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Let us pray… 
 
I got fired from my first job.  I was 14.  I’d had a paper route and done lots of babysitting, but 
that was just in the neighborhood.  I’d had failure in those roles as well; I was so scared of a 
neighbor’s dog that I couldn’t deliver the paper if “Snoopy” was outside, and one New Year’s 
Eve the boy I was babysitting crawled out of bed and gave himself a haircut with nail 
scissors.  But this was getting fired.  I’d posted a flier offering housecleaning services, and 
gotten a gig working for a “professional couple” in town.  This was before cell phones and 
even answering machines; sometimes the couple would call their home phone with updated 
instructions, so I had to answer the phone when it rang, and I ended up taking messages 
whenever someone was looking for them.  One day I answered the phone and the caller told 
me she was “calling about their ad in the paper for a housecleaner”.  What!  Now, I thought I 
was doing a great job, but in retrospect (having lived with teenagers) I probably was only 
vacuuming half the living room and leaving soap scum all over the sink, but I was stunned.  I 
was going to be fired!  And I was taking messages about my own replacement!  What made it 
worse?  I recognized the voice!  It was the mother of one of my friends.  So now, not only was 
I getting fired, but the kids at school would know. 
 
It’s easy to dismiss this experience:  I was a kid, I didn’t have a mortgage to pay, it wasn’t a 
“real” job, etc.  But I can remember exactly how and where I was standing when I realized I 
was being fired.  It is burned into my brain, with a deep sense of shame.  33 years later, it is a 
powerful, visceral memory of failure. 
 
We’ve all got them, right?  None of us can get through work, friendships, family life without 
blowing it badly enough that others notice.  That’s kind of my working definition of failure:  
messing up with an audience.  If I trip but I know nobody is around, I just want to make sure 
I’m not hurt.  If I trip and realize someone saw it, I get embarrassed and full of judgment 
about my lack of grace.   
 
We are hard-wired to avoid failure.  It’s “survival of the fittest”.  If you “fail” to gather enough 
berries or hunt down the bison, you and those around you are going to starve.  “Failure is not 
an option.”  We’re no longer hunter-gatherers, but our brain doesn’t know that, so we are still 
wired to avoid failure.  Ed Catmull, president of Pixar, the award-winning movie studio, says 
we can trace the baggage of failure right back to school.  He writes, “From a very early age, 
the message is drilled into our heads:  Failure is bad, failure means you didn’t study or 
prepare; failure means you slacked off or – worse! – aren’t smart enough to begin with.  
Thus, failure is something to be ashamed of.”  For those of us who parent, those childhood 
scars can impact our parenting:  we sometimes rush in to keep our children from 
experiencing failure, rescuing them from the small, safe failures that would help them develop 
tenacity for bigger challenges down the road.  As a result, failure becomes even scarier and 
more foreign to our kids, while they have fewer resources for dealing with it.  In hyper-
successful communities like Acton, Boxborough, Littleton, Harvard, Stow, “failure” ranges 
from struggling with addition, to getting anything below a 4.0, or taking a year off from 
college.  In communities where it seems like everybody else has their act together – and it’s 
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an award-winning act to boot – there is extra pressure to hide “failures”.  And the 
accompanying sense of shame, of worthlessness, of brokenness, keeps us isolated and 
immobilized, rather than connecting to a community that could help.   
 
That’s what I like about this morning’s scripture reading.  I’m considering this Jesus’ failure 
story.  Something about the blind guy’s case must have made Jesus nervous.  He’d healed 
plenty of other people without even touching them.  But he took this guy away from the 
village:  because Jesus didn’t want to be a show-off, or because Jesus wasn’t sure if he’d be 
successful?  And then Jesus, who has healed other people when they just brushed up 
against him, gets all fancy:  he spits, and puts the saliva on the guy’s eyes, and then asks, 
kind of nervously, “Can you see anything?”  The poor guy tries to be encouraging to Jesus:  
“Well, I can see people, but they look like trees, walking.”  The people are all blurry, so we’ve 
got about half a miracle here.  But Jesus doesn’t give up, doesn’t say, “That’s better than 
nothing!”  According to scripture he presses on the man’s eyes again, and the guy looks 
really hard, and finally he can see everything clearly.  Jesus tells him to go right home, rather 
than back to the village; maybe he doesn’t want the guy to tell the crowds that this healing 
took two tries?   
 
But somebody captured the story anyway.  And I’m glad they did.  It’s yet another humanizing 
story about Jesus.  Jesus who gets angry, impatient, frustrated, sad – he also fails, and has 
to try again.  I don’t necessarily recommend the putting-spit-on-our-friends approach, but not 
giving up is a trait to emulate. 
 
And I truly would like us to follow Jesus in this example.  Maybe we could change our name 
to the “First Church of Failure”.  Because, in the words of Dilbert cartoonist Scott Addams, 
“Failure is a tool.”  It’s key to learning, growing and innovating.  Now, you’ve probably heard 
that before, especially if you picked up some of the same books I read this summer, Brene 
Brown’s “Rising Strong” and Ed Catmull’s “Creativity, Inc.”.  So, like me, you can speak 
intellectually about how valuable failure is.  But, if you’re like me, you also would do just about 
anything possible to avoid failure, because past memories of failure go very deep.  Failure is 
embarrassing; it hurts.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  As a community, we can change 
our individual and collective response to failure.  Doing so will, I believe, bring healing to our 
individual experiences and our larger world. 
 
What does it mean if a musician practices for one hour every day for a week and doesn’t 
make a single mistake?  Chances are, it means they aren’t trying to learn anything new.  
What about a basketball player who never misses any baskets, because they never attempt 
any?  Or a chef who just sticks with the tried-and-true recipes, even though they are bored 
with them?  Or a church that never tries a new program, because what if nobody comes?  
Trying something new is scary and hard.  Failing at something important to you is twice as 
hard and terrifying.  But we can’t let that stop us from trying.  Catmull, who oversaw the 
creation of movies like Toy Story and Finding Nemo, considers failure one of the companies 
secrets to success.  He writes, “If you aren’t experiencing failure, then you are making a far 
worse mistake:  You are being driven by the desire to avoid it.  And…trying to avoid failure… 
dooms you to fail.”  In “Creativity, Inc.”, his management book, Catmull says that he came to 
see failures in Pixar as “a necessary part of doing our business”; failures were investments in 
research and development.  They have created a culture that embraces failure as a way to 
learn how to do things better.  Now, obviously they’re not encouraging people to just do 
things without thinking or preparing; that’s not failure, it’s irresponsibility.  But by analyzing 
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why a project went awry, or openly discussing how to avoid a similar outcome in the future, 
without blaming or guilt, this company has created an environment where people are willing 
to take risks. 
 
That’s the key; failure is useful when we’re willing to learn from it.  Every time we learn what 
doesn’t work, we are one step closer to figuring out what will work; Walker Royce tells me this 
is called “validated learning”.  Even the pain of failure leads to positive results, if the pain is 
used not to paralyze us but to remind us that change and growth are necessary.  When we 
face failure head on, we can learn faster and more deeply.  Author Brene Brown encourages 
us to write “Stinky First Drafts” – except she uses another “S” word instead of “stinky” – when 
we’ve experienced something difficult like failure.  Stinky First Drafts, or SFDs, give us the 
opportunity to flesh out the story we’re telling ourselves about what just happened:  we can 
detail what we’re experiencing in our emotions, our body, our thoughts, our beliefs, and our 
actions.  Examining those knee-jerk reactions, we can reflect on what else might be going on, 
and take a different approach in the future. 
 
I asked Council members if they’d be willing to share some stories of failure with the 
congregation.  Walker Royce gave me a great one to demonstrate how we learn from failure 
– over and over again.   It was his first time speaking before thousands of people.  He started 
off with a joke, a total geek joke about diagnosing software projects with “the plague”.  His 
audience didn’t find it as funny as he did, so it was met with silence.  As Walker said, “There 
is nothing quite so painful as thousands of people staring at you with unfunny looks on their 
faces.  It felt like an hour went by but it was probably just two seconds.”  In Walker’s words, 
“the indelible scar still lives on in my brain”.  Now, no doubt everybody in the audience that 
day forgot it long ago, especially after Walker wowed them with his wisdom.  Just like the 
people who fired me from cleaning their house probably don’t think about my inadequacy 
every time they clean their bathroom.  But for those of us who did the failing, the imprint goes 
deep.  Now, I didn’t do much with my failure; I’d like it if someone would fire me from cleaning 
my own house.  But Walker got ready for his next important talk by working with a speech 
coach.  As he says, “Again [it was] a total flop, but this time it was a flop while watching 
myself in a [videotaped] dry run.”  And Walker went on to create a career where his biggest 
strength was persuasive speaking in high stakes situations. 
 
Just because we know it’s good to fail – because it’s how we grow, and because we can 
learn from it – doesn’t mean that we will like it.  So there are things we need to do to help 
make it more comfortable for folks to fail in our midst.  According to folks like Brown and 
Catmull, a key is for all of us to tell our “failure stories”, to share with each other the ways in 
which we’ve failed, what we’ve learned, how we’ve grown.  Like on “Failure:Lab”; have you 
heard of these TEDx-type events?  I heard about it on a podcast last year, and you can see 
some online.  At events around the country, people actually get up on stage and share their 
painful, vulnerable, personal stories of failure.  A man named Mark Hollis talked about his 
failures as a son.  Terry Johnston spoke about being called a “lethal weapon” after being 
diagnosed with AIDS.  The CEO of Goodwill Kathy Crosby spoke of her life-long struggle with 
her weight.  People – successful, public people – bravely stand up and share these stories of 
failure.  But then, they don’t “sermonize” at the audience, telling them what the story means 
and what people should do in the face of the story.  Instead, after 90 seconds of silence for 
reflection, members of the audience share their thoughts via Twitter, unpacking the meaning 
the story has for them.  In Failure:Lab, you learn from each other’s failures, as well as your 
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own.  And in a wonderful example of modeling, the Failure:Lab organization prominently 
includes on their website stories of failures within the organization and at their events. 
 
So I already mentioned I’d like to change our name to “First Church of Failure”.  In part that’s 
because I want this to be a place where we can experiment and grow, as individuals and as a 
community.  We want to create the beloved community, a place where people can practice 
being their best selves, which includes messing up and trying again, and then going out into 
the world to share God’s love with others.  In order to do that, we’re going to need to be 
honest about our own screw-ups and missteps; we need vulnerability and truth-telling, or 
others aren’t going to show us their broken places.  Maybe Jesus made sure the story about 
needing a healing do-over made it into scripture to set an example for us, so it wasn’t just the 
Disciples who blew it at every turn. 
 
At UCC Boxborough, we’re talking about being a “beacon of hospitality” to the community.  
Well, if that beacon just shines a light on the mistakes others have made, the help “they” 
need from “us”, that won’t bring God’s radical hospitality at all.  Instead, may that beacon be a 
spotlight we are willing to step into, where we can practice telling the stories of our failures.  
And, by the way, we’re talking about capital campaigns and building programs and 
renovations.  It’s tempting to think we can and will do all of this perfectly.  Sorry, friends, we 
are going to fail.  Some ways will be small, some ways will be big, some will be through no 
fault of our own.  But we can’t do something this creative and meaningful without messing up 
once or twice.  So let’s just get over that and agree to learn from our failures, care for each 
other in the midst of those failures, and keep going. 
 
That, after all, has been the story of God’s people again and again.  You can’t touch a page 
in the bible without finding a failure.  Adam and Eve break the rules and get kicked out of the 
garden.  Cain killed his brother, Abel, and God expelled him.  Moses didn’t give God credit for 
a miracle, and so wasn’t allowed into the Promised Land.  Peter denied Jesus three times, 
Thomas doubted him and Judas betrayed him.  And Jesus?  He switched careers in his 
thirties, kept his last job only three years, and was a convicted criminal.  This is the guy we 
seek to emulate. 
 
Because he taught us one consistent message throughout those three years of ministry:  We 
are beloved children of God.  At our very core, we carry the divine spark, and nothing can 
extinguish it.  We can be emperor, Oscar-winner, billionaire, record-breaker.  We can be 
addict, homeless, murderer.  Still we are connected to God.  If that’s the case, then we can 
fail once a year, once a day, once an hour. We are still beloved children of God.  So we can 
risk growth and creativity, even if it doesn’t work out.  We can admit when we’ve blown it, tell 
our stories and try to learn.  We can create space for others to admit to their failures, and see 
what that might mean for all of us.  We can fail, early and often, and God will be in it all.   
 
So welcome to the First Church of Failure.  Where we find ourselves in a long line of sacred 
stories about screwing up.  Where we are willing to risk and blow it and learn from the 
experience and try again.  Where we value the journey and the process as much as the 
destination and the outcome.  Where we proclaim, and practice being, that we are – every 
last one of us – beloved children of God.  Amen. 
 
 
 


