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Let us pray… 
 
I am a champion problem solver.  Come to me with a conundrum and I am full of 
strategies and ideas!  Actually, I might be more of a problem solver addict.  I’ll start 
working on solutions to your problems before you even ask my opinion. 
 
We can blame birth order a little bit; I’m the oldest, and have that over-developed sense 
of responsibility some first-borns have.  My younger sister might say I’m just nosy and 
bossy. 
 
And part of it is personality.  You might think I’m so drawn to problem solving because 
of my job as a pastor, but really I was probably drawn to being a pastor so I could get 
paid for problem solving. 
 
I think about Lucy from the Peanuts comic strip.  Other kids make a lemonade stand; 
she makes a psychiatrist’s booth, and charges people five cents for her harsh 
diagnosis.  “The Doctor is In” theme first appeared in 1959.  Charlie Brown was the 
client, told Lucy he had deep feelings of depression, and asked what he could do about 
it.  Her answer:  “Snap out of it!  Five cents please.” 
 
I’d like to think my advice giving is a little more compassionate than Lucy’s.  But that 
doesn’t make it any more helpful. 
 
It was probably about ten years ago I began realizing my problem solving skills might be 
as much of a liability as an asset.  Yes, it’s great to be able to look at a challenge and 
see a way through.  But as a pastor, my role is not to wave my magic wand at every 
obstacle; I’m supposed to be supporting others as they come up with their own ways 
through.  A child whose parent tells them how to solve a math problem learns less than 
the child who tries several approaches with a parent’s reassurance that they can do it.  
And a parishioner who comes up with their own plan for dealing with their stress-
inducing parent – while I ask questions and give encouragement – is more likely to 
follow through than the parishioner I just presented with my obviously brilliant plan. 
 
This has been a really hard lesson for me.  In part because people so often say that 
they want advice and guidance!  It’s seductive:  someone tells you you’re so insightful, 
such a life-saver.  When really what you’ve done is just been nosy and bossy. 
 
Sometime after 2009, someone told me about Parker Palmer’s ground rule for the small 
groups he calls Circles:  “No fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each other 
straight.”  Palmer is the author of well-known books including Healing the Heart of 
Democracy, and A Hidden Wholeness.  It’s in the latter book that Palmer describes 
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“Circles of Trust”, committed small groups where he says “people can find safe space to 
nurture personal and professional integrity and the courage to act on it.”  There are a 
number of principles and practices that define Circles of Trust, and the most well-known 
is that ground rule:  no fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each other straight.  As 
one new participant said at the beginning of the 24-month commitment to their Circle, 
“Well then what are we going to do for the next two years?” 
 
Since first hearing that guideline, it’s become a sort of mantra for my life.  When I am 
trying to figure out whether to take a particular action, I often consider Palmer’s words a 
checklist:  Would that be fixing?  Saving?  Advising?  More often than not, the answer is 
“yup!” and I have to go back to the drawing board.  I thought about getting the words 
tattooed on my arm just so I couldn’t escape them. 
 
My other option was to get chickens.  Maybe you’ve heard that chickens need to hatch 
alone, without our help.  Chickens incubate for about 21 days, and then start chipping 
their way out of their shell, which can easily take up to 24 hours.  Just to be clear, I 
learned this from the Internet, not real life; so don’t use this sermon as a guideline for 
raising chickens.  Anyway, if you’ve been incubating chicken eggs, and you’re so 
excited to meet the chickens, and then you see the little things struggling to get out of 
their shell, you want to help, right?!  Just chip off a little bit of the shell, nudge them a bit, 
give them a hand.  It’s the compassionate thing to do, right?  Your heart might be in the 
right place, but your hands can do a lot of damage.  If you rush the process of the chick 
leaving the egg, you can cause greater harm, such as tearing the chick’s fragile skin.  
As hard as it is to watch the hatching process, when it looks like the chick is struggling 
painfully, your intervention could make things dramatically worse.  You could think 
you’re “saving” a chick, that you’re actually hurting.   
 
If I’d gotten chickens to remind me “no fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each 
other straight”, I would have regularly had to battle myself to not liberate the chicks from 
their shells.  Because it is hard to watch someone struggle, especially someone you 
care about.  Most “fixing and saving and advising” is done with the best of intentions, 
like everything else on the road to hell.  I think my fixing, saving and advising often 
come about because I’m so distressed at seeing somebody’s pain, and I just want that 
pain to go away.  So I give my brilliant advice and – phew! – feel better now that that’s 
solved.  But the person I’m trying to fix still has their distress, plus the burden of my 
advice. 
 
If you’ve been part of a 12-Step program, you’re probably familiar with this idea, if not 
Palmer’s specific quote.  In a 12-Step meeting, we avoid crosstalk, letting each person 
speak their truth as they currently understand it, without jumping in with our own 
opinions and advice.  In groups like Al-Anon, we keep an eye out for co-dependence, 
when we unintentionally support others in their addictive behavior, or repeatedly rescue 
them from the fallout of their addiction.  We might see so clearly that someone in the 
group or in our lives is partaking in behavior that is hurting them.  But we know they 
have to come to that understanding on their own.  We can care about them, but we 
can’t do it for them.  They must hatch on their own. 
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Now, many of you have heard me say “no fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each 
other straight” repeatedly long before this morning.  Ironically, I probably use these 
words to give advice.  The wonderful members of the Called to Care Team, who visit 
and send cards and call people going through a challenging time, are probably very sick 
of me reminding them not to fix, save or advise.  It’s really just a new way for me to be 
nosy and bossy. 
 
You notice I focus a lot on the first three items in Palmer’s quote:  No fixing, no saving, 
no advising.  Those phrases just roll right off the tongue.  But it’s probably not poetry 
that distracts me from that final phrase:  “No setting each other straight”.  It was only a 
few months ago that I realized how blissfully I have continued to try to set people 
straight. 
 
I could give you examples from church – maybe you could give some back to me – but 
what drew me up short recently was the realization of how emphatically I regularly try to 
set straight one person in particular:  Paul Worthington-Berry, the man who has 
survived marriage to me for almost 21 years. 
 
Now, I think it’s fair to say that I’m the most organized one in our household.  I deal with 
the paperwork and the bills and the kids’ medical appointments and so on.  Sometimes 
it gets overwhelming.  Sometimes I get resentful.  But let’s be honest, I like being in 
control of everything.  It makes me feel more secure.  But this means I’m often informing 
Paul of an upcoming school activity, or asking him to take on a specific task.  And 
sometimes he forgets.  Like we all do – I forgot to pay the mortgage one month.  Or he 
does things differently than I would – but who is to say that my way is best?  Besides 
me, I mean.  And so I realized that I have a tendency to “set Paul straight”.  He asks 
when Lincoln’s play is, and I say, “As I told you, it’s this Saturday.”  He empties the 
dishwasher and instead of “Thank you”, I grumble, “The kids were supposed to do that.”  
The poor man!  I am eager to “set him straight” at every turn.  Even when it turns out I 
had it all wrong in the first place. 
 
That’s why I chose this morning’s scripture reading about the log in the eye:  “How can 
you take the speck out of your eye, while the log is in your own eye?”  I need Jesus’ 
reminder there are plenty of logs in my own eye to focus on; Jesus tells me I can focus 
on the specks in Paul’s eye once I get all the logs out of my own, but he just said that 
because he knew I’d never get my eye clear.   
 
So why am I telling you all this, except as a demonstration of self-reflection and 
confession?  In fact, isn’t this a bit counter to what we talk about most Sundays, when 
we focus on loving our neighbor and caring for the world?  Doesn’t God want us to help 
people?!  Sure.  But notice if you have to “fix” something, it’s because it’s broken.  And if 
you have to “save” someone, it’s because they’re lost or hopeless.  If you’re “advising”, 
it’s because you know better than the other person.  And if you’re “setting somebody 
straight” it’s because you know what’s real or right, and the other person is misguided.  
And God has never asked us to treat people as if they are broken, hopeless, or 
ignorant.  But God has challenged us to see the divine in each other, and help others 
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see the divine within themselves.  And God has asked us to believe that we have all we 
need to do great things, especially when we are working together.  And most of all God 
has asked us to love each other, just as we are, even when we can’t shake the 
conviction that the other is wrong. 
 
The world needs this, right now, this stance of acceptance and humility, this belief that 
God is at work in the world, and found in all things.  So many voices are loudly 
proclaiming themselves to know what others need to do and be and believe.  We need 
to give up our obsession with the specks in each other’s eyes.  Not so that we can 
passively allow the world to do what it will, but so we can be focused on the work that is 
ours to do.  Because while we are not supposed to fix, save, advise or set each other 
straight, there are plenty of systems and stresses in this world that do need to be 
repaired and straightened out.   
 
So instead of “fixing” each other, let’s fix a house for a neighbor in need.  Instead of 
trying to “save” a friend, let’s work together to save this earth.  Forget “advising” your 
family, and direct yourself to focus on God.  And instead of setting each other straight, 
let’s join together in a totally wandering journey of bringing God’s vision to earth.  Amen. 
  


