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The last three weeks have been an intense fragmented kaleidoscope of ideas and images,
and I don’t know just where I was or who I was listening to when I wrote down this sermon title. 
When I Google it, I come up with a motivational corporate speaker named Dan Waldschmidt, but
I’m pretty sure I wasn’t listening to him in the last three weeks.

But the important question is not who said it but whether it is true and whether it matters. 
And if it’s true that none of us is perfect, then I hope it’s true that you don’t have to be perfect to
be awesome because otherwise no one would be awesome. 

I think this quote uses awesome not in its traditional sense of inspiring awe, but in the
more informal contemporary sense of great, cool, hip, rad, stupendous.  We all want to feel
awesome in that sense sometimes. 

Does it matter?  When I heard the quote, I wanted to preach on it, first because Peter
Fleck wrote a great essay on imperfection, but second because, for all our sophistication, for all
our surface knowledge that perfection is impossible most of us will at some point get wrapped up
in trying to be perfect.

We try to be good at the tasks we undertake, and there is nothing wrong with that.  It is
what makes the world go round.  If we feel that we are doing a task skillfully, it makes us feel
worth something.  But then we come upon criticism, from someone else or maybe even in our
own minds, and suddenly we feel a pressure to be perfect.  Maybe this is not an issue for many of
you, but I suspect it is.

Peter Fleck is sometimes regarded as the St. Paul of Cape Cod Unitarian Universalism. 
Like that great preacher of Christ back in the first century, Peter went tirelessly up and down this
peculiar sandbar jutting out into the Atlantic in the 1980s and 90s, spreading the good news of
liberal religion.  He never went to seminary, though he served on the Board of the UU seminary
Meadville Lombard, he was ordained directly by First Parish Brewster, our parent congregation,
and once a month he preached to the Chatham UU Fellowship which that congregation
established here in 1986, until he died in 1995.  Peter Fleck, along with Jim Robinson, is largely
responsible for midwifing this church, as well as for saving the Provincetown Meeting House. 

Peter Fleck’s best-known essay is “The Blessings of Imperfection,” which also gave its
title to a collection of his essays published by Beacon Press in 1987.1  In it, Peter argues that
imperfection in life is not just a necessary evil, but a positive good. Let me repeat that,
imperfection is not just a necessary evil, it is a positive good. 

He starts with a folk tale his mother used to tell him, about a gnome who lived in the
forest; all the gnome wanted was a green hunter’s bag.  One day his mother got such a bag and

1Fleck, Peter, The Blessings of Imperfection: Reflections on the Mysteries of Everyday Life 
(Boston: Beacon Press 1987)
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gave it to him for his birthday.  He should have been happy, he had achieved his fondest wish. 
But all the gnome could think was that he had imagined the bag as much greener.

Life has a way of not meeting our expectations.  Peter says,
All of us, at times, have experienced the sadness of disappointment upon the
fulfillment of an ardent wish.  The stream was not quite as clear as we had
imagined it; the sea not quite as blue; the mountains not quite as overpowering;
the woods not quite as dark; our marriage not quite as happy; our children not
quite as accomplished. Reality did not measure up to our idea of reality.”2

For this persistent failure of reality to measure up, Peter Fleck blames a certain Greek
who lived 2500 years ago:

“And when we say that, we have stated one of the principal tenets of the
philosophy of Plato.  For Plato taught that only the idea of something is perfect,
and its realization, its expression in materialistic, worldly terms, a mere shadow of
that perfection.”3

I agree with Peter Fleck on this, but it occurs to me that he might have named another
sage from about Plato’s time.  The central teaching of the Buddha is contained in Four Noble
Truths, the first of which is that everything is dukkha.  Dukkha is a word in the Pali language, the
language of the Buddhist sacred texts, and it is often translated as “suffering;” if we use that
translation, the first noble truth is that everything is suffering.  But more recent scholars have
suggested that a more accurate translation for dukkha is “unsatisfactoriness.”  Think of a warped
bicycle wheel, the bike might still get you where you want to go, but you will be cursing it every
rotation of the way.

When you translate dukkha as suffering, the First Noble Truth is a statement about the
world: everywhere you look in the world people are suffering.  This may be true, but it is quite
different from the statement you get when you translate dukkha as “unsatisfactoriness.”  In that
case, the First Noble Truth is less a statement about the world than a statement about our
expectations of the world.  The world is constantly failing to live up to our expectations, as Peter
Fleck says: the sky is not as blue, the woods are not as deep, our marriage is not as happy.  We
imagine perfection, and the reality doesn’t measure up.  Is this a problem with reality or with our
expectations of it?

This reading of the First Noble Truth also has implications for the other three noble
truths.  For the second Noble truth is that the root cause of dukkha is craving and clinging. 
Everything in this world is impermanent and yet we become attached and cling as if it will be
here forever.  The Third Noble Truth is that the way out of dukkha is to overcome craving and
clinging and the Fourth is that the way to overcome craving and clinging is the Noble Eightfold
Path.

Notice, however, that this Buddhist train of thought leads us to a different place than
Plato does.  Plato said that ordinary reality cannot achieve perfection because it is not real
enough.  The Buddhist teaching is that perfection itself is only an idea in our minds, and the

2Id, p. 4

3Id, p. 4
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reality we encounter can never meet that expectation as it is unsatisfactory in so many other
ways.

Now clearly you can get to perfection in some realms.  Where things are artificially
rigged up, sometimes a performance is possible with no relevant flaws.  A pitcher who pitches a
no-hitter has pitched a perfect baseball game.  If you answer a multiple-choice test with all the
correct answers, you will get a 100 on it, a perfect score.  If you correctly fill in the crossword
puzzle or sudoku, it is a perfect performance.

But those situations are set up deliberately with specific performance standards.  To say
that a pitcher pitched a perfect game is not to say that every pitch was flawless – one might have
been high, another inside, –  but that no batter hit any of them.  The standard for perfection is set
by the rules of the game, test or puzzle.

In most real-life situations, the rules are not so clear-cut.  There is no such thing as the
perfect sermon, for instance.  There can be extremely good sermons that move people to tears,
that cause them to transform their lives or provide insights or inspiration which give people the
strength to carry on, but it would be meaningless to call a sermon perfect.   The same is true for
sonatas and sonnets and symphonies.  We can certainly appreciate that some examples of each of
these are more satisfying than others, but there is no logical way to say that any are totally free
from flaws in the sense that much more mundane but more bounded examples are, the perfect
baseball game, the perfect multiple-choice test, the perfect crossword puzzle.

But I want to emphasize that Peter Fleck doesn’t just say that imperfection is basic to the
system and we can’t do anything about it; he says thank god for imperfection.  And I want to
agree wholeheartedly from three perspectives: the theological, the natural and the psychological.  

First, the theological.  Universalism differs from orthodox Christianity most sharply in
our theological mythology.  The Book of Genesis contains two creation stories; in the first, God
creates the world in seven days, and at the end of each day, God saw that what he had created
was good.  Not perfect, but good.  Universalists can endorse that without reservation.

The second creation story involves the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve, the serpent and
the original disobedience.  These two stories are part of Jewish mythology, but it was not the
Jews who drew the conclusion from the second story that humankind was inherently depraved. 
Initially it was St. Paul who argued that Jesus was the new Adam and that he reversed the curse
that God had pronounced on the human race after the disobedience of the first couple.  Three
centuries after Paul, St. Augustine elaborated Paul’s arguments about Adam and Jesus into his
theory of original sin.

Original sin, the damnation of the entire human race to eternal torment in the afterlife, is
justified on the surface by the disobedience of the first couple in eating the forbidden fruit.  But
Augustine makes clear that the real justification is sex, on which Augustine was hung up.  Sex is
necessary for the survival of the human species, but sex, to him, is inherently sinful.  Augustine
is tormented by his own lustful thoughts and this requires him to impose eternal misery in the
afterlife.  Many centuries later, John Calvin upped the ante by saying that not only were most of
us going to hell, but our fates were foreordained before we were even born so there was nothing
you could do to change it.

Universalism arose in the eighteenth century in reaction to gloomy Calvinism;
Universalists found it impossible to believe that a loving God would set up a scheme so cruel. If
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God is perfect love, universal love, everyone is saved.
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus articulates a powerful view of God’s love: 
43 "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.' 44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you, 45 so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun
rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the
unrighteous. 46 For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do
not even the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet only your brothers
and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the
same? 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.(Matthew 5,
NRSV)”
The Greek word which is translated “perfect” in this passage is the word telos, which also

means end or goal or completion.  The passage my also be read as “Be complete, as your
heavenly father is complete.” 

Or as God’s love is complete.  God’s love extends universally, across tribal lines, to tax
collectors and sinners.  St. Paul wrote, “Perfect love casts out all fear.” (1 John 4:18) and “Above
all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”
(Colossians 3:14).  We cannot achieve God’s moral perfection, but we can strive to imitate God’s
perfect love, which applies to the righteous and the unrighteous.  In Christ there is no east or
west, the hymn goes, after St. Paul wrote: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer
slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”
(Galatians 3:28). 

Universalism differs from orthodox Christianity in nothing so much as the insistence that
there was no primordial state of grace from which we are “fallen.”  Albert Ziegler was a
Universalist minister who was the last to try to articulate a Universalist theology before the
merger with the Unitarians.  Writing in 1959, Ziegler said this about the so-called “problem of
evil”:

“The whole structure fails when we realize that it provides a solution for a
dilemma which does not exist.  Imperfection exists, but it is not a dilemma. 
Orthodoxy supposed a completed universe, a perfect, finished creation, and so
finds a problem in the existence of imperfection in it.  Reason, and any healthy
faith which illumines it, must know that the universe is moving on, not running
down; that the universe is in process; that life did not begin in perfection but, in
the working out of a perfect purpose, is still moving from chaos into order.  What
is more natural, then, than that there is imperfection, in the universe and in man?”4 
Universalism sees imperfection not as a flaw caused by a specific primordial act of

disobedience but as structurally built into the world. 
And this view of the world gets quite a boost from Darwin, for that is the way in fact we

got here.  
As Peter Fleck points out, evolution works by trial and error.
“Take the amphibians.  The first one that crawled out of the water onto the land

4Ziegler, Albert, Foundations of Faith (Boston: Universalist Publishing House 1959) p. 41
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may not have done so because its feet were so strong, but because its gills were so
weak.  The imperfection of its gills made that first amphibian into an animal of a
higher order.  But one can imagine its parents’ distress at having a child that was
so conspicuously unable to live a normal aquatic life, a child with which there was
obviously something wrong.”5

That first amphibian who crawled onto land may have had weak gills because of a
mutation in its DNA. If crawling onto land and breathing air helped it to survive, it would pass
on this mutation to its offspring, and this would over many generations allow land animals to
evolve from aquatic animals.  All of evolution stems from such “imperfections” in DNA.  Many
of them lead to dead ends, like the dinosaurs and the trilobites.  Some of them led to the ape-like
creatures who sit in this sanctuary this morning speaking and listening and trying to make sense
of it all.

DNA has an analogy in the world of machines called computer code.  Your computer
runs on lines and lines of commands, called code.

When the code is written for a particular computer program, it is tested, and sometimes
flaws are found.  A misspelled word may cause the computer to lock up or go into a loop from
which it can’t escape.  The process of finding these flaws is called debugging, and the flaws
themselves are called bugs.  From this point of view, bugs are imperfections in the computer’s
code.

But among computer specialists, there is often lively debate as to whether a particular set
of code is really an imperfection or simply a part of the program. The terms of this debate are
cast as “bug” or “feature”.

Bug or feature.  This distinction is useful in thinking of the natural world, with this
caveat: computer code clearly has an author, but DNA code only has an author if you believe in a
creator God.  Let’s look at that first amphibian with the weak gills.  Is its DNA mutation a bug, a
flaw, an imperfection? Certainly from the point of view of its parents and peers it is a flaw.  But
from the long-range view, it looks more like a feature.

Let me conclude with a psychological note.  Perfection is unattainable in most important
fields of human endeavor.  It is much healthier to look at your imperfections as a feature than as a
bug.  They may be the evolutionary door that opens for you to transform you into a being of a
higher order.  You can’t be perfect, and that’s fine: you don’t have to be perfect to be awesome. 
Amen.  

Reading 

The Water Bearer's Garden by Betsy Hill Williams
From uu & me! Collected Stories, edited by Betsy Hill Williams (Boston: Skinner House, 2003). 

A water bearer in India had two large pots, each hung on one end of a pole that he carried across
his neck. One of the pots had a crack in it. At the end of the long walk from the stream on the
master's house, the cracked pot arrived only half full, while the other pot was perfect and always

5Fleck, Id, p.7
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delivered a full portion of water. For two years this went on daily, with the bearer delivering only
one and a half pots full of water to his master's house.

Of course, the perfect pot was proud of its accomplishments, perfect to the end for which it was
made. But the poor cracked pot was ashamed of its own imperfection, and miserable that it was
able to accomplish only half of what it had been made to do. After two years of what it perceived
to be bitter failure, it spoke to the water bearer one day by the stream. "I am ashamed of myself,
and I want to apologize to you."

"Why?" asked the bearer, "What are you ashamed of?"

"I have been able, for these past two years, to deliver only half my load because this crack in my
side causes water to leak out all the way back to your master's house.

Because of my flaws, you have to do all this work, and you don't get full value from our efforts,"
the pot said.

The water bearer felt sorry for the cracked pot, and in his compassion he said, "As we return to
the master's house I want you to notice the beautiful flowers along the path."

Indeed, as they went up the hill, the old cracked pot took notice of the sun warming the beautiful
wild flowers on the side of the path, and this cheered it some. But at the end of the trail, it still
felt sad because it had leaked out half its load, and so again the pot apologized to the bearer for
its failure.

The bearer said to the pot, "Did you notice that there were flowers only on your side of the path,
but not on the other pot's side? That's because I have always known about your flaw, and I took
advantage of it. I planted flower seeds on our side of the path, and every day while we walk back
from the stream, you've watered them. For two years I have been able to pick beautiful flowers to
decorate my master's table. Without you being just the way you are, he would not have this
beauty to grace his house.

"We all have our own unique flaws. We are all cracked pots. In God's great web of life, nothing
goes to waste. Don't be afraid of your flaws. Acknowledge them, and you too can be the cause of
beauty. Know that in our weakness we find our strength.

-6-


