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The First Reading is From Forrest Church, The Cathedral of the World: A 

Universalist Theology 

“So it's pretty simple for me: Love when you can. Do the work that is yours to do. Be the person 

that is yours to be at any given time. Think to wish for what is yours at this very moment. To 

love. To serve. To touch. To know. Think to wish for all that is yours to have. Think to wish for 

all that is yours to do. And think to wish that you might be who it is that you might most fully be. 

Avoid wishful thinking. Avoid the traps and pitfalls of nostalgia for the past. Savor every 

moment as it passes. And enlist yourself in saving that which can be saved this very moment, in 

order that it, too, may endure for others to enjoy.”  

The Second reading is an excerpt from the Poem How to Be Perfect by Ron Padgett 

                                Everything is perfect, dear friend. —KEROUAC 

Get some sleep. 

Don't give advice. 

Take care of your teeth and gums. 

Don't be afraid of anything beyond your control. Don't be afraid, for instance, that the building 

will collapse as you sleep, or that someone you love will suddenly drop dead. 

Eat an orange every morning. 

Be friendly. It will help make you happy. 

Raise your pulse rate to 120 beats per minute for 20 straight minutes four or five times a week 

doing anything you enjoy. 

Hope for everything. Expect nothing. 

Take care of things close to home first. Straighten up your room before you save the world. Then 

save the world. 

Know that the desire to be perfect is probably the veiled expression of another desire—to be 

loved, perhaps, or not to die. 

Be skeptical about all opinions, but try to see some value in each of them. 

Do not speak quickly. 

Be nice to people before they have a chance to behave badly. 

Don't stay angry about anything for more than a week, but don't forget what made you angry. 

Hold your anger out at arm's length and look at it, as if it were a glass ball. Then add it to your 

glass ball collection. 

Be loyal. 

Wear comfortable shoes. 

Design your activities so that they show a pleasing balance and variety. 

Be kind to old people, even when they are obnoxious. When you become old, be kind to young 

people. Do not throw your cane at them when they call you Grandpa. They are your 

grandchildren! 

If you need help, ask for it. 

Show your appreciation to people who do things for you, even if you have paid them, even if they 

do favors you don't want. 
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Expect society to be defective. Then weep when you find that it is far more defective than you 

imagined. 

Look at that bird over there. 

Meditate on the spiritual. Then go a little further, if you feel like it. What is out (in) there? 

Sing, every once in a while. 

Be on time, but if you are late do not give a detailed and lengthy excuse. 

Don't be too self-critical or too self-congratulatory.  

Don't think that progress exists. It doesn't.  

Walk upstairs. 

Imagine what you would like to see happen, and then don't do anything to make it impossible. 

Take your phone off the hook at least twice a week. 

Forgive your country every once in a while. If that is not possible, [visit] another one. 

Appreciate simple pleasures, such as the pleasure of chewing, the pleasure of warm water 

running down your back, the pleasure of a cool breeze, the pleasure of falling asleep. 

Do not exclaim, "Isn't technology wonderful!" 

Don't be depressed about growing older. It will make you feel even older. Which is depressing. 

Do one thing at a time. 

If you burn your finger, put it in cold water immediately. If you bang your finger with a hammer, 

hold your hand in the air for twenty minutes. You will be surprised by the curative powers of 

coldness and gravity. 

Be calm in a crisis. The more critical the situation, the calmer you should be. 

Keep your childish self alive. 

Answer letters promptly. Use attractive stamps, like the one with a tornado on it. 

Cry every once in a while, but only when alone. Then appreciate how much better you feel. Don't 

be embarrassed about feeling better. 

Take a deep breath. 

Be good. 

Remember beauty, which exists, and truth, which does not. Notice that the idea of truth is just 

as powerful as the idea of beauty. 

Visit friends and acquaintances in the hospital. When you feel it is time to leave, do so. 

Be honest with yourself, diplomatic with others. 

In winter, before you go to bed, humidify your bedroom. 

Know that the only perfect things are a 300 game in bowling and a 27-batter, 27-out game in 

baseball. 

Drink plenty of water. When asked what you would like to drink, say, "Water, please." 

Don't read the newspaper more than once a year. 

See shadow puppet plays and imagine that you are one of the characters. Or all of them. 

Take out the trash. 

Love life. 

 

Sermon 

“The old Quaker adage, "Let your life speak," spoke to author Parker J. Palmer when he was in 

his early 30s. It summoned him to a higher purpose, so he decided that he would live a nobler 
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life. "I lined up the most elevated ideals I could find and set out to achieve them," he writes. "The 

results were rarely admirable, often laughable, and sometimes grotesque.... I had simply found a 

'noble' way of living a life that was not my own, a life spent imitating heroes instead of listening 

to my heart." 

[Fifty] years later, it is clear that he now understands that learning to let his life speak means 

"living the life that wants to live in me." It involves creating the kind of quiet, trusting conditions 

that allow a soul to speak its truth. It also means tuning out the noisy preconceived ideas about 

what a vocation should be so that we can better hear the call of our wild souls.” 

I love those words by Gail Hudson in her review of Palmer’s book Let Your Life Speak: “to better 

hear the call of our wild souls.” 

There is so much we want from life, to be better to do better, but we often forget that the only 

way to life a true life is to be true to the call of our wild souls. To listen to that still small voice, to 

let our light shine, not hide it under a bushel. The only way to have a life of meaning is to try to 

make meaning of it. 

What other clichés, tropes, sayings are helpful?  

Be yourself, find what’s real, but don’t be too attached to an ideal self that cannot exist. 

Do what you can do, don’t try to wear someone else’s shoes, clothes, makeup, life, expectations.  

Bring your best self to the table when it’s time to have the tough conversations.  

Don’t forget we are all unique. Don’t forget that you are not unique when it comes to that thing 

you feel shame about. Its normal to feel different. Its normal to feel lonely. Its normal to be 

abnormal.  

And Maya Angelou said “If you’re always trying to be normal you will never know how amazing 

you can be.” 

This came across my feed the other day: "Turns out my life purpose isn't supposed to be [trying 

to be] as small and silent and accommodating and convenient as possible." A reminder that I 

needed to hear, again. 

Trying to be perfect is a totally useless thing to do, in my opinion, but I  laughed many times 

reading Ron Padgett’s “How to Be Perfect” because so many of them are useless clichés, and yet 

mixed in are a few gems of truth.  

Get enough sleep, eat fruit, exercise, drink water, if you need help, ask for it. Truths we should 

not need to be reminded of, and yet we do need to be reminded of them regularly.  
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“Remember beauty, which exists, and truth, which does not. Notice that the idea of truth is just 

as powerful as the idea of beauty.” And just a few lines later “Be honest with yourself, diplomatic 

with others.” 

And the most striking: 

“Know that the desire to be perfect is probably the veiled expression of another desire—to be 

loved, perhaps, or not to die.” 

 This is a truth beyond beauty, a reality that gets in the way of our ability to just “be yourself.” 

Human beings are pack animals. We have to be in relationship with others to survive. We have 

to fit into the pack and not be left behind, or pushed away. We desire to be perfect, or we desire 

to fit in, to be loved, because on a visceral level we still remember that in ancient times, beyond 

ancient times, in all times, to be left out could mean exile, which could mean death.  

Isolation is violent to our wellbeing. People who feel isolated are much more likely to display 

disturbing levels of anti-social behavior, including violence – to themselves or to others. Studies 

show that solitary confinement is extremely damaging to the mental state of prisoners, and 

many people are calling for it to be classified as cruel and unusual punishment. 

There’s an interesting study on addiction that looks at rats in isolation vs. in community. It 

showed that rats, even rats that were seen to habitually choose drugs over non-drugs when 

tested in isolation, were not likely to choose to take drugs when they were put into a positive 

social environment. It seems we are likely to self-medicate when we are in frightening situations, 

like when we feel isolated from other people. When we don’t feel like people know and accept 

the “real me” it’s hard to believe that we are worthy of acceptance. 

And, on another level, most people need to belong to more than just the few people that make up 

our families. There are many theories of belonging, and it is shown to be a tool we use to identify 

ourselves. We learn how to be human by being part of a group. We learn right and wrong, and 

how to interact with people in healthy ways. Belonging to a group helps us to shape our identity 

and leads to the formation of emotional bonds with individuals.  

Brene Brown, someone you will hear about from me a lot, is a shame researcher and leader of a 

wholehearted living movement. She believes that authenticity is the key to belonging. When we 

are truly authentic we can connect deeply with other people, and feel that sense of true 

belonging that we deeply need.  

“Be the person that is yours to be at any given time.” Says Forrest Church. Or as I read it, be the 

most authentically you in every moment. 

For me, my sense of identity is deeply related to being a Unitarian Universalist. Being raised in 

this faith has shaped me, taught me right and wrong, and taught me how to interact with people 

in a healthy way. Some of that learning came from good modeling, and some from making 
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mistakes, or watching how our community dealt with other people who made mistakes. Because 

we all make mistakes.  

Sometimes the mistakes we make have more to do with our differing backgrounds, and 

sometimes those mistakes come from assumptions about people. We sometimes make the 

mistake of forgetting that we aren’t all the same. What other people bring with them to this faith 

is different than what I bring to the faith. 

Sometimes someone in power makes a mistake that comes from an over abundance of ego or 

lack of boundaries. Sometimes, ministers leading churches make huge, painful, lifechanging 

mistakes shake the foundations of a community. Unitarian Universalist Ministers like Forrest 

Church who was a great preacher, prolific writer and prominent Universalist theologian - whose 

quote I used as a reading today with trepidation because his mistakes, an extramarital affair 

with a congregant, hurt a lot of people, including both his congregation and members of his own 

family. 

 My instinct is to avoid using the words of someone who has had a hurtful past, but I have 

learned that using the words of someone who has misconducted, doesn’t mean that we condone 

their behavior, but does give us an opportunity to learn from their mistakes.  

I have learned from the mistakes of the past in our denomination, and I know that it is better to 

talk about the misconduct in our past than to pretend that it doesn’t exist. Because pretending it 

doesn’t exist makes it impossible to heal from the past. Talking about it helps us to heal. We 

have done this in our congregation, healing from the misconduct of one of our previous 

ministers, talking it through, processing together.  

Good, healthy communication in vital to maintaining healthy community. The truth is, if we 

hurt and alienate each other and don’t know it, we can’t become the fully realized people we 

strive to become. 

One of the great things about Unitarian Universalist congregations is that we are open to and 

welcoming of people from all kinds of backgrounds, and we don’t expect anyone to convert their 

theological beliefs to ours. We try to embrace our differences, and encourage diversity. 

One of the hard things about this is that we all come to the table with different understandings 

of what it means to be together in community. Sometimes we come with cracks in our hearts 

from mistreatment by our former religious communities. Or we come with hurts from feeling 

like we weren’t accepted in secular arenas because we weren’t religious people.  

Perhaps we came to this community searching for something for our children, to help them deal 

with the big questions we don’t feel prepared to answer. Some of us come with no religious 

background and so don’t speak share a common language with many of us who were raised in a 

church.  
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We all come to the table with our different backgrounds and hurts, and sometimes we forget that 

another person’s experience is different than our own.  

We all come to this community for our different reasons, but usually it comes down to the desire 

for a place to belong, to be accepted as our weird, unique, and totally abnormal selves. A place to 

help our children learn what it means to be part of something larger than themselves. We want 

to belong in a place where we can be accepted, but also challenged to grown into our best selves.  

It’s hard work to be yourself, but it’s work we are uniquely positioned to do – because we belong 

to this wonderful, challenging, and beloved community.  

As Rev. Peter Friedrichs wrote, “To be who we are is to offer to the world the greatest gift we can 

give. To invest our lives and all that we do with sincerity, authenticity, and deep commitment 

leads us into relationships with other authentic selves. And in entering into those relationships, 

relationships that are sacred in the true meaning of that word, we cannot help but bring our 

collective power to bear against the forces of injustice, hatred and oppression. Our collective 

wholeness will, by definition, heal the world.”  

And that’s what we are here to do: “Grow Our Souls and Serve the World.” So Be It, See To it. 


