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The Freedom of Imperfection 
 

Community requires forgiveness. 

 

If you haven't seen the Disney animated film, Encanto, you should.  I'm about to ruin it for you, 

but see it anyway.  This film is about a very special family in Colombia who have a very special 

house.  The house is alive and it protects and provides for them, the power of the house and what 

it does for the Madrigal family is so special that a community gathers around them, forming a 

little town.  It gives each of the members of the household a special gift, and they are to use that 

gift for the welfare of the community. 

 

Then there is Maribel.  She doesn't seem to have a special gift.  Her attempts at making up for 

this lack drive her to some rather bizarre actions.  She feels such pressure to be someone she is 

not.  Finally, she rebels.  When she does, the house loses its power, and the family falls apart.  

She runs away, and when her grandmother finds her, she confronts the older woman.  Maribel 

feels cast aside by the family. 

 

I’ve ruined enough already, but I’ll tell you that in the end, Maribel’s gift is the key to restoring 

the family and the community.  It is precisely the gift of being normal, which means messy and 

incomplete, the gift of imperfection, you might say, the gift of realizing that nobody is God but 

God. 

 

Henri Nouwen, renown Catholic priest, monk and author, writes about that in his book, Spiritual 

Direction, Wisdom for the Long Walk of Faith.1  He tells a story about his year working at 

L'Arche, Daybreak in Richland, Ontario, a home where people with intellectual disabilities 

partner with volunteers to offer a warm, supportive atmosphere for life.  He got very attached to 

someone, and found himself emotionally dependent on him until that dependency ruptured the 

relationship.  It was rough working through the crisis, but in the end, he writes, "I had to forgive 

my friend for not being God."  Ultimately, this is what community needs, he writes.  There are 

many things community does for us, making it absolutely essential to human life, but there are 

things only God can do for us.  Expectations that others will do what only God can do always 

disappoint, causing hurt and pain.  We must forgive one another for not being God, and we must 

forgive ourselves for not being God.  When we do, we find the freedom to be ourselves in all our 

messy, painful glory. 

 

We see this throughout Scripture, including the lessons for today.  In the lesson from Sacred 

History, God speaks to God's people in words of comfort after their exile.  Yes, they have been 

unfaithful, yes, they have suffered greatly, and yes, God still loves them and calls them God's 

own.  In the lesson from Apostolic Instruction, St. Paul talks about his spiritual pedigree.  He of 

all people, has reason to boast, but he will not, for it's not about boasting.  It's about 

acknowledging what God has already given, and responding. 

 
1 Nouwen, Henri JM. Spiritual direction: Wisdom for the long walk of faith. HarperOne, 2006. 



 

But the Gospel lesson is especially poignant.  Jesus goes to Lazarus's house.  (You remember the 

guy Jesus raised from the dead.)  His sisters, Mary and Martha, throw a big dinner party for him.  

In the middle of it, Mary walks into a room full of men, and pours a whole lot of expensive 

perfume over Jesus' feet and wipes them with her hair.  Compare it to taking a bottle of Viktor 

and Wolf, Flowerbomb Haute Couture perfume, worth $2500 and pouring the whole thing out.  

Imagine the fragrance, filling the room.  Imagine the scandal of this woman, invading the men's 

space.  Imagine the outlandish shock at the over-the-top extravagance.  Judas' words do not seem 

so out of place:  We're trying to help the poor here, and she wastes all this expensive perfume on 

your feet!  This is unforgiveable! 

 

But it is forgivable.  Judas needs to learn what forgiveness means here.  His own pompous piety 

is a sham, and doubly so for trying to make Mary's offering into one.  He would measure Mary 

with a careful yardstick, one that at once throws the blame on Mary, and hides his own thieving 

hand.  He does not realize that the path of measuring others always ends in the unmasking of 

one's own hypocrisy. 

 

Mary shows us another way.  Mary was the one about whom her sister Martha said to Jesus, 

"Tell her to help me in the kitchen," to which he replied, "She has chosen the better part."  Right 

after Lazarus died and Jesus comes to visit, both sisters say the same thing, “If you had been 

here, my brother would not have died.”  Martha and Jesus talk theology, about resurrection and 

life.  With Mary, Jesus weeps.  Now Mary anticipates his death with an extravagant gift, and 

Mary becomes the first person to meet Jesus after the Resurrection.  Mary's relationship with 

Jesus isn't about being perfect, about always making the right choices or paying the price if you 

don’t.  It's not ultimately about whether or not you're forgiven, or what you might need 

forgiveness for, or even what you might need to grant forgiveness for.  It's about knowing deep 

in your bones that you are ALREADY FORGIVEN, so that you can live with others as if they, 

too, are already forgiven.  What freedom Mary's path offers us!  We don't have to be perfect with 

one another.  We don't have to be perfect for ourselves.  Forgiveness frees us to be the Beloved 

Community gathered around the One who forgives us before we even ask. 

 

On October 2, 2006 Charles Carl Roberts IV barricaded himself in an Amish one-room 

schoolhouse near West Nickel Mines, a small Amish community in Lancaster County, 

Pennsylvania.  When authorities arrived, he had been shooting, leaving 5 girls dead and 5 

wounded, and himself dead by his own hand.  It rocked the Amish community, and the rest of 

the country.  But what rocked the country even more was the response of the Amish. 

 

On the day of the shooting, a grandfather of one of the murdered Amish girls was heard warning 

some young relatives not to hate the killer, saying, "We must not think evil of this man." 

 

A Roberts family spokesman said an Amish neighbor comforted the Roberts family hours after 

the shooting and extended forgiveness to them. 

 

Amish community members visited and comforted Roberts' widow, parents, and parents-in-law. 

One Amish man held Roberts' sobbing father in his arms, reportedly for as long as an hour, to 

comfort him. 



 

Marie Roberts, Charles's widow, wrote an open letter to her Amish neighbors thanking them for 

their forgiveness, grace, and mercy. She wrote, "Your love for our family has helped to provide 

the healing we so desperately need. Gifts you've given have touched our hearts in a way no 

words can describe. Your compassion has reached beyond our family, beyond our community, 

and is changing our world, and for this we sincerely thank you."2 

 

Being a member of the Jesus community means acknowledging that only God is God.  The rest 

of us are messy, fallible and broken.  Forgiveness is the oil that frees the human heart to live and 

love in community in the midst of all the messiness.  And so, we pray, 

Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us. 

The extent to which we forgive as we have been forgiven, we will be free. 

 

 
2 Quoted largely from Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Nickel_Mines_School_shooting 


