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It is an honor to be here in this place today, where I worshipped as a student where I 
was shaped by preachers from the world’s great theological traditions, and where I was 
honored to serve as Chaplain.  How can it be that I am still nervous today, even after a 
wonderful weekend of renewing friendships, reconnecting and celebrating the bonds that hold 
us together as Hollins women? There is so much love here, in the bodies and souls of those 
gathered, in the memories of those we loved in but lost along the way, and in the expanded 
hearts, minds, and souls that center in Hollins.   

There is a paradoxical promise in the scriptures today that I have been fighting, learning, 
and re-learning all my life.  The good news is this: The light of Christ, the most incredible new 
and resurrected life, abides in us, in our weakness,  and more than perfects our defects.  In fact, 
that light shines through our cracks and flaws; It is where we discover God’s great strength. 

By all accounts, I am a successful woman, administrator, parent, and priest.  I pay my 
own bills and am planning for a retirement in the not too distant future.  I single-parented—
now--healthy and self-sufficient offspring.  I have recently created and now oversee a nationally 
known multifaith center, program, and staff at Elon University where we are taking seriously 
and engaging interfaith experience, literacy and learning every day.   I serve churches and honor 
other religions.  I lead response in crisis.  And yet, I wonder IF I can be enough for this work, for 
staff who depend on me, and students who need and want my love and mentoring, those who 
are bereaved or burdened, or for the crisis I am returning to today.  I worry that I won’t have 
what it takes to keep at this workI feel some days that I might crack under the pressure of what 
is expected of me from within and from without. I, most of the time, do not trust myself to feel 
the pain of my father’s death,  one year ago today, while I was here for Nancy Gray’s last 
reunion, followed by two student deaths at Elon, in rapid succession, by suicide.  I have run 
from or sunk into overwhelming grief all year, feeling pulled between utter brokenness and full 
hearted gratitude, and sometimes all wrapped together. Still I have struggled to give myself 
grace to simply be where I was, to care for myself, to let it be, to keep my heart open to the 
gifts of the moment—sorrow, love, capacity, incapacity, hope and hopelessness.  Do you—like 
me—feel the pull against trusting ourselves to let God shine through our brokenness as well as 
our strength? 

The urge to perfection is still strong in the world, especially for women. Coming to 
reunion can be daunting if things haven’t turned out the way we intended.  It can be too easy, 
even in this fellowship, to focus on what we’ve earned or accomplished and to avoid mention 
of all the ways life has cracked us, or what hardship has washed over us and threatened to 
undo us. There’s some shame there, or hiding, rather than any glory. 

One of my favorite spiritual and irreverent writers, Ann LaMott described our culture in 
this way:  
 

The first rule…is that you must not have anything  
wrong with you or anything different.  The second one  
is that if you do have something wrong with you, you  



must get over it as soon as possible.  The third rule is  
that if you can’t get over it, you must pretend that you  
have.  The fourth rule is that if you can’t even pretend  
that you have, you shouldn’t show up….And the fifth  
rule is that if you are going to insist on showing up,  
you should at least have the decency to feel ashamed  
(Lamott 1993, 100). 
 

Something in the air, in the culture, pushes us toward perfection, toward pretense that we are 
not in trouble, struggling, anxious, or done in.  As a rabbi colleague of mine says “we are all in 
recovery from something.”  And the world is a painful place to live. 
 I’m reading the excellent book called Trauma Stewardship by Laura van Dernoot Lipsky 
and Connie Burk.  In it, I read “Suffering can be transformed into meaningful growth and 
healing when a quality of presence is activated and maintained even in the face of great 
suffering.”  Mindful living opens us to all of ourselves.  “If we are truly to know joy, we cannot 
afford to shut down our experience of pain.”  In order to fight injustice, we have to feel 
somewhere in us its pain, whether personal or systemic. 

The apostle Paul knew about being done in.  And although he shaped Christianity from 
its beginning, he was an outcast before and after he followed Christ.  He suffered additional 
adversities: scourged, imprisoned, was many times face to face with death, stoned, and 
shipwrecked, and repudiated by the fellowship he loved, and finally was beheaded.  

Maybe these are not our struggles, but how many times have we been minding our own 
business when suddenly a trap door to the basement of our souls has opened, and all the 
dragons we thought we had slain, all of the ghosts of insecurity we thought we had chained, 
and all of the pain we thought we had dealt with come floating back to engulf, enrage, and 
undo us. 
 In November 1995, Anne Harper was murdered.  She was a choir member, active in the 
chapel and I knew her well.  On Tuesday she came early, as she often did, to our weekly 
communion.  She complained about her parents’ divorce, “my parents will never be in the same 
room again—except for maybe, at my wedding.”  I was feeling short with her; I had heard it 
before.  So, in a smart aleck way, I answered, “or at your funeral.”  That was Tuesday.  On 
Thursday, she was dead.  My grief was exacerbated by my disappointment in my own lapse of 
pastoral judgment.  Much later, her mother told me “Ann came to me in my sleep and asked 
me to tell you that what you said to her helped her prepare.”  Her mother did not know what I 
had said and I share the story with her. We both agreed that God is greater than our weakness, 
and that God’s grace is enough to make even our great disappointments serve in moments of 
need. 

All of us come at some time to the edge of things, whether by tragedies we knew to 
expect, sudden implosions, or by small insecurities that crawl under our skin and nibble us to 
distraction.  In those moments we need to be reminded of the promise of light within us, 
individually and collectively, shining in darkness. 

The good news today is that no amount of cracking will deter the light from shining 
forth.  In fact the light will be beautiful through the most horrible flaws.  In Christ, nothing will 



blow us over.  In the words of the Soto Zen master Suzuki Roshi “All of you are perfect, and you 
could use a little improvement.” 
 The paradoxical good news is that we are inclined to seek perfection, all the while 
knowing that it cannot be attained.  We are ordinary clay through and through, cracking at 
rough treatment, slightly or greatly damaged, but holding still the light of new life within us. 
 Brene Brown, in the Gifts of Imperfection reminds us that we are people yearning for 
joy.  She says “sometimes we miss out on the bursts of joy because we’re too busy chasing 
down extraordinary moments.  Other times we’re so afraid of the dark that we don’t dare let 
ourselves enjoy the light” (p. 81). 

Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest and ecumenical Christian writer and teacher, founder 
of the Living Center for Action and Contemplation, puts it this way, “The greatest enemy of 
ordinary daily goodness and joy is not imperfection, but the demand for some supposed 
perfection” (Eager to Love.)  And even when we are not seeking perfection, we live in a culture 
that likes to hide the breaking, the suffering, even the complexity.  So we make every attempt 
to seal off our hearts from cracking, to maintain the illusion. In doing so, we will hide from 
ourselves, and from God, shutting off the best we have, avoiding the dark, and thus also, 
blocking the light.  

The Giant Sequoias of California have very shallow roots.  It seems that shallow roots 
invite strong winds to blow the trees over.   But sequoia trees only grow in groves. Their roots 
intertwine under the surface of the earth.  When the strong winds come, they hold each other 
up.” This, I believe, is the kind of community we have experienced here at Hollins.—tangled 
roots that hold us up when strong winds blow, a community that holds when things crack 

The pressure of being human and living in human community is like having treasure in 
clay jars. We are clunky, fragile, and flawed beings carrying in us the amazing and precious 
grace of God, holding onto it best we can, allowing it to shine through our authentic hearts. 
When we crack, when pieces fall out, when the jar is slightly broken, that’s when the precious 
cargo can be seen, can leak out, can spill over and work its way to others.  

This is the way I write every sermon, and have over many years.  I read, study, think, and 
write, rewrite, tinker, and tinker some more.  When the tinkering is done, the sermon is still not 
yet ready. I say to myself “Is this any good? Is it drivel?”  I ask God, “Can you use this?”  I feel a 
little anxious and wonder if it’s good enough.  I worry, mope a little, and feel on edge until the 
time comes.  You might ask, with others, “Why are you anxious, you always do a good job.”  But 
I know, deep down, that I only do part of the work, and that God has to show up to give any 
sermon life.  In the end, however insecure it appears, I know that facing my doubt helps me 
know that even for my best, the Holy Spirit has to show up to make it helpful.  God is my light, 
our life, and the basis of our value and our community.  When God shows up, in our clay pots, 
or through the cracks, or in shallow roots, life is better. 

The most beautiful stained glass is formed with broken shards and is best visible when 
light shines through it.  The light of God that shines out of us in brokenness, pain, and 
insufficiency is neither comprehended nor snuffed by the pressure to be good enough by 
ourselves. This is what we carry in our cracked and fragile vessels—the light of God, the 
incomprehensible glory of the one who made us frail, with capacity to hold together sorrow 
and joy, calculated imperfection and inestimable worth, ordinariness and holiness.  All of this is 
what shines from our cracks; the light of the Almighty One, holding space in our lives, bringing 
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the shards all together, taking up residence in us to move us from shame to joy, from eternal 
grasping at what we cannot achieve, to tender compassion and even laughter at our own 
striving. 

My friends, every adversity will grant us the opportunity to discover and come to trust 
that God’s grace is always brighter than the darkness we live with, that love is stronger than 
death, and what resides inside our broken lives and hearts is the glory of the resurrection 
waiting to burst forth. 
Leonard Cohen sang it this way: 
You can add up the parts 
You won't have the sum 
You can strike up the march 
There is no drum 
Every heart, every heart to love will come 
But like a refugee 
Ring the bells that still can ring 
Forget your perfect offering 
There is a crack, a crack in everything  
That's how the light gets in. 
 
But Leonard Cohen would be wrong.  The light is there already.  And there is a crack in 
everything.  That’s how the light gets OUT. 
 Let us work for justice, peace, and a world of inclusion; let us do our best without 
shame, knowing that God will make it enough, even when it doesn’t appear to add up.  Work, 
play, hold each other up, and trust the one who shines in what we do, who loves who we are, 
and whose grace will hold us together and shine from us when we’re full and when we’re falling 
apart.  May it be so, for all of us, now and in all the days to come. Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


