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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
March 8, 2015 
Not-So-Simple Gifts 
 
Let us pray… 
 
When a pastor is looking for a call, for a new church, they fill out something called a 
“profile”.  It’s complicated and long and requires careful thought.  When I last filled it out 
in 2011, I didn’t mind the questions about my understanding of God, or what the 
institutional church is going to have to do to survive, or what my “faults” are.  The 
question I always hate answering the most is:  “Describe your interests and hobbies”.  
I’ve never filled out an online dating profile, but I imagine that question is on there too, 
and results in the same anxiety.  First of all, nobody puts down “binge watching 
Downton Abbey while eating ice cream from the carton,” although I have a feeling a 
hidden camera would reveal that this is a hobby of many of us.  No, our hobbies are 
supposed to be things like “running triathlons for charity” or “creating public art out of 
recycled outdated textbooks” or “competitive meditating”.  Something that reveals how 
hardworking, talented and giving you are.  Because, you know, that’s what hobbies and 
interests are all about. 
 
I looked back at my 2011 profile to remember what I revealed to the UCCB search 
committee way back then.  It was boring, but accurate.  I wrote, “As a parent of two 
school-aged children, it looks like my favorite hobby is chauffeuring from karate to 
soccer to band practice.”  True, but inadequate.  So I went on, “In addition to 
participating in my children’s busy lives, I read to relax, sing to be spiritually fed, and 
kayak to nurture my body and love of nature.”  All true!  Except we managed to kayak 
exactly once last summer, I think?  Right Paul, that time my car mirror caught on fire?  
And since coming to Boxborough, I’ve totally lost my singing routine.  So that leaves… 
reading.  Which is, really, my most consistent “hobby”.  I have to read every night before 
I go to bed.  If I finish a book and the library is closed, I get very jittery, like an addict 
looking for a fix.  So, really, what do I do in my spare time?  I read.  And I drive.  But I’m 
very good at both of them. 
 
Last fall, Kellie and Peter Senghas bid on a sermon at the Merrie Christmas Fair silent 
auction.  They “bought” the responsibility of choosing a theme for today’s worship.  They 
have invited me to reflect on the truth that we all have gifts to offer.  We can use them to 
bless others and ourselves.  Those gifts bring us great enjoyment and satisfaction.  But 
sharing those gifts is also an invitation to vulnerability, and risk-taking, as we reveal a 
part of ourselves to those around us.   
 
In at least a small way, this is about the ukulele.  For Christmas 2013 I asked my family 
for and received a ukulele; the one on the table in front of the altar.  I love how it looks, I 
love how it sounds, I loved how “easy to learn” it was reputed to be.  And no doubt it is 
easy, compared to the guitar or the violin.  But it turns out I simply was not willing to 
carve out the small amount of time and attention required on a regular basis to learn an 
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instrument.  Even with the motivation of this service coming up, I just couldn’t get myself 
to spend time on the ukulele. 
 
And, to be honest, that sent me into a little crisis.  You’ve heard me say it before:  I don’t 
cook, I don’t garden, I don’t knit.  I could add to the list:  I don’t jog, I don’t write except 
for work, I don’t journal, I don’t meditate, I don’t speak a foreign language.  Well, we all 
have a list of things we don’t do, right?  But that’s my list of things I’ve wanted to do, I’ve 
started to do, I’ve tried to do during my adult years, but I simply haven’t stuck with them.   
 
So you can see the challenge the sermon topic gave me, speaking about something 
that is a weakness in my own life.  Now, as clergy, we are often (if not always) talking 
about something that is a struggle for us, and I’m happy to share with you my growing 
edges.  But there also needs to be a word of hope, and I have to tell you, I was having a 
hard time finding the word of hope I need to hear, never mind you folks.  It would be 
easy to say that the problem is being a pastor and parent; wait a few years and see 
what happens.  But I have never recovered from my plan to enjoy cooking wonderful 
family meals during my 2008 sabbatical in France.  There would be time, fresh 
ingredients, inspiration!  That’s when I found out that my biggest obstacle to cooking 
isn’t time, it’s that I don’t like to cook.  So it isn’t just about needing more space and 
time, although that is certainly part of it. 
 
But that is what is beautiful about being in a community of faith.  What some of us are 
struggling with, others have mastered.  So I reached out to you to find out about the 
interests, hobbies, pastimes and gifts you have discovered, and how they have 
impacted your life and the world.  I invited you to think particularly about things you don’t 
do for compensation.  This is tricky.  As Paula Grieco wisely commented, too often 
people – and women in particular – devalue and give away their time and effort and the 
results thereof, when they should be requiring, in return, the exchange of energy we call 
money.  I completely agree with her.  And if at all possible, we should keep turning our 
passions and interests into our livelihoods.  In fact, there is a good chance that I haven’t 
developed hobbies because my job gives me so much variety that I’m not motivated to 
find another outlet for creativity.  On the other hand, one of the things Mary Pavlik 
emphasized was how much she enjoyed sharing her gifts around UCCB in ways that 
were NOT related to her professional life as a teacher; how out-of-her-comfort-zone 
activities like co-chairing Council and finishing the first floor of the church stretched and 
inspired her.  So for our purposes today, I want to focus on those things we make time 
for around our jobs or other primary roles.  
 
The input I received from folks was so beautiful!  People wrote about talents and 
struggles and hopes.  I’m not going to get to share everyone’s thoughts today.  But 
everybody’s words had an impact on this service, and I am so grateful for your sharing.   
 
Like Heidi Matthew.  Heidi, as you may know, is the volunteer editor of our monthly 
newsletter.  Heidi has been on the UCCB Communications team for some time, and has 
recently become the chair of that ministry team.  She didn’t necessarily come to this 
team with a lot of experience and expertise, but she came with curiosity, a willingness to 
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contribute and a desire to learn.  One of the things she kept saying she wanted to do 
was learn Publisher, the rather complicated program used for the church newsletter.  
She tried dabbling, but didn’t get very far.  And then, a year and a half ago, when our 
admin left for a full-time position, Heidi actually volunteered to take over.  Our need 
became the impetus for her to pursue a goal.  She writes, “It was thrilling to create some 
of the pages.  Though at times a bit nerve-wracking because I try hard to make 
deadlines, I have enjoyed doing this…”  Heidi has gotten lots of compliments on the 
newsletter.  But I’m not sure those people knew that Heidi has been teaching herself to 
produce that beautiful monthly publication, especially with a pastor who is always 
missing the deadline.  Heidi releases the newsletter into the community, knowing there 
will be eyes checking for typos and errors.  But she does it anyway, and has grown in 
skill and confidence with this gift, a gift that blesses us all. 
 
I heard several stories, like Heidi’s, that revealed the power of gift meeting opportunity.  
I didn’t know that Alan Rohwer originally got interested in musical theater as a way to 
spend time with his daughter.  See what kids get you into?  What started as a way to 
join his daughter in something she was passionate about has become Alan’s own 
passion.  And has brought him into new relationships.  He says he appreciates “the joy 
of being part of something very special with incredibly talented people – [I love] going to 
rehearsals and listening to the leads perform.”   
 
Relationships and gifts are often interwoven.  Like Karen Hamlin’s gift for baking and 
making pies and candy.  The latter is well-known in the Worthington-Berry household:  
it’s so addictive we call it Christmas Crack.  Karen says that making sweet treats “feeds 
her creative side”; well, clearly it feeds the rest of us too, as I think she gives away most 
of what she makes, although she keeps her husband Gregg stocked with pies.  Karen 
brings creativity to the recipes and crusts and presentation.  But she needs those who 
will enjoy her creations for the cycle to be complete.   
 
Sometimes, the relationships critical to the sharing of a gift aren’t involved in the 
practice gift at all.  Sometimes it means giving someone space to pursue their passion, 
time away from family responsibilities, or somehow fostering and encouraging the 
talent.  Laura Loverud has been frustrated at her lack of progress on the guitar, 
especially as she compares herself to her teenage daughter, Caroline, who picked it up 
very quickly.  But Laura is still full of joy when she tells the story of how she received the 
guitar.  Her husband, Andy, knew she was interested in learning.  So he went and 
researched and selected a guitar for her.  In the card that came with it, he wrote “To my 
guitar hero.”  She may not have gotten far on the guitar – yet – but she is still his hero. 
 
Nancy Russell is a quilter, among other things. She wrote, “I love to work with my 
hands, I love to sew, to quilt, to make things from fabric and give them to people.  
Always with the hope that it will be meaningful to them.”  Like Karen, the recipients are 
often integral to Nancy’s gift.  She goes on, “For me, I feel blessed to be able to make 
things that bring comfort, are pretty to look at, welcoming to snuggle under on cold 
winter nights… and hopefully convey the love that is put into the making of the gift.”  
Nancy also raised the question I heard from many folks:  “Is this a gift, or just something 
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I like to do?”  She wrote, “I think we all have talents and skills that are part of who we 
are and have become, but I’m not sure most of us think of them as ‘gifts’”.  I think those 
of us looking at Nancy’s quilt, and anyone who’s snuggled beneath one, would call it a 
gift.  But many of us can also relate to Nancy’s question about whether or not something 
is a gift. 
 
In our sacred space this morning is an altar display of some of the skills and talents 
represented by this congregation.  Quilts and paintings and pottery and baking dishes 
and a geocache.  Color and texture representing aptitude and effort and passion.  But if 
you look a little closer, you’ll notice that Nancy’s quilt isn’t finished, Nicolette’s painting 
isn’t framed, Karen’s baking dish is empty.  Our altar this morning is not an homage to 
perfection and completion; instead, we celebrate the work-in-progress, the rough draft, 
the practice version, the mistake.  So often our talents are shared at the art show or the 
recital, the concert or the competition, the special dinner or the holiday.  Or the worship 
service, right?  Isn’t this the place we come in our best clothes, with our best behavior, 
revealing only the best view of our best selves?  God sends out the invitation, “Come as 
you are!”  We show up with lipstick and shined shoes and say, “Yup, this is what I look 
like all the time!” 
 
In our scripture reading this morning, the prophet Isaiah says that God tells us, “Behold, 
I am doing a new thing.”  Well, what happens when we are doing something new?  We 
make mistakes!  The first step of learning to ride a bike is falling off!  The first loaf of 
bread made from scratch will probably be a brick.  When my boys were frustrated with 
the mistakes their fingers kept making on a new piano piece we reminded them that if 
they weren’t making mistakes it meant they weren’t learning anything new.  God didn’t 
say, “Behold, I am doing a perfect thing.”  God doesn’t want this to be the church of 
“finished” people, God wants this to be a church where people can show their scars and 
false starts and do-overs, a place where we can risk and be vulnerable and fail.  If God 
is willing to do a new thing, can’t we?  
 
When Sarah Maker shared her thoughts on gifts, she told me about the new technique 
she’s playing with:  the Japanese art form kintsugi.  The word means “golden joinery”.  
Broken pottery is joined together with lacquer that has been mixed with powdered gold.  
And so cracks in a bowl or a plate – or a pitcher – become veins of gold, holding the 
piece together.  The art form is reflected in the philosophy of the same name, which 
sees breakage and repair as part of the history of the object, rather than something to 
be disguised.  The cracks and the repair is literally illuminated and emphasized.  Sarah 
has shared with us her kintsugi piece, there on the altar, and reminded me of the quote 
from Leonard Cohen’s song, “Anthem”: 
 

“Ring the bells that still can ring.   
Forget your perfect offering.   

There is a crack in everything.   
That’s how the light gets in.”  
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When we try something new, and then try again, and again…  When we take up 
something we know will be hard for us…  When we do something we love but aren’t 
good at…  When we show our broken pieces rather than covering them up…  This is 
how the light gets in – into our beings, into our church, and into the world. 
 
A number of people told me about gifts they’ve shared that haven’t been well received, 
or at least that’s their perception:  a skilled mentor, for example, who wants to share her 
gifts with teens and young adults, but sometimes it looks like her guidance is 
disregarded or unwelcome.  The prayer shawl that never comes out of the wrapping.  
The photograph hidden in a closet.  One of the hardest things about sharing our gifts is 
that we have no control over how they will be perceived, or received.  We don’t know 
what impact our gift will have days or months or years later.  It’s a huge exercise in 
letting go; in caring, in creating, in using our energy and our resources, and then 
sending that piece of ourselves off, into the world.   
 
During the offering, our Senior Choir is going to transform.  I know, it’s like magic.  They 
will transform into a Chime Choir.  You’ll hear more about how this came to pass, right 
before they play.  This is their first time playing a whole piece on the chimes; we only 
got them a few weeks ago!  How brave of the choir, and how fun.  It’s been an exciting 
challenge for them to learn the chimes; they’ve had such a good time with it Cindy can’t 
get them to stop practicing the piece on Tuesday nights.  Chances are they will make a 
mistake or two when they play today.  We probably won’t even notice, but it would be 
fitting if we did.  Because the choir, as a group, are showing great courage and 
vulnerability this morning.  They are doing something new, something they aren’t 
completely sure about, something they aren’t experts at.  With 75 or so people staring at 
them.  Yes, we get to sit here comfortably while they bravely offer this “new thing” God 
is doing with them.   
 
So what about you?  What are the hobbies that have fed you?  What passion have you 
hesitated to share with others because you don’t think it’s worthy?  What gift have you 
offered that hasn’t been received in the way you hoped?  What are the cracks in your 
being that are letting light out into the world? 
 
For my part, I’ve decided to try to let go of the pressure I put on myself to find a hobby I 
can stick with, a gift – outside of work – that I can grow to bless myself and the world.  It 
will come, or it won’t.  Meanwhile, I love my job, I am blessed by my family, and if 
nothing else, I can read and drive.  Amen. 


