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Make Mistakes & Get Messy 
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delivered July 14, 2013 

Things were going well on my quest that day.  I had my supplies all filled to capacity and my 

sword and shield stowed where they needed to be, or at least they were for my video game 

avatar.  All I had personally was a video game controller and probably a bowl of snack food.  So, 

here I was, creeping around the corner, sword ready to go just in case, and here comes one of 

the enemy creatures.  I swing, and miss.  Swing, and miss again.  Swing and hit, but the next 

creature gets me.  This is the stuff of quests – not the save the princess, get the big bad guy at 

the end kind of stuff – that only happens once in the game.  Rather the little moves and battles 

that fill your journey, the small steps that ultimately you have to get through, the hits and also 

the misses, the times that you get it right and all of the times that you don’t.  And there’s a 

whole lot of time for mistakes as you go. 

There has to be room for mistakes, and this is how the games are designed.  It’s not about the 

ability to get through the quest with absolute perfection but rather the perseverance to 

complete the quest.  The accomplishment is sticking with it and making it through, while 

making all of the mistakes that you need in the process.  In reality, some games are less 

forgiving about mistakes – one that my siblings and I grew up with but ultimately gave up on 

left almost no room for errors on a ridiculously long quest.  It was more frustrating than 

satisfying to play.  I recently learned that the game genie cheating system was DESIGNED in part 

because of this game.  Because we need to be able to make mistakes!  We need to be able to 

make lots of mistakes. 

In one of my daughter’s favorite television shows, The Magic School Bus, the students go on 

magical field trips each episode led by their fearless teacher Miss Frizzle and learn and test 

some scientific principle or process on each trip.  Miss Frizzle has a motto that she says in pretty 

much every episode.  She challenges her students to: “Take chances, make mistakes, and get 

messy.”  How’s that for a motto?  Take chances, make mistakes, and get messy.  It sounds 

great, but then why is it that it’s so hard to do that in real life? 

Mistakes and taking chances instead of seeking perfection are something that is in our 

theological history as Unitarian Universalists.  On our Universalist side, their theological bend 

was the opposite of the idea of original sin.  The Universalist movement here in the United 

States in particular grew in opposition to the Calvinists.  The idea of original sin and the 

inherent depravity of humans were foundational to the Calvinists – according to Calvinist 

theology, humans were born imperfect and were inherently imperfect.  It was only through 

salvation that they could achieve the goal of perfection.  Universalists on the other hand had no 

such goal.  Salvation was universal and not dependent on forgiveness and cleansing.  This is part 
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of our theological underpinnings today.  When I work with parents and families to talk about 

their child dedications, we talk about how the idea of original sin isn’t really part of our overall 

beliefs.  Our children are not seen as born in a state of sin and therefore in need of cleansing 

through baptism.  Instead, we see our children and their potentials as beautiful and commit to 

love and support them even with any mistakes and messiness. 

Another principle that I want to mention in this context is grace.  In order to be able to open 

ourselves to taking chances and making mistakes, it requires trust that something will be there 

to catch us when we inevitably fall.  That something, I believe, can be called grace. 

Here’s how UU theologian Rebecca Parker defines grace: she says, “We must open ourselves to 

the possibility that there are sources beyond ourselves that sustain us, transform us, [and] save 

us, that hold us tight in the arms of life.  …[We] open ourselves to the possibility that this grace 

is already here, that it has been given, is being given, and will be given.”1 

I love this definition.  Grace is something beyond ourselves that holds us no matter what, 

something that holds us tight and loves us when we need it.  And not only that grace has been 

and is being given, but trusting that it will be there in the future. 

Grace tells me that I can totally mess something up and that when I do, that I’ll still be accepted 

and appreciated for who I am.  While grace often seems like more of an ideal, it’s something 

that I remind myself about when I’m stretching.  Give yourself some grace, Michelle!  Now it’s 

usually pretty hard for me to hear this, since I grew up with perfection being the ideal.  I’m a lot 

like Ms. Muffet2 that way – even though a perfect web was near impossible, she always 

checked, just in case it was her day.  And when she finally achieved that perfection, she wasn’t 

able to let it go, and it took more effort than she had to keep it.  Like her, I can get awfully 

attached to a perfect ideal for something that I’m doing, and it’s hard to loosen my own grip to 

that ideal, no matter how unrealistic it is.  Take chances, make mistakes, and get messy.  I need 

the promise of grace to let me let myself get messy. 

Admitting our own lack of perfection can seem downright difficult at times.  Denise Roy, author 

of books on parenting and mindfulness, tells a hilarious story about a mistake that folks weren’t 

willing to admit they had made.  She had been invited to a fiftieth birthday brunch on board a 

Bay Cruise yacht in San Francisco.  It was a beautiful day, with a nice amount of wind that 

stirred up the waves a bit.  The cruise began without event, but about two minutes into the 

cruise, a voice on the loudspeaker interrupted: “Due to high winds, we will be returning to the 

dock.  It does not appear that we will be able to sail today.”  Going out onto the deck, the wind 

didn’t seem all that strong.  Plenty of other sailboats were merrily slicing across the water.  But 

                                                             
1 Rebecca Parker, Blessing the World: What Can Save Us Now, page 111. 
2 From the story, “Caught in Her Own Web,” in Friedman’s Fables by Rabbi Edwin Friedman. 
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looking down, the passengers saw the real reason for the diversion – in the process of pulling 

away from the dock, the ship had been accidentally steered into the pier and about half the 

pier was currently trapped under the boat and being pulled along.  Even after they had 

returned to the dock, the crew continued to announce that: “Due to high winds out on the bay, 

we will not be sailing for safety reasons.  But please continue to enjoy your brunch.”3 

The ship’s crew was unwilling to admit even the most obvious mistake, and continued their 

utter denial even as passengers took pictures of the pier’s pilings stuck under the ship.  Saying 

“we messed up” was just too much for them, even when it wasn’t news to anyone.  It is often 

hard to admit mistakes. 

It’s not just being willing to make mistakes and assuming that they will be there, it’s also about 

how we deal with that.  UU theologian Sharon Welch, whose book Sweet Dreams in America: 

Making Ethics and Spirituality Work inspired a number of my thoughts for this summer, Sharon 

Welch names mistakes in her own personal guidelines.  She states that as a postmodern 

theorist, she has two absolutes.  First, that she can be wrong, and frequently will be wrong, as 

can anybody else, she says.  We are limited by our own contexts, and by our own agendas.  

What makes it not tragic, she says, is (to quote her), “see[ing] these errors and moral flaws as 

being ironic, humorous, and the spur to greater creativity.”  And her second absolute is also 

inspiring, that “under conditions of justice, life [can be] deeply rewarding, meaningful, and 

joyous.”4 

A foundation of Welch’s work is that mistakes are not only inevitable, but also humorous, 

creative, and joyful!  That’s the kind of energy that embraces mistakes and grace in all that we 

do. 

Being willing to admit and laugh at our mistakes could easily be called a prerequisite for taking 

chances.  During my time with the Faithful Fools Street Ministry in San Francisco, I found 

someone who helped me a bit with this.  Before too long, one of the things that us Fools will 

end up doing is creating one or more clown personas.  During my year with the Fools I 

developed two clowns.  Now these aren’t just fun outfits and performer personas, although 

they are also that.  These clowns are often designed to make a point, either for yourself or for 

others.  I’d like to tell you about one of my clowns today, one that is particularly relevant given 

my own inclination towards attachment to perfection. 

My clown’s name is Perfecta.  She is absolutely perfect at everything that she does.  If she were 

a spider, she’d have a perfectly geometrically equivalent web every time that she spun one, like 

Ms. Muffet had that day.  Perfecta gets everything done that she needs to, and always knows 

                                                             
3 Denise Roy, “Pier Pressure,” Momfulness: Mothering with Mindfulness, Compassion, and Grace, pages 94-96. 
4 Sharon Welch, Sweet Dreams in America: Making Ethics and Spirituality Work, page 34. 
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what she needs to do.  She can easily be in many places at once, and never ever makes any 

mistakes or drops any balls with anything.  Now, in order to achieve all of this, Perfecta is a 

superhero.  You’d have to be, to have these kinds of standards.  But not only is she a superhero, 

she is also a clown, because of her inherent impossibility.  Perfecta the superhero, as fabulous 

as she sounds – and I really would love be her many days – Perfecta is ridiculously impossible.  

She is a clown, with her very existence making fun of all of my own aspirations to never messing 

up.  I need Perfecta, and when I start to get carried away with something, going too far with it 

rather than just letting it be, then I need to bring Perfecta to my mind and try to laugh.  She is 

so exaggerated that it’s impossible not to get the point that she is making.  Knock it off and let it 

go!  It’s okay to make mistakes, to be vulnerable, to not be all put together.  Perfecta is my 

reminder to give myself a little grace and not take myself too seriously.  Now it’s a little 

dangerous to tell others about her, because then they might remind me about her also.  The 

director of religious education in my internship congregation in Redwood City would remind me 

about her.  When I’d inevitably start to go overboard with something, he’d often say “Down, 

Perfecta.  Down!” 

What would it take for you to be able to push yourself further in taking chances, in making 

mistakes and getting messy?  What would it look like here in our church community? 

I was surprised to learn that encouragement to taking chances and making mistakes was one of 

the primary pillars of the Wikipedia project.  Wikipedia is an online open source project 

devoted to ensuring that everyone has free access to the sum of human knowledge; it’s an 

online encyclopedia that is written, edited, and verified by everyone, not just by experts.  It has 

five main pillars that seek to define what Wikipedia is and does and what should be done with 

it.  The five pillars define the hopes and bounds for this online encyclopedia.  The fifth of these 

is what surprised me.  To quote it: “Wikipedia does not have firm rules.  Wikipedia has policies 

and guidelines, but they are not carved in stone; their content and interpretation can evolve 

over time… Be bold, but not reckless, in updating articles and do not agonize about making 

mistakes. Every past version of a page is saved, so any mistakes can be easily corrected.”5 

Be bold, just not reckless.  Don’t agonize about making mistakes, because they can be easily 

corrected, or at least forgiven.  Now that is grace!  What a philosophy to have, to be able to say, 

let’s assume that there’s grace.  Let’s make a habit of taking chance and getting messy, and 

we’ll stretch, we’ll stretch beyond just what is comfortable and safe because we can trust that 

grace and forgiveness will be there when we fall.  That’s my challenge for us today – assuming 

that grace is there for us, to find ways to take chances, to make mistakes, and to GET MESSY.  

May it be so, blessed be. 

                                                             
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five_pillars 
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