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 It is a very disconcerting feeling when, as a parent; you have to 

teach your child the opposite of what you have told them up until that 

point.  It is doubly disconcerting when, as a minister, you have to teach 

your child to do the opposite of most of what I preach to other people 

most Sundays.  The circumstances that brought about this peculiar 

state of affairs was pee wee flag football. 

 Now many of you know that I am a pretty intense football fan.  I 

am proud to say that I am not one of those crazy Dads on the sidelines 

yelling at their kid, yelling at their coach, yelling at the ref.  Those 

parents drive me crazy, and I think they do far more harm than good.  I 

love sports mostly for humanist reasons; I think that sports usually 

bring out the best in us more often than the worst of us.  Unlike in life, 

winning in sports is clear cut.  At least it is in football.  It helps to boost 

self-esteem and create a feeling of camaraderie among teammates.   
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 The other way I know I am not one of those crazy Dads on the 

sidelines is that my favorite part of flag football—is when they lose.  

Losing is great from a parenting point of view.  It presents so many 

more teachable moments than the victory parties.  I believe how you 

respond and react to losing says far more about you as a mature 

individual than how you react to winning.  Everyone loves to win.  

Anyone can handle that.  But what do you do with yourself when you 

lose?  That speaks to your character.  Those are the juicy moments in 

parenting. 

 So my oldest son Thomas has been playing flag football for a few 

weeks now.  For those of you unfamiliar with how it works, flag football 

is pretty much like regular football only there is no tackling.  Instead 

everyone has long pieces of cloth, sort of like a really big handkerchief, 

hanging out of their pockets.  You play defense by running up and 

pulling the flag out of their pocket.  Wherever the flag came out, they 

are down.  It’s safe and doesn’t require the kids to wear pads. 

 Now as you can imagine, the kid who has the ball doesn’t like it 

when someone comes up and pulls the flag out of their pocket.  There 

are a variety of reactions to this happening.  Most kids get mad or 

upset.  Some cry.  A few shrug it off and go back to the game, but they 

are by far the minority.  For most of the kids, getting to have the ball is 
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a rare and precious thing.  They have dreams of running into the end 

zone every single play.  The person who comes along and grabs that 

flag has stolen their dream of a touchdown.  Yes, it may have been a 

short-lived dream, to be sure, but they care about it a great deal.  To 

have that dream of scoring a touchdown taken away is upsetting to a 

little kid. 

 It is to Thomas.  I would love to say that he is among the few who 

can shrug off getting his flag taken, but it is not the case.  He gets pretty 

upset about it, as do most of the other kids.  So upset, in fact that I 

noticed that when it was his turn to play defense he would pull up short 

of grabbing the other kid’s flag.  He would let someone else do it.  I 

asked him why he wasn’t being more aggressive in taking the other 

kid’s flag and getting him down.   Thomas said he didn’t do it because 

he didn’t want to hurt the kid’s feelings.  Thomas got upset when the 

flag was taken from him, he didn’t want to make another kid cry, so he 

let him run a bit more.  I thought that was pretty sweet.  However, that 

isn’t the game, right. 

  This brings me to the dilemma as both a preacher and a parent 

that I spoke of earlier.  I teach my kids, as I am sure most of you do too, 

to be aware of how others are feeling.  If you make someone cry, 

usually a little brother in my house, then you stop doing the thing that 
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made him cry.  It is basic empathy; be aware of how others are feeling 

by imagining what it would be like to have the same feelings.  Thomas 

knows what it is like to have someone take the flag out of his pocket as 

he is heading toward the end zone.  The logical conclusion then is, don’t 

take another kid’s flag because it will make him cry. 

 As I said before, I believe that losing and dealing with the tough 

parts of sports, like having your flag taken away, is what defines you as 

a person.  Difficult moments like that present us with an opportunity.  

Maybe empathy has limitations.  Perhaps part of what flag football 

teaches is learning how to take responsibility for your own feelings.  I 

don’t judge little kids who cry over having their flag taken away.  They 

are little kids and they are learning.  And so here are some of the 

lessons I have around flag football: 

1.  Crying is OK, whining is not.  With all due respect to Tom Hanks in 

A League of the Their Own who famously proclaimed that, “there 

is no crying in baseball!”  I disagree.  Crying means you care.  

Crying is an honest expression of deeply held feelings.  Whining 

because you didn’t get your way, or blaming another player or ref 

for your poor play, is not OK.  That is narcissism and selfishness.  

We all make mistakes, sometimes due to another person 
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sometimes not.  The great players have short memories and 

forget bad plays. 

2. It’s not all about you.  This of course is related to the first lesson.  

Flag football is a team sport.  The goal is to have the team score 

not to have yourself shine as the hero.  Nor is it appropriate to 

scapegoat and blame someone else when you lose.  The whole 

world is not obligated to accommodate your ego.  The sooner one 

realizes this, the happier life becomes. 

3. Direct negative feelings toward a positive outcome.  It is OK to 

lose.  It is OK to feel bad about losing.  What is really important 

though is what one learns by losing.  Did you push yourself to your 

limit, but someone else made a play?  Was it just bad luck?  

Whatever the reason, learn from it.  In what way, small or large, 

can you help the team to succeed next time?  Let the feeling of 

anger, frustration, and disappointment motivate you to try all the 

harder next time or next season. 

 

Those are the lessons I cycle through.  Granted I present them to 

you in a little more sophisticated language than I do for Thomas, but 

you get idea.  I am a firm believer that difficult moments in our lives are 

opportunities.  I don’t believe that God has a plan and all of our pain 
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and suffering are really just blessings in disguise.  I think we make our 

pain and suffering blessings in disguise because we have no other 

choice. 

That was what I learned from the kyosaku.  I assumed that my 

substitute Zen teacher wanted to use the encouragement stick because 

she was cruel.  She had power and was on a bit of a power trip in 

wielding that authority over her students in ways that were perhaps 

inappropriate.  I probably would still question the use of the stick on a 

student who did not ask for it.  But I was wrong about her intentions.  

She really wanted us to get over our hang ups around authority, which I 

obviously had.  But over time I grew.  So often it is, that when we are 

presented with these difficult moments, we find we gain the most 

spiritual growth and maturity.  Like a kid who was whining over having 

his flag removed, I couldn’t get over this woman who wanted to use the 

kyosaku.  But then when I experienced it for myself, it turned out to be 

a very good thing. 

The Rabbi Edwin Friedman talks a lot about empathy and its 

limitations in his book “A Failure of Nerve.”  Indeed, Rabbi Friedman is 

so against empathy that he entitled chapter four of his book “The 

Fallacy of Empathy.”  I am not sure I am willing to go that far, but his 

point is similar to my example of the kids playing flag football.  People 



7 
 

can go too far with empathy.  Sometimes to the point where groups 

can get hijacked by people who are so emotionally needy that the 

leaders feel that everything has to stop so that they can deal with the 

needy people.  Such a group probably wouldn’t get much done.  

Whether it’s a business, a government, a family, a church, a club, or a 

non-profit I bet they are about as successful as a group of eight year 

olds trying to play flag football but never pulling anyone’s flag because 

it would make someone cry. 

Rabbi Friedman, who was also a family counselor, saw instances 

where this got pretty out of hand.  So instead of holding up empathy as 

the end all be all of human relations, whatever happened to taking 

responsibility for yourself as an adult?, he asks us.  Friedman turns to 

the philosopher Nietzsche here, who distrusted Christianity as a form of 

cultural weakness and instead urged people to hold themselves 

accountable for their actions.  There was no need, in Nietzsche’s mind, 

to turn to God for morality.  It is within our grasp right here and now.  It 

is not easy though; it means being a grown up and taking responsibility 

for yourself and not expecting the world to make its way for you.  If 

your pain and suffering is to be a blessing in disguise, then it’s up to us 

to find out how, not to wait for the answer to be revealed. 
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To acknowledge that empathy has its limits, takes courage.  Deep 

down we all want everyone to like us.  But eventually we come to 

discover, and especially if we are a leader and responsible for others’ 

well-being, that it is impossible to make everyone happy all of the time.  

It takes courage to be unpopular and point people toward health 

instead of enabling their dysfunctional behavior.  Life would be so much 

better if you could say yes to everything and everyone.  But it is not 

possible.  Pointing the way toward growth and taking personal 

responsibility, however, is possible. 

Let me give you an example in the context of religion.  Pope 

Francis is my new personal hero.  Never thought you would hear that 

from a UU pulpit in your lifetime did you?  Theologically the Pope and I 

have our differences of course.  Rather what I admire about the man is 

his courage.  He comes into office with corruption in the Vatican 

bureaucracy, atheism prevalent in Europe, sex scandals rocking the 

church particularly in America where the money is, and in the Pope’s 

home continent of South America people are leaving the church in 

droves to join the Pentecostals.  There are fights between the left and 

the right about women as priests, gays in the church, liturgical purity, 

ecumenicism, and probably a hundred or so other things I am not 

aware of.   
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What is Francis’ response?  He kisses the feet of a girl during a 

Maundy Thursday ritual – an act forbidden according to the liturgical 

purists.  He walks among the other bishops instead of being above or 

apart from them.  He reminds people in this day and age of the 

shallowness of materialism and the need for the church to give 

preference to the poor (an issue near and dear to him as bishop of 

Buenos Aires), and the latest cherry on top, “Who am I to judge 

someone who is gay or lesbian?”  You’re the Pope!  But even he sees 

the ludicrousness of that answer. 

This has not earned our friend Francis too many friends among 

the right.  They are upset with him.  If empathy were all that mattered 

to him, perhaps Francis would have kept his mouth shut and talked 

about the number of angels that dance on the head of a pin.  But no.  

This is important stuff.  While I am sure he is as empathetic as he can 

be with those folks on the right, there is a limit to it.  There has to be.  

Instead of empathy, perhaps the right should see it as an opportunity to 

take responsibility for their feelings.  It’s no fun, but growth rarely is. 

To me that is the epitome of courage.  It takes courage to be a 

prophetic church these days.  It is all too easy to be the all things to all 

people church; the “Jesus will give you everything you want if you pray 

hard enough” church.  It is not easy being the prophetic church that 
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points people toward taking responsibility for themselves and their 

feelings.  That points the way to health.  That gives us the chance to 

grow in those very moments when what we want is comfort and relief, 

but what we most need is to grow up. 

Fear not church, for I have three lessons that will make us the 

prophetic church we dream of becoming.  It will take courage among us 

to get there, but get there we can. 

1. Crying is OK, but whining is not.  There will be moments when we 

cry together.  Someone dies, we experience loss, something or 

someone we care deeply about has been taken away from us.  

Crying is the healthy expression of grief, and I don’t care how 

tough a guy you think you are, if you are not crying at key 

moments of loss and grief then you are hurting only yourself.  But 

whining that you didn’t get your way, that we can’t change 

something or try something new because you might be 

inconvenienced is not OK.  The world does not accommodate your 

ego and the sooner you realize this the happier you will be. 

2. Not everything is about you.  Church is a team sport, not an 

individual one.  It certainly isn’t about me or my colleagues.  

Church is about one thing and one thing only: transform people 

out there and in here to live a life filled with unbounded love.  
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Love that overcomes narrow distinctions around race, and class, 

sexual orientation and any other division between us.  Our job as 

a church is to get more of that unbounded love out there into the 

world.  It is not our job to lift up one person as the hero, nor to 

put all the blame on them as the goat.  There is no “I” in church.  

We are here to accomplish the mission: more boundless love in 

the world. 

3. Direct negative feelings toward a positive outcome.  It’s OK to not 

like something at church or out in the world.  But rather than 

finding someone to blame or to try and assign it to your friendly 

neighborhood staff member to go take care of, first ask yourself, 

“What might I do, personally, to make this better?”  I can’t tell 

you how many phone calls I have received just in the past few 

months from some of our members who saw something and 

wanted to jump in to make it better or to make a significant 

contribution.  Often I didn’t initiate these conversations.  We have 

social justice teams that have been revitalized, new programs for 

welcoming new folks and inviting people into leadership, new 

Adult RE classes, new ways to reach out to people in need of 

pastoral care.  We have all these because someone saw a problem 

or an opportunity and were willing to jump in and make a 
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potential weakness a strength.  These folks are the answers to 

ministers’ prayers. 

 

May we live out these three lessons and more, as we take the 

courageous step toward becoming the prophetic church we are called 

to be.  Amen Blessed Be. 


