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How the Light Gets In 

- a sermon reflection compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, March 5, 2017 

 

Story for All Ages 

“The Cracked Pot” – a folktale from India 

- adapted by Dawn Daniels 

Long ago there lived a man whose job it was to haul water from the stream uphill to his master’s 

house many times each day. To do this work, the water bearer had two large pots that hung from 

each end of a pole he carried across the back of his neck, balanced over the top of his shoulders. 

The two pots were identical, but only one of them was perfect – the other one had a small crack in it, 

so with every trip up the hill the cracked pot lost nearly half of its water while the perfect pot delivered 

a full portion.  

The perfect pot was proud of its accomplishments, and loved to brag about them. He also loved to 

point out to the cracked pot how flawed it was…that no matter how hard the water bearer worked, the 

cracked pot only ever managed to deliver a half portion of water to the master’s house. The cracked 

pot felt ashamed of his imperfection and was miserable that he could accomplish only half of what he 

had been made to do. 

One day the cracked pot spoke to the water bearer when they had stopped by the stream. “I am 

ashamed of myself, and I must apologize to you for my flaw…for my inability to carry all the water you 

need me to carry. You work so hard and I fail to give you the full value for your effort.” 

The water bearer listened and looked upon the pot with compassion and said, “As we return to the 

master’s house this time, I want you to pay attention to the beautiful flowers growing along the path.” 

And indeed, as they went back up the hill, the cracked pot did take notice of the sun warming the 

beautiful wild flowers on the side of the path, and felt cheered somewhat. But at the end of the trail, 

the pot once again felt miserable and apologized again for having lost half its water along the way.  

The water bearer said to the pot, “I’m afraid you do not understand what I was trying to show you. Did 

you not notice that there were flowers only on your side of your path, and not on the other pot’s side? 

That’s because I planted flower seeds on your side of the path, and every day while we walk back 

from the stream, you’ve watered them. I have known about your crack for some time and could have 

crafted a new pot. But because of your flaw, we have been able together to grow beautiful flowers 

and with them bless many tables. Without you being just the way you are, where would we have 

found such beauty?  
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Reading 

“The Inherent Wholeness of Every Being” 

- by Erika A. Hewitt 

We who are Unitarian Universalist not only affirm the inherent worth and dignity of every person; we 

also affirm the inherent wholeness of every being -- despite apparent brokenness. 

No one reading these words is a stranger to pain, or the knowledge that things break, or break down: 

promises, friendship, sobriety, hope, communication…. this breaking happens because our human 

hearts and our very institutions are frail and imperfect. We make mistakes. Life is messy. Brokenness 

happens. 

We’re intimately acquainted with brokenness, then, even as we believe that no matter how fractured 

we are or once were, we can make whole people of ourselves. We are whole at our core, because of 

the great, unnameable, sometimes inconceivable Love in which we live. 

As UUs, we believe that paying attention to something is an act of love; witnessing and naming 

brokenness is how we begin to heal it. Some sorrows demand to be named out loud:   

My sister died. 

My body is fragile. 

I’m scared that I won’t be able to pay my rent this month. 

The streets in my city are filled with violence. 

Healing begins when we examine what’s in pain, wonder how it occurred, and allow it to teach us. 

In fact, sometimes the brokenness is immense and the only grasp, the only power we have over that 

large and complicated pain looming over us is to bear witness, to tell its story, and to seek out 

companions and helpers who are willing to agree that yes, there is something breaking or messy in 

front of us, and we will not leave or even look away until repair has begun. 

If love begins with attention, repair takes the form of compassion, bearing witness, speaking 

out. 

Repair looks like connection, justice, or even revolution. It looks like after-school tutoring programs, 

community meals, and holding signs in front of City Hall. 

And it begins by placing full trust and faith that there is inherent wholeness in every broken situation. 

Sermon Message 

“There is a crack in everything, that's how the light gets in.” 

~ Leonard Cohen 

“Ancient wisdom teaches that we who would save the world must first save ourselves. We who would 

restore the planet must learn to restore the broken structures of the institutions closest to hand; to 

illuminate the lives of our companions and friends.” (Kendyl Gibbons) 

“To illuminate” the lives of others…”to restore the institutions closest at hand”…”we who 

would save the world must first save ourselves”… 

http://www.uua.org/directory/people/erika-hewitt
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Once upon a time, at a multigenerational event at a Unitarian Universalist congregation, everyone 

was encouraged to create a heart. They were given some construction paper and some glue and 

some markers to design their heart. Emily worked diligently to create the most perfect, beautiful heart 

she could. It even had glitter in the shape of diamonds all around the outside. 

As she was helping to clean up, she noticed the heart of one woman who was around the same age 

as her grandmother sitting at a nearby table. It was a mish-mash mess of odd colors and had pieces 

which were ripped and torn glued haphazardly upon it. Parts of it were wrinkled and crinkled and 

there was even a little hole in it! 

Thinking there was something wrong, Emily offered to help the woman fix her heart. But the woman 

merely smiled and explained that there was nothing wrong with her heart; it merely revealed all the 

things which had happened to her in her life. She said there were happy times here: the beautiful 

colors and designs represented when she first met her husband, their wedding and the birth of each 

of their three children. There were other beautiful parts, too, which stood for watching her children 

taking their first steps on their own, riding a bike for the first time and graduating from college. 

"But what about all the rips and tears and wrinkles?" Emily asked. "Why are they there?" 

These were for the sad times in her life, the woman explained. The time her best friend was stricken 

with measles, the time someone lied or did something to hurt her feelings and the hole was left when 

her husband died. "In fact, every time a person comes into my life that I care about," she explained, 

"they take a piece of my heart with them." 

This was distressing to Emily, thinking of the woman having to give part of her heart away to others. 

"But what happens if you give it all away?" she asked. "You'll be left with nothing." 

"No, I won't," the woman responded with a smile. "Because you see, they give me a piece of theirs as 

well." 

Emily looked down at her beautiful, perfect heart with the glitter and the designs she worked so hard 

to make. Then she looked again at the woman's mish-mashed heart with the jagged colors, rips and 

wrinkles. Without hesitation, Emily ripped a piece off of her perfect heart and handed it to the woman. 

"Thank you," the woman said as she placed it with her mish-mash heart and tore off a piece to hand 

to Emily. 

There are several other variations in folk literature of this story of the “perfect heart” which are all 

poignant in grasping the truth of the matter. If it were possible to view our hearts – that metaphorical 

version of our core – either through a transparent glass pane or in some physical sense outside our 

bodies (as if we could carry it around in our hands) if human nature holds true, we would very much 

want it to appear as unblemished as possible. The brokenness we all experience as part of life on this 

earth - we see as flaw, imperfection, as a complete reflection of who we are.   

But as we heard in our reading a bit ago by Erika Hewitt - and I believe this to be true because I’ve 

experienced it - there is an inherent wholeness that exists within each of us, beyond and despite our 

experiences of brokenness.  



4 
 

The Quaker writer and teacher Parker Palmer refers to this as a “hidden wholeness”. As a prelude to 

the opening chapter of his book titled Hidden Wholeness, Palmer recounts a meditation on the Jack 

pine by Douglas Wood: 

Jack pines…are not lumber trees [and they] won’t win many beauty contests either. But to me 

this valiant old tree, solitary on its own rocky point, is as beautiful as a living thing can be…in 

the calligraphy of its shape against the sky is written strength of character and perseverance, 

survival of wind, drought, cold, heat, disease…in its silence it speaks of …wholeness…an 

integrity that comes from being what you are. 

Palmer goes on to share a reflection from his own life in his opening chapter that I want to place 

before you as a clear illustration of the very human struggle in understanding brokenness and 

wholeness – he writes: 

Every summer, I go to the Boundary Waters, a million acres of pristine wilderness along the 

Minnesota-Ontario border. My first trip, years ago, was a vacation, pure and simple. But as I 

returned time and again to that elemental world of water, rock, woods, and sky, my vacation 

began to feel more like a pilgrimage to me – an annual trek to holy ground driven by spiritual 

need. Douglas Wood’s meditation on the jack pine, a tree native to that part of the world, 

names what I go up north seeking: images of how life looks when it’s lived with integrity. 

Thomas Merton claimed that “there is in all things…a hidden wholeness.” But back in the 

human world – where we are less self-revealing than jack pines – Merton’s words can, at 

times, sound like wishful thinking. Afraid that our inner light will be extinguished or our inner 

darkness exposed, we hide our true identities from each other. In the process, we become 

separated from our own souls. We end up living divided lives, so far removed from the truth we 

hold within that we cannot know the “integrity that comes from being what you are.” 

My knowledge of the divided life comes first from personal experience: I yearn to be whole, but 

dividedness often seems the easier choice. A “still, small voice” speaks the truth about me, my 

work, or the world. I hear it and yet act as if I did not. I withhold a personal gift that might serve 

a good end or commit myself to a project that I do not really believe in. I keep silent on an 

issue I should address or actively break faith with one of my own convictions. I deny my inner 

darkness, giving it more power over me, or I project it onto other people, creating “enemies” 

where none exist. 

I pay a steep price when I live a divided life – feeling fraudulent, anxious about being found 

out, and depressed by the fact that I am denying my own selfhood. The people around me pay 

a price as well, for now they walk on ground made unstable by my dividedness. How can I 

trust another’s integrity when I defy my own? A fault line runs down the middle of my life, 

and whenever it cracks open – divorcing my words and actions from the truth I hold within – 

things around me get shaky and start to fall apart. 

But up north, in the wilderness, I sense the wholeness hidden “in all things.” It is in the taste of 

wild berries, the scent of sun-baked pine, the sight of the Northern Lights, the sound of water 

lapping the shore, signs of a bedrock integrity that is eternal and beyond all doubt. And 
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when I return to a human world that is transient and riddled with disbelief, I have new eyes for 

the wholeness hidden in me and my kind and a new heart for loving even our imperfections. 

In fact, the wilderness constantly reminds me that wholeness is not about perfection [if you 

take nothing else from this message this morning, dear ones, please do take this]. On July 4, 

1999, a twenty-minute maelstrom of hurricane-force winds took down twenty million trees 

across the Boundary Waters. A month later, when I made my annual pilgrimage up north, I 

was heartbroken by the ruin and wondered whether I wanted to return. And yet on each visit 

since, I have been astonished to see how nature uses devastation to stimulate new growth, 

slowly but persistently healing her own wounds. 

Wholeness does not mean perfection: it means embracing brokenness as an integral 

part of life. Knowing this gives me hope that human wholeness – mine, yours, ours – need not 

be a utopian dream, if we can use devastation as a seedbed for new life. 

I realize I am likely not alone in hearing these words as applicable to my own life as well as to what 

we’re all currently experiencing as a nation in these challenging times. What I hear in this is that a 

projection of our brokenness (or blame for our brokenness) onto something or someone else just 

doesn’t work. Integrity requires an ownership of it all. Such projection delays the integration of our 

brokenness into our lives and delays our healing, delays the growth that awaits in the seedbed of our 

devastation.  

Healing begins when we examine what’s in pain, wonder how it occurred, and allow it to teach 

us. 

In fact, sometimes the brokenness is immense and the only grasp, the only power we have 

over that large and complicated pain looming over us is to bear witness, to tell its story, and to 

seek out companions and helpers who are willing to agree that yes, there is something 

breaking or messy in front of us, and we will not leave or even look away until repair has 

begun. 

If love begins with attention, repair takes the form of compassion, bearing witness, 

speaking out. 

Repair looks like connection, justice, or even revolution. It looks like after-school tutoring 

programs, community meals, and holding signs in front of City Hall. 

And it begins by placing full trust and faith that there is inherent wholeness in every broken 

situation. 

 

Shalom and Salaam, blessed be, and amen.  

 

 

 


