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In Wabi Sabi: The Art of Everyday Life, author Diane Durston tells the story of Kuroda Kenkichi 

from Japan. She writes: 

 

Kuroda Kenkichi was a master of the art of fine woodworking. The eldest son of a 

renowned craftsman, he spent most of his life in his father’s shadow. Born in 

1935, he would play in the sawdust on the floor of his father’s workshop, where 

great artist-philosophers of the day gathered. There they would sit, in endless 

dialogue on the materialism they believed was destroying the spirit of Japan. 

  

It was not Kenkichi’s ambition, however, to achieve the perfect polished wood 

surface for which his father was so famous. Years of a struggling apprenticeship 

would be involved, and he wanted none of it. His plan was to get a motorcycle 

and cruise the streets, free from the restraints his father’s trade would place on his 

freedom. 

  

Somewhere amid the motorcycles and a carefree life gone wrong, the young man 

lost himself and returned to his father’s house. He went on to become a 

remarkable craftsman, but he was not to carry on the family name. Though it went 

against tradition, his father gave that honor to his younger brother, who lacked a 

certain passion for life, but had remained faithful to the family trade. 

  

“I found out there is freedom within restraint,” he would later tell the motley 

young apprentices who gathered around table in his modest tatami-mat parlor.  

The lessons life had taught him touched souls—foreign and Japanese—that his 

illustrious father never reached. Before Kenkichi died, he had trained a superb 

apprentice who now carries on the craft at the highest level of achievement and 

recognition. 

  

In the center of his table, there always sat an unassuming lacquered container, the 

first wooden object he had finished on his own. The pot was carved from a solid 

piece of keyaki, hexagonal in shape. The wiped-lacquer finish had incomparable 
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depth and beauty. But the lid was slightly warped—it wasn’t perfect. “Oh? Do 

you really like it?” he asked, though the grain and luster of that wood has not left 

my memory in all the years that have passed.1 

 

Perfection: artists and so many others strive for it; others expect it of us sometimes or perhaps 

all of the time. We don’t rest until we’ve achieved it, and when we do, it passes all too quickly.  

Our own standards of perfection; our own expectations for ourselves are probably the hardest to 

achieve. Would it be all right to finish a wooden container with a lid that didn’t fit just right?  

How functional is that, right? What happens when we experience imperfections in our lives?  

How do we deal with imperfection? How does God deal with imperfection? 

 

In our scripture lesson from Exodus this morning, Pharaoh has enslaved the Hebrew people and 

is treating them harshly. The young sons of the Egyptians have been killed off so as to keep the 

population from growing any further. Those who are alive are forced to build huge cities and 

storehouses. They are working long hours, enduring the physical pain and the emotional trauma 

of their enslavement at Pharaoh’s hands. 

 

The cries of the Israelites have not gone unnoticed. Rather, God has heard their cries and 

remembers the covenant that was made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. So God calls out to 

Moses in a burning bush. 

 

By this point in time, Moses had been raised by Pharaoh’s daughter but killed an Egyptian when 

Moses saw him beating a Hebrew slave. Moses then ran off to Midian and married Zipporah, the 

daughter of Jethro, and found himself caring for Jethro’s flocks. He was sort of in exile himself, 

knowing that he could never return to courts of Pharaoh because he would die for killing an 

Egyptian. 

 

Still, God calls out to Moses. He tells Moses that he has heard the cries of the Israelite people.  

God knows of their hardships and their struggles. God identifies with the pain of the Hebrew 

people and decides to send Moses back to Pharaoh’s household to bring the Israelites out of their 

bondage. 

 

Moses, however, is a smart man. He knows that Pharaoh doesn’t operate like that. So he tries 

several times in the story in the verses that follow between our text this morning to change God’s 

mind about choosing him. Perhaps reflecting on his own past, Moses asks God, “Who am I that I 

should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”2 

 

God says, “I will be with you” and if that’s not enough, then when they arrive together out of 

Egypt, they shall worship God together on the mountain that God identifies as holy.3 

 

If you read through entire story, Moses comes up with several excuses to try to dissuade God 

from choosing him. He asks God, “So what if they ask me what your name is?” God says, “Tell 

them I AM WHO I AM sent you.”4 

 

Moses also asks, “So what if they don’t believe me or listen to me?” So God gives Moses some 

signs to share with the people. God has Moses take a staff and throw it at the ground and it 
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becomes a snake. He tells Moses to pick it up again and when he does, it becomes a staff once 

more. He has Moses put his hand in his cloak and pull it out. When Moses does this, his hand 

becomes leprous. When God invites him to do the same again, it is restored once more. If they 

still won’t believe, God tells Moses to take some water from the Nile River and place it on dry 

ground and it will become as red as blood.5 

 

While all of these signs sound great, Moses is still not convinced that he’s the one for the job.  

Our passage picks up again as Moses says, “O my Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in 

the past nor even now that you have spoken to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of 

tongue.”6 

 

In other words, “God, you just don’t understand. I’m not that great at the whole public speaking 

bit. Words aren’t easy to come by. My tongue stammers a little bit. I just can’t do this. My 

speech is not perfect.” 

 

Have your imperfections ever left you fearful of what you might be able to do? Does our striving 

for perfection at times stop us from doing something because we just know that we won’t 

measure up? It’s as if we know that the final results will be flawed; the lid won’t fit properly on 

the container. Surely there are others that could do a better job than we can do. 

 

This is what Moses is trying to tell God in this moment. God knew that Moses was the one that 

could lead the people on to freedom, but Moses was sure that someone else could do a much 

better job at it than he could do. 

 

In the summer of 2015, as I walked the Camino de Santiago, one of the companions that I met on 

my journey was a guy from Mexico, named “Leo.” Leo worked as a man of many trades back in 

Guadalajara, Mexico. Leo had an amazing ability to care for blisters for many pilgrims. Leo also 

had a great sense of humor and an ability to make a day’s walk go lightly. 

 

I often found myself walking with Leo as we started out our day. Leo spoke English but 

preferred to speak in his native tongue, Spanish. I spoke some Spanish but preferred to speak in 

English. I was a Spanish major in college, but had not used my Spanish for so many years that I 

lost it. When I left college, I was pretty fluent and comfortable with the language, but that is no 

longer the case. I can read better than I understand what others speak most of the time because I 

have the time to translate every word. 

 

Part of my reasoning for my renewal leave was that I wanted to renew my use of the spoken 

language. Yet, on the Camino, I was very self-conscious of my broken Spanish whenever I began 

to speak. I knew that my verbal conjugations were sometimes incorrect. Often I struggled to find 

the correct word since I had lost so much vocabulary. I would think through the conversation 

before I spoke anything so that I would say everything correctly. I also could not interpret every 

word that was said. Sometimes I would get caught up trying to remember a word and miss the 

rest of the conversation. 

 

One morning, when I could barely think in English let alone speak in Spanish, Leo asked if I 

would practice my Spanish with him and he could respond in English so that we would both be 
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practicing another language. At first, I remained conscious of my own imperfections and I really 

didn’t want to work too much at speaking without practicing phrases in my head first. In our 

exchanges, however, I realized that Leo was working just as hard at English as I was at Spanish.  

Leo helped me to drop my desire to speak perfectly when I realized the great effort he was 

making to communicate with me in my native language. 

 

You see, it didn’t matter that our words weren’t perfect. Our care for one another and our desire 

to connect with one another were at the heart of what we shared in our broken second languages. 

 

When Moses insisted that he wasn’t the perfect guy for the job because he couldn’t speak well 

enough, God said, “Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or 

blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to 

speak.”7 

 

Now I want to be clear that I do not believe that God simply gives people disabilities or illnesses.  

The rest of the Scriptures and the life and words of Jesus indicate that this is not the case. We are 

born into an imperfect world, with limited bodies, and our abilities are sometimes different; not 

better or worse, just different. On the other hand, I do believe that God knows all about our 

different abilities and even our struggles. What I hear God saying in these verses to Moses is, 

“Moses, I know all that about you! I know you are slow of speech! I know your tongue stammers 

and you can’t always find the right words. I know your imperfections that you regard as 

weaknesses. I made your tongue. But get down there to Pharaoh! Go and know that I will be with 

you and give you the words to speak.” 

 

And what does Moses say? If we read one more verse, we’d see that he says, “Oh, my Lord, 

please send someone else.”8 So God gives him Aaron to help speak for him, but Moses 

eventually goes and leads the people through forty years in the wilderness out of their slavery in 

Egypt. The struggles of the Israelite people to live in their newfound freedom was the same 

struggle Moses had in his own calling. So together, they spent forty years working through it, 

giving up their own fears of their imperfections in order to live in the life that God was offering 

to Moses and the people; a life where they would rely upon God who called them and 

empowered them to journey to the promised land. 

 

These forty days of Lent offer us the opportunity to give up on our preconceived notions of what 

we think we might be capable of doing. In this time, God invites us with Moses to surrender our 

preconceived notions of how God might not be able to use our imperfections. Perhaps God even 

invites us to give up trying to find perfect solutions to the struggles of our world, but simply to 

offer ourselves to God who knows all about our imperfections. 

 

The other week, as I joined our mission team in Costa Rica, I had the opportunity to meet Pastor 

Gustavo, the new, young pastor who has been appointed to our church in the Mansiones area of 

San Jose, Costa Rica, La Iglesia Metodista Faro del Este. Pastor Gustavo spoke some English 

and heard that I spoke some Spanish. He invited me to use my broken Spanish again. Once more, 

I became self-conscious about my imperfect Spanish grammar until I thought about how hard he 

had been working to speak with our team in English until that point. In that moment, I 

remembered my time with Leo and how transformational that was for both of us. 
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As I spoke with Pastor Gustavo, he related how thankful he was for our work to build the 

parsonage for his church. Currently, he travels one and half hours by bus to be at the church.  

Soon, however, he’ll be living in a parsonage above their Sunday School rooms because of the 

work of our team and the generosity of our people. 

 

From time to time throughout the week as the team called upon me to use my Spanish, I was 

self-conscious about my language skills. One day, however, as we were meeting with a group of 

people whose lives had been touched by your work in their communities, I decided that when I 

was called upon to pray, I would pray in Spanish. The prayer was brief; it was imperfect; it was 

broken and I even struggled to find a word in Spanish until someone gave it to me mid-sentence. 

 

At the end of the prayer, one of the leaders of the community stood up to speak in Spanish and 

asked if I would help translate with the assistance of another man as he said, “Thank you for the 

difference you have made in our lives. We are so thankful for all you have done for us and for 

our people. You are our brothers and sisters in Christ. Two people from our community have 

become doctors because of your support. Our children have grown up and have children of their 

own now.” He reminded us that education is valued among the Maleku indigenous people in 

Tonjibe now because of mission team members who helped them build a school. 

 

He also wanted us to bring back the message of the difference that you have made in Costa Rica.  

He asked that we continue this great connection that we have formed together in Christ over the 

years. There were a great number of family members who came out to simply be with us that day 

because they wanted us to know how important our work has been in their lives as well. Most 

importantly, he wanted our team and you to know that in your support for this mission, we have 

been a part of transforming the world. 

 

In Japan, skilled craftspeople practice the art of kintsukuroi. These gifted artists take pieces of 

broken pottery and fuse them back together with gold. The gold does not hide the crack like 

superglue might do. Rather it highlights the brokenness of the vessel. Your attention is drawn to 

its broken places. These pieces, however, are cherished for their beauty that they have in the fact 

that they had once been broken and are imperfect in their nature. 

 

In the same way that the Japanese see beauty in these restored vessels, God sees the beauty in 

broken vessels, in our imperfections, and uses us in spite of our imperfections. In a way, we’re 

all cracked pots whose broken lines have been filled with goodness of our God who seeks to use 

us to transform the world in spite of our imperfections. 

 

This past week, as I’ve watched so many of the children of our nation take the lead in a 

conversation about safety in our schools following the tragedy in Parkland, Florida, I’ve 

marveled at their witness and their voices. Out of the extreme sadness of another senseless 

shooting and act of violence, our children have begun to speak up to help us find a better way. In 

our brokenness as a nation, I’ve wondered if God is not using the gold of their voices among us 

to fill in our brokenness and make us even more beautiful. 

 

We may not always agree with every idea that they bring. Their thoughts may not come out in 

the perfect legalistic language of bill that could be signed into law. Yet, we must listen to them!  



6 

 

Perhaps in their voices, we will hear the voice of Moses who spoke a word from God to 

Pharaoh’s power. 

 

In this season of Lent, how might we give up our struggle to be perfect and to have perfect 

answers in order that we might see ourselves as embraced and empowered by the God who can 

use us and our imperfections; the God who is able to perfect us in love? 

 

Leonard Cohen, in his song entitled Anthem, wrote: “Ring the bells that still can ring. Forget 

your perfect offering. There is a crack, a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”9 
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