett’s 

great NPR show and podcast, “On Being.” Brown’s book is called The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of 

Who You Think You’re Supposed to Be and Embrace Who You Really Are.  Isn’t that a great title?  And 

isn’t that what spiritual community is all about?  Spiritual community, it seems to me, should be a place 

where we can let go of who you think you’re supposed to be and embrace who you really are.  

Unfortunately, so much of religion, and so much of the “spirituality industry” is not centered around this 

at all.  In fact, so much is focused on just the opposite—promoting and encouraging who you think 

you’re supposed to be and not embracing or seeing who you really are.  So much of religion is 

attainment-based, ego-based, and shame-based.  Consequently, there are people like us end up at a 

church like this one or no church at all. 

 

Brown has an excellent definition of shame:  Shame is the intensely painful feeling of believing that we 

are flawed and therefore unworthy of love.  It’s the pain we feel from the belief that we are flawed and 

therefore unworthy.  It comes from a belief. 

 

You can see what I mean by shame-based theology—the message that we are flawed; we are sinful; we 

are depraved—just go down the list.  And because of this we are not worthy of love, acceptance or 

belonging.  And so, according to this theology, you need some divine intervention, some cosmic 

sacrifice, that will make you worthy of being loved.  Just say that you believe, say the right word, say 

the right creed, and we’ll let you in so you can enjoy the company of the rest of us who are worthy.  The 

church as done this so much; it has exploited shame and sold worthiness as a commodity. 

 

Brown also says that we all have shame, and I think that she’s right about this.  Shame, which is 

essentially the fear of being unlovable, is universal.  It’s part of what it means to be human.  She says 

that this fear of being unlovable, of not being enough, is one of the most primitive human emotions that 

we experience.  Perhaps the only people who don’t experience shame lack the capacity for empathy and 

human connection.  So we all have shame, and furthermore, we’re afraid to talk about it.  And the less 
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we talk about it, the more control it has over our lives.  As the saying goes, “we’re only as sick as our 

secrets.” 

 

The basic way that human beings have tried to deal with the painful experience of shame is 

perfectionism.  Shame says:  I am flawed and therefore unworthy of being loved.  Perfectionism says:  I 

am not flawed and therefore worthy of being loved!  Perfectionism, says Brown, is a self-destructive and 

addictive belief system that says, “If I look perfect, live perfectly, and do everything perfectly, I can 

avoid the painful experience of shame.” 

 

Now, there are spiritual teachers and communities that go down this road, too.  When we don’t talk 

openly about our flaws, our imperfections, our failings.  Sometimes “sin” becomes a four-letter word 

because we have accepted the logic of shame. 

 

The old-fashioned way of describing this perfectionism is that we try to “save” ourselves, become 

worthy of being loved through our works—by being kind, ethical, productive and perfect.  But the only 

thing we’ve really accomplished is that we repress our shame for some brief relief.  It’s still at its core 

shame-based. 

 

One variation of perfectionism is blaming and shaming others.  It goes like this:  I am not flawed and 

therefore worthy of being loved—you are!  You are flawed and therefore unworthy of being love, not 

me!  This is the instinctive reaction to pass it off, like a hot potato.  But again, the relief is just 

temporary.   

 

About 30 years ago, John Bradshaw wrote the classic book, Healing the Shame that Binds You.  He also 

gave talks on PBS.  And I remember him describe it like this:  It’s like we have these tanks on our backs 

that fill up with shame.  And in our effort to find some relief, we try to give it to others, put it in their 

tank.  So now their tank is full, too!  But the problem is that with toxic shame, it just never stops.  It fills 

up this tank faster than you can empty it.  And so it never stops because perfectionism is an ever-elusive 

goal.  Deep down, we’ll always be frustrated because it’s never attainable.  The more we move toward 

it, it keeps moving back! 

 

This is something that the spiritual geniuses and teachers through the centuries have known.  There’s a 

third way that says this:  I am flawed and worthy of being loved.  I am flawed and I am awesome.  I am 

flawsome!  This is the path of truly owning our story and feeling worthy at the same time.  It challenges 

the logic of shame and turns it off at the source.  Or at least, slows it down to a more healthy level. 

 

This, by the way, highlights that a spiritual community is about much more than just ethics and morality.  

Because being ethical does nothing to address toxic shame, and often it just feeds into the cycle of 

perfectionism, that one is worthy of being loved because one is ethical, moral and righteous. 

 

No, true self-love is clear-eyed.  You love the real you, not some made-up, idealized, goody-goody 

version of you.  And so the path I’m talking about is when we don’t view ourselves as either more than 

human (perfect) or less than human (shame).  On one hand we are not shameless, and on the other we 

are not shame-filled. 

 

Thomas Merton wrote about finding the True Self.  He said that when we find the True Self, we find 

God.  These two things are inseparable.  And so this involves dropping any illusion of who we think we 

are.  Dropping all of our defenses, our carefully constructed identities, who you’re supposed to be, the 

ego.  As the mystical Muslim poet, Rumi, said, the ego is a veil that separates us from God.  Drop the 

veil, and find and experience God!  Drop our idea of perfection.  Even our understanding of what is 

flawed is flawed! 
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Alan Watts, one of the first to bring Buddhism to the west once said, 

 

I may at least admit to myself who I really am, and draw aside the veil and realize after all, when 

all is said and done, I Am That I Am.  And when it comes down to it, that is really rather funny.  

They say in Zen, when you attain sartori (sudden enlightenment), nothing is left to you at that 

moment but to have a good laugh. 

 

I think this is true.  Having a sense of humor about oneself is part of dropping the veil of perfection.  As 

the old saying goes, “Angels can fly because they take themselves so lightly.” 

 

And so to overcome the false self of perfectionism requires that one acknowledges one’s vulnerabilities, 

flaws, failings, and shame.  Brown uses the wonderful term, “practicing imperfection.”  That is, when 

we become more compassionate with ourselves we can embrace our imperfections.   

 

Brown says we can practice self-kindness, being warm and understanding toward ourselves whenever 

we fail or feel inadequate.  We can become slow to judge ourselves and others, recognizing that shame 

and feelings of unworthiness are part of the shared human experience.  And we can practice mindfulness 

of our feelings of shame and perfectionism, avoiding the extremes of obsessing or over-identifying with 

our flaws and imperfections, on one hand, or ignoring them, on the other hand. 

 

But his is not easy at all!  It requires practice and the support of teachers and community.  Another 

writer I like, Adyashanti, wrote that enlightenment is “a destructive process” and “has nothing to do with 

becoming better.”  It’s the “crumbling away of untruth” and “seeing through the façade of pretense.”   

 

Bradshaw draws the same conclusion: 

 

Being human requires courage.  It requires courage because being human is being imperfect.  

Alfred Adler first used the phrase, “the courage to be imperfect.”  You need courage to be 

imperfect.  As I’ve tried to show, our families, religions, schools and culture are based on 

perfectionistic systems. 

 

You’ve probably heard that great line in Leonard Cohen’s song, “Anthem,” that goes, 

 

There’s a crack in everything.  That’s how the light gets in. 

 

We often try to do all we can to fix these cracks—cover up the imperfections—make everything appear 

perfect.  Especially religious people.  We’re excellent crack-fillers.  But, as Brown says, “the 

imperfections are not inadequacies.  They remind us that we’re all in this together.  Imperfectly, but 

together.”  We begin to see that our imperfections and cracks are actually how the light gets in.  As Paul 

wrote, our weaknesses are actually our source of true strength.  These cracks and imperfections are 

actually pathways to experience God!  Without them, the veil that separates us from God would not be 

removed.  As Augustine said, “In my deepest wound I saw God’s glory, and it dazzled me.  Brown 

writes: 

 

Owning our story can be hard but not nearly as difficult as spending our lives running from it.  

Embracing our vulnerabilities is risky but not nearly as dangerous s giving up on love and 

belonging and joy—the experiences that make us the most vulnerable.  Only when we are brave 

enough to explore the darkness will we discover the infinite power of our light. 
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And so, these cracks can reveal to us a reality whose beauty is infinitely deeper and greater than any of 

our feeble representations of reality or graven images.  They can help us see the Imago Dei, the very 

image of the Divine, within each of us, all people and the world. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 


