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January 15, 2023

Psalm 40:1-11

Faith and Failure

Prayer:  O Lord of all, you have named us and called
us. Speak to us now through words that meet us where
we are, as we are, with your Word made flesh. May we
find our dwelling in your love, our security in your
promise, and be restored to our right minds…

Michael Jordan points out that in his professional
career, he missed more than 9000 shots and lost over

300 games. One of the greatest basketball players of all time.

I’d like to explore this Psalm with you which begins with a person in a desolate pit of
despair; drawn out of the pit and God placing their feet upon a rock. “Making my steps secure.”
There is an important connection between faith and failure. And humility and righteousness.

The Biblical witness is long and rich with this theme of failure and faith.

● Beginning with Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, the gifts they received and
their disobedience leading them to life outside the garden.

● Their sons Cain and Abel and the story of fratricide. How could a story continue
after that?

● How spoiled little Joseph, the 11th son of Jacob, was betrayed by his jealous
brothers and sold into slavery in Egypt, and then how Joseph saved and forgave
his whole family by bringing them to Egypt where he had stored up enough food
to get the nation through the famine.

● The misery of the children of Israel in the wilderness, expecting that they had
been brought there to die, worshiping a golden calf, and then receiving manna
to eat in the wilderness.

● In the gospels,the disciples commit many mistakes and fail Jesus at every turn,
they misunderstand Jesus in his teaching ministry, they can’t heal as well as he
does, fall asleep as he prays in the garden before he was handed over, and deny
him; yet they became the founders of the early church. Having understood
something about their own capacity to fail and to learn from it and move
forward.

Faith is the other side of failure -- for those who have eyes to see and ears to hear.
Frederick Buecner says that a successful call in any walk of life is when our gifts and talents
intersect with the needs of the world.  “Where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger
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meet.” It stands to reason that we can call it “Failure” when they do not.  The other side of
failure is an opportunity to re-tool what you have to offer, or to reconsider what the world’s
needs really are, to offer yourself in a new way. To learn, to grow, to change.

I know many of you are concerned about the success of South Church. I am too. I, and
all of the church staff, have professional goals built to support the success of this congregation
and its ministries. The staff transitions of the last year and the coming year, as well as the
ongoing pandemic have created a challenging environment. I wonder what it means to step
into this time with faith – to open up our hearts and minds to possibilities of success that we
may not have imagined, both here at church and in our lives.

When I was called to my first church fresh out of seminary, I followed the recommended
guidelines at the time, getting to know my people, and we had a vision day about 9 months in.
My people wanted our church to grow. We divided into small groups, came up with ideas that
would bring growth; had lunch, and then were divided into new small groups to discuss how to
begin each of these ideas. One of the ideas was that we should begin a Soup Kitchen, there
were 3 or 4 people committed to making this happen.

That Soup Kitchen was my greatest success and greatest failure. It was immediately
controversial, we didn’t have a large church to begin with and some of our folks were offended
by it. “We’ll be a laughing stock! we’re inviting the wrong kinds of people to hang around here!
Why are we spending limited resources this way?” Basically I spent the next 3 years getting a
Soup Kitchen going, speaking to the press, raising money, and seeing people that the
community didn’t want to have seen. Merely by feeding people,we were making it obvious
that the governmental assistance programs were falling short. It was the Lord’s work. Feeding
the hungry, recognizing their dignity, showing them respect and God’s love. It took a lot of my
time, attention, and imagination.

Making a long story a very short, I was invited back to the Soup Kitchens for their 30th
anniversary a few years ago. They had just served their 1,000,000th meal. It has grown to be a
large organization now, meal sites and food pantry giveaways all up and down the CT
shoreline. I was surprised to hear people using political speech to talk about the work: people
who were conservatives talking about how the Soup Kitchen fits with the Republican platform;
on the other hand people who were liberals talking about how it fits the Democratic agenda.

…I thought it was because Jesus said to feed the hungry. My people wanted to raise the
profile of our church; by leaning into discipleship with the support of our congregation. Yet no
one. Not one person began attending our church because of the Soup Kitchen. No one was
inspired by our lived discipleship to join us, although the ministry grew and thrived. That is a
100% failure. And yet… one million meals served … and counting…

Other things grew our church. I spent hardly any time – and no money at all –  on a
young adult group which met in each other’s homes for dinner and conversation about once a
month;  lifelong friendships were formed from that group. We expanded our music programs,
we met new people and invited friends. A men’s group began doing mission work together,
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they invited their friends. But what caused me to learn a lot about church growth from the
failure of that Soup Kitchen to bring people in.

On this MLK holiday weekend we can be reminded that at the time, his assassination
appeared to be the end of his dream for this country; and yet it was a new kind of beginning in
the work. A beginning no one wanted, but a beginning that had to happen once he was gone.

Martin Luther King said in his address to the Institute on Nonviolence in 1956, “It is
historically and biologically true that there can be no birth and growth without birth and
growing pains.  Whenever there is the emergence of the new we confront the recalcitrance of
the old.  So the tensions which we witness in the world today are indicative of the fact that a
new world order is being born and an old order is passing away.”   The failures and the conflicts
at the time were part of the process.

I have a friend who was telling me recently that the hardest criticism for her to hear is
criticism about her professional life – she is an artist, and she feels rejected by criticism.  She
internalizes it, it festers within, she is full of self-doubt and low self-esteem, she feels insulted,
and she frets. But none of those feelings help her to learn or grow; the feelings are a barrier. I
can relate to those feelings; and I am learning that when I can be big enough, or small enough
to overlook the ego blow, when I can look past what feels like a personal insult, failure is my
own personally curated opportunity for learning.  If I can interrogate the failure without shame,
I may come up with an improved strategy in the future.  Einstein said that “success is failure in
progress.”

Jesus’ biggest success was what looked like his biggest failure – death on a cross.  It is
what allows us all to well up with new life, because he has gone before us into our deepest
fears even to death itself.  It is what allows us to continue to hope in God’s promises, for us and
for those who come after us.  It is in death that we receive new life, it is in failure that we
receive mercy.  We are invited to say with the Psalmist “God has set my feet upon a rock,
making my steps secure. God has put a new song in my mouth…”

Questions for reflection and conversation:

● Psalm 40 makes a connection between humility and righteousness. Do you agree or disagree that humility
and righteousness are connected?

● What are examples of  failures that redirected you in an important way, or that you learned from?
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