
     Sunday April 29-2018  “Failing Forward” Rev. Lane Campbell 

excerpt from Mission Impossible: Why Failure Is Not an Option by 

Rev. Sean Parker Dennison 

What I mean by “failure is not an option” is  not  that ministers, 

Unitarian Universalists, or human beings cannot or should not fail.  

When I say “failure is not an option,” I mean that we 

cannot help but fail. If our mission is big enough we will fail. It’s not 

an option. It is inevitable. 

Along with avoiding suspense, I promised myself another thing 

when I agreed to present this essay. I promised myself that I would 

tell the truth. No distortion, no evasion, no covering up the hard or 

embarrassing parts, no lies of omission, just the truth. That’s why I 

started by telling you right off that failure is inevitable. But I need to 

tell you just as directly that we are already  failing. 

You may be asking yourself, “Why would anyone accept failure and 

not fight, kicking and screaming, to avoid it?” Believe me, I 

understand the question. My biggest coping mechanism is what I 

call “hyper-competence.” When I’m stressed or anxious, I will do it 

all, all by myself, and what I do will be so amazing and excellent that 

you could never doubt my value. So truly, I understand that it’s hard 

to admit failure. It’s hard to admit that I’ve failed in the past, hard to 

admit I could fail in the future, and hardest of all to admit when I am 

failing in the moment. And yet, I’m here, telling you this truth: I am 

and you are and we are failing. 



Now, I’m certainly not proposing that we intentionally fail or 

engage in self-sabotage. I’m not suggesting we surrender all hope 

of success in our ministries, our congregations, and our work for 

the common good in this world.   The real reason I am telling you 

these truths about failure is that I want to free us all—free us from 

the fear, the shame, and the isolation—of being people who fail. 

You see, as long as we fear failure—as long as we use up vast 

amounts of energy trying to be perfect, absolutely and adamantly 

competent, we are not going to have the energy to be or become 

the relevant, responsive, passionate, and growing movement of 

Unitarian Universalists we yearn to be. As long as we are frozen in 

our tracks by the fear that we might fail or more accurately, that 

others might find out we fail, we are stuck thinking small, making 

only the safest of plans that we already know will succeed. But I am 

here to tell you: You might as well go ahead and plan to fail, 

because you’re going to do it anyway. You already are. 

Sermon   

Failing Forward     

 The topic for this morning’s sermon comes from a poem 

written by Rev. Hope Johnson, in the meditation from our Unitarian 

Universalist Association called Bless the Imperfect- a series of 



meditations for congregational leaders.  Her poem, “Keep Your 

Dreams Alive,” reads like this: 

Listen. 

Light the way. 

Lend a hand. 

Make decisions. 

Commit. 

Take risks. 

Fail forward. 

Build community. 

Nurture meaningful relationships. 

Be real. 

Give thanks. 

Invest in someone, or something, that you believe in. 

Live. 

Love. 

Dream. 

Dream BIG. 

Be transformed. 

Change the world. 

LEAD. 

And keep your dreams alive. 

Rev. Hope Johnson invites us to fail forward by dreaming big 

and keeping our dreams alive.  If our mission is big enough, we are 



going to fail, as Sean Parker Dennison reminds us.  We fail forward 

when we recognize and accept the mistakes we make.  We fail 

forward when we are able to reflect on lessons learned, rather than 

to hide our failures away from others in an attempt to keep a 

perfect exterior.  We fail forward when we risk and fall short and 

get back up again to try something new or to keep on going. 

As I was thinking through what we should be talking about at 

the beginning of this holy and beautiful week together, I may be 

going against my better judgement and the advice of colleagues in 

speaking about failure this morning.  Isn’t this supposed to be the 

week we spend together learning about and celebrating our 

respective successes?  Aren’t we both supposed to be putting our 

best faces forward this week?  But, I thought to myself, what is a 

more unifying force than failure?  It is a part of being human, a part 

of developing humility, a part of what connects us to one another.  

And failure in any of our lives is inevitable.  I’d like to see a show of 

hands- who here has never experienced failure? (Pause) Well, I’m 

glad we got that out of the way. 

 We experience failure in a multitude of ways, often shaped by 

the experiences of our childhood or lessons learned along the way.  

For some, failure is a source of shutting down.  We have done 

something wrong and it is time to retreat or to make ourselves 

small.  For others, failure is a source of learning and creativity.  It 

presents us with a time to think differently and to embrace a new 

perspective.  For some of us here, failure may be a place to reach 

out to friends or colleagues for support.  For others, it is a time of 

isolation and drawing inward.  We face failure in all sorts of ways. 



 And it can be hard for us as Unitarian Universalists to accept 

failure for what it is.  The Unitarian theology we have inherited has a 

high value on human free will and allows little room for grace in the 

midst of failure.  (But you all are Universalists, right?  So there’s no 

problem with that here….) We can believe that when failure 

happens, we are at fault and we need to take the blame.  We can 

believe that through our not seeing what was possible or our not 

trying hard enough that failure came about.  This is one of the 

shadow sides to the humanist thread through our denomination.  

When human beings are the highest source of spiritual 

nourishment, good and evil, there can be a lot of pressure on us 

when we fall short.  An onward and upward forever mentality does 

not serve the deep learning and emotional work that can aid us in 

times of failure.  We can see failure as a source of evil, rather than 

as a source of learning.  This high value of humanity can lead us to 

places of perfectionism. 

 One of the positive sides to our humanist theological thread 

is that in sharing our failures in beloved community or relationship, 

we are healed of the notion that any of us should isolate or be 

ashamed of failure.  When human beings are the highest source of 

spiritual nourishment, healing in relationship is possible.  We 

accept failure better when we can hear from others that they have 

been there too.  Brene Brown, well-known public speaker and 

shame researcher talks about this in her work quite frequently.  

When we fail and we are vulnerable with others about it, we have 

the opportunity to heal from the shame we carry about failure.  



Through sharing, feeling heard, and having a friend or a loved one 

say, “I have totally been there too,” we stop ourselves from thinking 

that we are bad or somehow lesser than others.  Through 

vulnerability, we are better able to recover and learn from our 

failings, rather than carrying them around like a burdensome 

weight in our guts or on our chests or on our backs. 

 This is why congregations and communities are so deeply 

needed right now and throughout time, so that we have people to 

care for and people who care for us.  Our task is to create a 

community where someone- anyone- can come and say, “I have 

failed and I hurt because of it,” knowing that they will be held by 

their peers.  Creating communities that are safe enough for folks 

to come forward and share their failings is no easy task, it takes 

time and trust.  It takes showing up for one another and it takes a 

willingness to be vulnerable, to share. 

 One of the deepest senses of failure I see right now in our 

liberal communities is a sense of failure around our current 

political climate.  Folks are constantly working to make sense out 

of what is currently happening and figuring out what to do to 

understand neighbors and family members who share differing 

political views from our own.  This is a great example too of failing 

forward as I see so many organizing efforts in response to this 

political climate.  Folks are getting together in a ways we have not 

seen before.  Youth are leading a charge to march for our lives, 

Black communities are leading a charge to address further 

militarization of our police, women and people of all genders are 

leading us to address sexual harassment and sexual assault.  Out of 



a failure to see the truth about our society, folks are leading us to 

address the harms and the wrongs that have been going on for 

decades in the United States.   

 This morning, what I want you to know about my ministry and 

about this ministry possibility is that I follow the advice Rev. Sean 

Parker Dennison so brilliantly outlines in his Berry Street Essay, 

“Mission Impossible: Why Failure Is Not An Option.”  I too believe in 

truth-telling, and I too believe that failure is a part of living.  I am 

less interested in saving face and more interested in where we can 

plumb the depths of our own experiences to make meaning out of 

our lives that foster learning and true self-examination.  That is a 

pretty way to say I do not have to look far to see some examples 

from my own life of times when I have failed.  I imagine the same is 

true for you too.  And I invite you for just a moment to think of a 

time you have failed in the past and what you have learned from 

that experience.  [PAUSE] 

 A good few years ago, my stubborn self-will failed me in a 

pretty major way.  My friends and I had planned to go on a kayaking 

trip in southern Missouri.  We had been planning this for weeks and 

when we checked the weather report closer to the date, there was 

a warning of heavy rains and some possible flash flooding.  We 

thought about it all together and decided we would rather risk the 

trip, so we got all our gear together and headed down there.  On 

our way we stopped for some firewood and even had a friendly, 

local man at the gas station warn us in a local dialect about the rains 

that were coming in a sort of ominous way.  It was classic. 



 The first day, there were a few rains, but the river was 

pleasant.  We thought we had all worried for nothing.  When we 

awoke the second day, waters were rising around the river bank we 

had camped on.  We anxiously gathered our gear and gulped down 

breakfast.  My friends asked me to pray for them and these friends 

are not the praying type.  That’s when I really realized we were in 

trouble.  We kayaked something like 5 miles in two hours, the water 

was moving fast, and luckily, the local park rangers’ office noticed 

our car at our pull out spot down the river and came to fish us out.  

It is hard to imagine what might have happened if these men had 

not shown up. 

 In this situation, our stubbornness failed us in a way that could 

have cost us our lives.  We emerged from the waters pretty tense, 

snappy with one another, drenched, and deeply scared.  It didn’t 

help that the guys who picked us up were like, “What were you 

thinking?!?!  You could have died out there!”   

From this experience of failure, I learned about the precious 

fragility of human life, I learned that life is a gift not to be taken 

lightly, and I learned to take the weather seriously.  This was an 

important lesson in humility that has taken me years to unpack.  I 

can tell you about the experience now, but it took a while to heal 

from and lots of sharing with friends to get to the learning.  Lots of 

hearing about how folks had been in similar situations where they 

thought they knew better and ended up emerging from the 

metaphorical rushing waters drenched and humbled. 

There was also a morning at General Assembly in Portland, 

Oregon in 2015 when my friend and I decided to skip morning 



worship.  We had been commuting back and forth to GA and just 

wanted a morning off before getting back into the schedule of 

workshops, worship, and plenary sessions.  For folks who don’t 

know what General Assembly is- it’s the denomination’s annual 

gathering where people come together from all over the country 

and the world to make decisions about the direction of Unitarian 

Universalism. 

Well, it turns out the one morning we decided to skip was the 

morning that the United States Supreme Court ruled in favor of 

marriage equality for same-sex couples.  We awoke to text 

messages from friends and activist networks.  We watched on our 

computer screen live feed of General Assembly as the festivities 

unfolded, with rainbow flags everywhere and worship led by one of 

our Black lesbian colleagues.  We watched all this from our hotel 

room and we felt like the biggest dopes.  Here we were, missing out 

on a huge celebration of rights both of us had been organizing for 

in the years preceding the national decision. 

I would like to tell you that the lesson from this failure was to 

never be late to church ever again.   

The additional lesson was to commit to showing up to be with 

one another.  In knowing the heartbreak of missing out, I realized 

that we show up for each other both because it is important to us, 

but also because it is important to others.  We show up because we 

don’t know in what ways we will be needed that day and in what 

ways we need our community to be there for us. 

And there are times when failure is just devastating.  When it 

punches you in the gut and it is really hard to recover from.  Each 



one of us has these stories.  Times when it felt like the failure we 

were experiencing was beyond repair.  Failure is not always 

something we can tie up with a neat bow of lessons learned.  I am 

speaking with you in these terms this morning, but there are so 

many other life experiences we can share over time- of the times 

when we tried really hard to achieve something and our hopes 

were dashed, or the times when we put a whole bunch of work into 

a project that did not take the direction we had hoped, or even 

times when we failed and felt shut out and unsupported by those 

we loved.  Please do not allow me this morning to communicate to 

you all that failure is just something we learn from painlessly.  

Failure is hard.  The shame and the guilt that follow can feel 

unbearable.  This is something all of us here have felt. 

As a community, as a religious community, we are asked to 

fail forward- to see our failures as growth opportunities, to 

recognize when we have failed and to allow something to die that 

different things can be reborn.  This can be hard sometimes, isn’t 

it?  It can be hard to admit failure for something we have put so 

much effort and energy into, a project we are completely attached 

to. 

This is why I love the invitation from Rev. Sean Parker 

Dennison to embrace failure.  He makes it clear- this is not about 

deliberately attempting to fail, but rather to be freed from the 

oppressive forces of perfectionism that would have us believe the 

lie that we can live life perfectly without a moment of failure.  

That’s what it is- a lie.  We fail forward, learn from our mistakes, and 

keep going as a way of living, as a way to combat fragility.  Because 



perfectionism is fragile, always ready to break open to expose our 

flaws, to reveal that it was all just an illusion.  We embrace failure 

and messiness and flaws because that is the reality of being human. 

May you know moments of failure and may you feel the 

fullness of the emotions that come.  May you find the strength and 

the courage to share those moments with someone you trust.  

Allow those mistakes to become a source of growth rather than a 

source of stagnation.  And may this be a community that is with us 

in moments of celebration as well as moments of failure.   

 Blessed be.  Amen.  May it be so. 


