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Claire Feingold Thoryn 

Theme: Letting Go 
Worthwhile People 

October 4, 2015 
 
Call to Worship by Rev. Dick Gilbert 
 
In the midst of the whirling day, In the frantic pace of life, Pause here for a moment. Catch your 
breath; Relax your body; Loosen your grip. Our lives are always unfinished business; a work in 
progress. Do not despair that imperfection marks your every day; Let us instead be grateful that 
the world is still to be created; Let us give thanks that we can be more than we are; Let us 
celebrate the power of the incomplete; For life is always unfinished business. Let us worship 
together. 
  
Reading: “God Says Yes to Me” by Kaylin Haught 
 
I asked God if it was okay to be melodramatic and she said yes. I asked her if it was okay to be 
short and she said it sure is. I asked her if I could wear nail polish or not wear nail polish and she 
said honey she calls me that sometimes she said you can do just exactly what you want to. 
Thanks God I said And is it even okay if I don’t paragraph my letters Sweetcakes God said who 
knows where she picked that up what I’m telling you is  
Yes Yes Yes 
 
Sermon: Worthwhile People 
 
You know I like that poem, as a short melodramatic person.  
But that paragraph thing, no way, God loves you less if you use incorrect document formatting. 
No, that’s not true? Oh.  
 
Let’s let go of perfection. 
 
I was a terrible perfectionist as a kid—I can tell you in detail about every B I ever received—and 
let me tell you, ministry is boot camp for perfectionists.  Because it is this odd role where a lot of 
people think a minister really is supposed to be kinda…perfect. It’s very daunting. 
 
In fact, here is a description of the perfect pastor that has been floating around for decades in the 
form of a chain letter email: 
 
The perfect pastor preaches exactly 10 minutes. He condemns sin roundly but never hurts 
anyone’s feelings. He works from 8am until midnight and is also the church janitor. He is 40 
years old and has 30 years experience. Above all, he is handsome. The perfect pastor has a 
burning desire to work with teenagers, and he spends most of his time with the senior citizens. 
He makes 15 home visits a day and is always in his office to be handy when needed. The perfect 
pastor never misses any church committee meeting and is always busy evangelizing the 
unchurched. The perfect pastor is always in the next church over! If your pastor does not 
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measure up, simply send this notice to six other churches that are tired of their pastor, too. 
Then bundle up your pastor and send him to the church at the top of the list. If everyone 
cooperates, in one week you will receive 1,643 pastors. One of them should be perfect!1 
 
I love the implicit message in there that of course the perfect pastor is male. Immediate failure on 
my part. But of course, no one is perfect.  
 
If you are on Facebook—and feel free to friend me—you may have seen this card I got in the 
mail a couple months ago, right after the last service of the church year in June.  
 
It had a high quality envelope with a hand-printed address in beautiful penmanship. I started 
opening it, in the back of my mind I was assuming it was a thank you note to the congregation 
from the Women’s Lunch Place, who had been recipients of our Share the Plate that month. We 
often get very appreciative thank you notes from the recipients of our Share the Plates Offerings, 
these collections make a real difference. The card was the same nice thick cardstock with a pretty 
picture of a pinecone. Then I read the card, hand printed in the same absolutely immaculate 
handwriting. Then I blinked and read it again:  
 

“Rev. Claire, you have fallen far this year, and stooped very low. We hope you will 
continue to heal yourself before continuing this ministry any longer.” But—no signature! 
Possibly the classiest high quality anonymous hate mail I’ve ever gotten.   

 
It was actually perfect timing because I got it on the day before I went on vacation, where I 
attempted to, as ordered, heal myself—with ice cream and adult beverages. I am not sure it 
worked but it was fun trying. 
 

Let it go…let it go… 
 
It’s hard to deal with stuff like this because you can’t ask questions. “Why? What did I do? Can 
we talk about it?”  When someone is direct with us about an issue they have, when they are 
anonymous, we can together make progress on our work in progress. We have the opportunity to 
grow and change and be better. I might not enjoy having someone tell me I’ve disappointed them 
or hurt their feelings or let them down, but I do feel relieved knowing they care enough about our 
relationship to give me a chance to fix it, and trust me enough to know I will care about their 
feedback.  
 
And when I’m the one giving the feedback, I try to assume goodwill and I always hope others 
assume my goodwill.  
 
So instead of,  

“Hey you did an awful thing and I know you did it on purpose to hurt me!”  
 
I might say something like  

“Hey, not sure if you realized it, and I’m sure it was not your intent, but when you kicked 
me in the knees that hurt both my knees and my feelings.”  

                                                
1 One variation found here; also search for the “Perfect Rabbi” 
http://www.frtommylane.com/stories/priesthood/perfect_pastor.htm 
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And then they have the chance to say,  

“Oh no! I’m sorry. When I kicked you in the knees, I was actually aiming for the soccer 
ball you were standing in front of. Let’s figure out other places you could stand to watch 
the soccer game instead of on the field.”  

 
And you know, that is a very helpful conversation. Avoids a lot of bruises going forward. 
 
There are certainly exceptions to the rule, and sometimes we can’t be direct. But anonymous 
stuff is just a dead end. You can’t build relationship, or at the very least apologize, when there is 
no return address. I’m not unique here. It seems like many people have been on the receiving end 
of some super negative unhelpful feedback, especially if you are in any public position 
whatsoever.  
 
I know someone, an incredibly kind smart person, who got hate email from someone who went 
to the trouble to set up an anonymous email address just for that purpose. It was something like 
ihatesusan@yahoo.com.(Yahoo! Indeed…)  
 
And all you have to do to see how mean human beings can be to each other is open up the online 
comments section on any news article—or any other place where people can be anonymous.  
 
The older generation might use notecards and email, but I think our teens might be more familiar 
with YikYak, Whisper, Secret, Cloaq…and so many more.  
 
I really hope that everyone here tries to be the kind of person who assumes goodwill; who talks 
to people directly as much as possible when you have an issue; and who never hides behind 
anonymity just to say something purposefully mean. For adults, that expectation goes without 
saying; and I also expect our Follen youth to be leaders in this way with your peers.   
 
But even if we never inflict this stuff on others, we might still be on the receiving end of it. How 
can we let it go? 
 
I have a mantra left over from college that helps. On our first day, all us nervous freshman 
poured into the auditorium. People who were here last week heard my story about just how 
nervous I was that day! The Dean of Students, Bob Gross, gave an opening speech. He pointed 
out that since many of us there were in the top percentiles of our high school class, the vast 
majority of us were about to find ourselves “downwardly mobile,” academically speaking. That 
can be very demoralizing to perfectionistic young 18 year olds. 
 
So he taught us the Swarthmore Mantra.2 He shouted out a few phrases we would be sure to hear 
over the next few years, Phrases that terrified me, like “C minus!” and asked us to shout back at 
him these words, our mantra: “No matter what you say or do to me, I am still a worthwhile 
person.”   
 
Let’s try it. 
                                                
2 http://www.swarthmore.edu/past-commencements/last-collection-robert-gross-62 
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How could you make such a big mistake?“No matter what you say or do to me, I am still a 
worthwhile person.”   
 
You aren’t invited to my party. “No matter what you say or do to me, I am still a worthwhile 
person.”   
 
I don’t think this job is working out for you. I’m going to have to let you go.“No matter what 
you say or do to me, I am still a worthwhile person.”   
 
You have fallen far this year, and stooped very low. 
“No matter what you say or do to me, I am still a worthwhile person.”   
 
I want to hear the criticisms you need to let go of. And we’ll say the mantra with you.  
 
I asked God if it was okay to be a work in progress and she said yes. I asked her if it was okay to 
be disappointing sometimes and she said it sure is. I asked her if she loved us anyways… 
Sweetcakes, God said what I’m telling you is 
Yes Yes Yes 
 
Assume goodwill. Be honest; be kind; be direct.  
 
And then, let it go, my friends, and let it be.  
 
Because God says yes to you, in all your glorious imperfection. 
 
We are all so delightfully disappointing and loveable.  
 
No matter what they say or do to you, you are still a worthwhile person. I know it to be true. 
 
And in this community, and in God’s heart, 
 
You are known, you are loved, you are accepted.  
 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Amen. 
 


