
Here’s a quote that I really love:  

“Vulnerability is the core of all emotions and feelings. To feel  
is to be vulnerable. To believe vulnerability is weakness is to 
believe that feeling is weakness. To foreclose on our emotional 

life out of a fear that the costs will be too high is to walk away from the very thing 
that gives purpose and meaning to living.” 

That’s from a series of online lectures by Dr. Brené Brown, a well-known re-
searcher, author and speaker from the University of Houston School of Social 
Work. She defines vulnerability as “exposure, uncertainty, and emotional risk.” 

She goes on to say that while embracing our vulnerability is not weakness, neither 
does it mean we will never have problems or make mistakes or suffer. It is recog-
nizing that we will stumble, and can love ourselves and other people, not in spite 
of these things, but because of them. 

To be alive is to be vulnerable. And yet our cultural norms favor an extreme indi-
vidualism and self-reliance that can push us to aim for a false sense of invincibil-
ity, which can drain our courage for both loving and accepting love. Cultivating 
this false sense of invincibility can lead to shaming, and rob of us of the belonging 
and connection that are at the center of what it means to be fully human. 

Now, I still struggle with all of this sometimes. Recently I had the pleasure of 
teaching one of our Sunday morning religious education classes for kindergarten 
and first grade children. After the lesson it was too cold and rainy to let them go 
outside and play, so we had to come up with activities that they could do inside. 

A few of them got bored and decided they would turn me into an indoor jungle 
gym. Soon I found myself under siege by a group of five and six-year-olds, all 
demanding that I play with them by being their climbing, swinging and seesaw 
apparatus. I was outnumbered, outmaneuvered and outlandishly on the verge of 
experiencing pure joy—if only I would let myself give in to it. And I resisted. 

Dr. Brown calls this resistance “foreboding joy.” It happens when we won’t let 
ourselves fully experience joyful moments because we start to project what can go 
wrong. We fear the joy because we know it will end. We start imagining all the 
sorrow that may come. It’s like we try to ward off the sorrow in our lives by  
stifling the joy. Yeah, that’ll work. 

So, here are the foreboding and shaming thoughts I was having: Oh my God, I have 
to keep them on the carpeted area or one of them will get hurt and it’ll all be my 
fault and the church will get sued and I’ll never get to work within Unitarian Uni-
versalism ever again. Also: What will their parents think if they come to pick them 
up and find that they’ve tackled their Sunday school teacher and taken over the 
classroom? Not to mention: Good golly man, you have ‘Reverend’ in front of your 
name now—you can’t be seen acting the fool with a bunch of first graders. 

Sometimes my shaming thoughts have a British accent. Luckily for me, the more I 
resisted, the more the kids upped the ante. Five and six-year olds have a lot more 
energy and determination than I do. So I discovered that if I gave in and joined in 
the fun, they would actually more easily accept some parameters like staying on 
the carpeted area. 

And it was pure joy. 

Sacred Vulnerability 
�� C���� J���	��
�, �����	
� �� ������ �
�
���
�	,  
F���	 U��	����� U���
������	 C����� � A��	��, T
��� 

We are at our most 
powerful the moment 
we no longer need to 

be powerful. 

—Eric Micha’el 
Leventhal 
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Some of the other research I looked at 
said that for adults to engage in playful 
activity is one of the most vulnerable 
things we can do, because in our cul-
ture we are often taught a very strong 
work ethic that shames such activities. 
To play, we also give up a sense of 
control and propriety and allow our-
selves to lose our sense of time and 
place. And yet, the research also shows 
that play is one of the ways we get in 
touch with our deeper and more au-
thentic selves and risk allowing others 
to see us more deeply.  

In addition to the “foreboding joy” 
mentioned earlier, Dr. Brown outlines 
a number of other ways that we avoid 
vulnerability, which ultimately rob of 
us of living fully. To name just a few: 

Perpetual disappointment: This is the 
Eeyore view of the world. “Oh well, 
best not get too excited because some-
thing’s gonna go wrong eventually.”  

Numbing: We can try to avoid feeling 
at all, or at least dull our emotions to 
the point of becoming unrecognizable. 
Numbing includes the things we nor-
mally think of as addictions, such as 
alcohol and drugs, but also things like 
excessive television, video games and 
smart phone use; overeating; working 

too much; buying too much, etc. After 

9/11, we were told to all go shopping, 
right? Brown notes, “We are the most 
obese, in debt, addicted and medicated 
adult cohort in known human history. 
We numb.” 

Perfectionism. She calls this the “20-
ton shield” when it comes to avoiding 
vulnerability. And of course it is a trap 
because we can never be perfect. Per-
fectionism can stifle our internal drive 
to strive for excellence, because even 
excellent will not be perfect, so why 
take any real risks at all? For me, per-
fectionism has sometimes been a way 
of super-numbing. 

I was the oldest child in my family 
growing up. Now, you may have heard 
about the oldest sibling syndrome, 
wherein under stress we can become 
over-functioning, something very 

closely related to perfectionism.  
Especially in anxious situations, over-
functioners tend to try take care of eve-
ryone else—and maybe even mi-
cromanage a little. We know what is 
best for everyone, which is usually 
some level of perfection that’s impossi-
ble. My parents divorced when I was 
twelve and so I got an especially strong 
case of oldest child syndrome. It is 
something I still have to watch out for. 

The other thing that happened after the 
divorce is that my grandparents on my 
mother’s side became like a second set 
of parents to me. They helped raise us. 
We spent as much time at their house 
as at our own. My grandfather became 
my father figure, and I pretty much 
idolized them both. They became role 
models for me. 

So when I got the call one day, many 
years ago now, that my grandfather 
was in the hospital and it did not look 
good, I went into sort of an over-
functioner’s perfect storm. I didn’t  
stop to cry or grieve or feel anything.  
I started making plans to make the 
drive over to take care of my family.  
I was going to do this grieving thing 
perfectly! 

When we got to the hospital he was no 
longer conscious, so I did not even get 
to say goodbye, but I didn’t cry or 
grieve. I took care of everyone else. 

And when I got the call the next morn-
ing that he had died, I didn’t cry. I got 
up, got dressed and started planning 
and taking care of things. And even 
when I gave the eulogy at his funeral, I 
still didn’t cry. Nor did I at the recep-
tion afterwards, nor on the drive back 
home when it was all done, nor after 
we got back home. I was too busy 
“functioning.” 

And then, maybe a day later, I couldn’t 
find my glasses, and so I went out to 
our car, thinking maybe they had fallen 
under a seat or something, and started 
searching for them. I didn’t find them, 
but I did find a map my grandfather 
had given me—he was quite a traveler, 
and big on maps—and he had written 
his name on it. My grandfather had this 
habit of writing his name on all his 
belongings. And suddenly, sitting there 
alone on the floorboard of the car,  
with no one left to take care of any-
more but me, I ran out of ways to  
avoid it. I started crying. And for a 
while it felt as if I might never stop. 

A friend of mine who’s a playwright 
once had one of his characters, after 
having just lost her family in a car 
wreck, say, “I don’t have to cry now. I 
can cry tomorrow, or next week or next 
month or next year, because it’s never 
going to stop. It’s never going to stop 
hurting.” 

I guess that was kind of what I had 
been doing—trying to put off feeling 
the hurt. It doesn’t work, but the char-
acter was right about one thing. It nev-
er really does completely stop hurting. 
We just learn to carry it with us. And I 
think maybe that’s as it should be, be-
cause for me it is also carrying them 
with us. 

My grandparents are the people who 
taught me to have a love of nature. To 
this day, even though they have both 
been gone more than 15 years now, I 
will be on a nature hike and see some-
thing so beautiful that it fills me with 
joy, and I will think that I have to call 
them and tell them about it, and their 
old phone number will still come into 
my head. And then I will remember 
that I can’t 
call, and it 
still stings. 

The thing is, somehow because of this, 
the joy of the experience is also deeper, 
greater, more complex. I call it a joy so 
full that it is an aching joy, rather than 
the foreboding joy we talked about 
earlier. 

“The deeper that sorrow 
carves into your being, 
the more joy you can 
contain.” —Gibran 
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During a sabbatical in the UK a few 
years ago, I had the pleasure of meeting 
a British Unitarian minister named Jane 
at a ministers’ retreat. I liked her in-
stantly. She led a beautiful evening 
vespers service; her voice cast a peace-

ful spell over the room. But we really 
didn’t have much of a chance to talk. 
There were rumbles at the retreat that 
Jane was struggling with cancer. 

Later, Jane, another colleague and I had 
a wonderful dinner together in Liver-
pool. She had just returned to work 
after her latest extended, cancer-related 
absence. It felt like one of those mo-
ments when a deep connection is made 
in spite of spending such a short time 
together. Jane’s worry about a few new 
unexplained lumps and her not feeling 
very good cast an anxious note on our 
conversation. 

We got a pint at a nearby pub, and then 
bid Jane goodbye as she jumped into a 
cab. It was the last time I would ever 
see her. Shortly after I returned to the 
U.S. a month later, I learned that Jane 
indeed had a recurrence of the cancer 
and that it was hopeless. She resigned 
from her church position, moved in 
with her parents, and entered into  
hospice care. Jane died soon after. 

Even though I’ve been in the line of 
work where I might have to do three 
memorial services in three days for 
people I love, at least a lot of the time I 
live in denial of death. And even 
though cancer loomed large over our 
conversation with Jane, it was a shock 
to me that she was gone only four 
months later. While I was settling back 
into my normal life, Jane was dying. 
I’m not sure how to wrap my heart 
around this. 

We human beings are incredibly vul-
nerable. Four months from now any of 
us could have gotten really sick, en-
tered into hospice care, and died. The 
late Unitarian Universalist minister 
Forrest Church used the image that we 
are all walking on trap doors. One day, 
the trap door opens and woosh— 
we are gone. Is there anything more 
you need to know about the inherent 
vulnerability of human beings? 

So a basic spiritual question is how 
we’re going to live with this fact of our 
vulnerability. Are we going to express 
our vulnerability or are we going to 
wall it off? Like many others, I’ve 
made a case for expressing rather than 
walling off our vulnerability. But I 
want to temper that sentiment by say-
ing we also need to develop a streak of 
steel within ourselves. I’m not sure 
most of us could survive without that 
steel. Maybe a few Buddhist souls 
could, but not most of us. 

The need for a streak of steel within us 
is even more important if we find our-
selves in a population labeled 
“vulnerable” — if we are a person of 
color, or poor, or not in the majority in 
terms of our gender and/or sexual  
identity, for example.  

As a straight, relatively affluent, white 
male in the U.S., I am emphatically not 
in a vulnerable population. This is the 
nature of my straight, affluent, white, 
male, American privilege. I don’t gen-
erally have to worry about where my 
next meal is coming from or whether 
there’s going to be a roof overhead 
when I go to sleep tonight, or about my 
partner assaulting me, or getting beat 
up because someone thinks I’m gay, or 
shot if I listen to loud music or wear a 
hoodie. 

In recent years, we Unitarian Univer-
salists have often lifted up the need to 
express our vulnerability as a virtue.  
So I ask: Is our vulnerability always a 
virtue? Is it an absolute good? 

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not against 
expressing our vulnerability.  
Without vulnerability, genuine  

Writer and poet Kahlil Gibran said it 
like this: “The deeper that sorrow 
carves into your being, the more joy 
you can contain.” And that’s why 
numbing robs us of living fully. 
That’s the reason to seek lives of 
vulnerability and authenticity. If we 
refuse to allow sorrow to carve into 
our being, we will also never experi-
ence the fullness of aching joy.  

I think maybe we need to start by 
being willing to ask for the space to 
be vulnerable and by being willing to 
risk it; to reach out and say, “My son 

is in the hospital and I could use 
some help,” or “I just got that pro-
motion I have been wanting at work, 
and I am thrilled and at the same 
time terrified over whether I am real-
ly capable of it, and I don’t have 
anywhere else to share it.”  

If we can do this, our communities 
become places where we can practice 
living authentically. Places where we 
are allowed to be vulnerable and 
imperfect and make mistakes and be 
forgiven for them rather than 
shamed. Places where we are coura-
geous enough for empathy to thrive. 
Places where we can play with the 
spontaneity and abandon of young 
children. Places where we love and 
accept love and radiate that love out 
into our larger world. 

I think we can create spaces where 
life’s hallowed sorrows and aching 
joys can be sung into the rafters and 
held by beloved community. � 

One of the things that can sustain 
us in our moments of greatest vul-
nerability is belonging to a commu-
nity that we can trust to support us 
and give us the spiritual resources 
to continue on. Please help the CLF 
provide that community around the 
world, 24/7, by making a donation 
of $100, or whatever is right for 
you, by visiting www.clfuu.org, or 
by calling 1-800-231-3027. � 
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connection with our deepest self or 
with other people is not possible. Vul-
nerability is a gateway to connection, 
the birthplace of authenticity, account-
ability, joy, creativity, belonging, love, 
innovation, inspiration, spirituality and  
adaptability.  

But it’s also true that being vulnerable 
with others is not always a good thing. 
We need to express our vulnerability, 
and we need to make sure that streak 
of steel is there, too. We need to be 
aware of when exercising our vulnera-
bility isn’t such a good thing. 

I can think of three circumstances in 
which expressing our vulnerability is 
not a good thing. The first is when we 
are in an oppressed position and being 
vulnerable exposes us to increased 
danger. Being vulnerable, of course, is 
always a risk. For example, in being 
vulnerable with a partner or another 
family member, we risk their misusing 
whatever we shared with them to hurt 
us.  

To connect deeply, we need to be vul-
nerable anyway. But when we are in a 
situation of oppression, the risk in ex-
pressing our vulnerability is not neces-
sarily worth it. Those among us who 
are privileged need to beware of 
preaching a gospel of vulnerability to 
others who are not so privileged. (I 
should add here that if a person is in a 
relatively privileged position, chances 
are good that the person would do well 
to get in touch with their vulnerability.) 

A second circumstance in which show-
ing our vulnerability is not a good 
thing is when such expression is moti-
vated by a desire to manipulate others. 
Let’s say I majorly screw up at home. 
It’s good to admit that I’ve done so, to 
admit the exact nature of my wrongdo-
ing. As I do so, it might be good to 

show my vulnerability—unless in so 
doing I’m consciously or unconscious-
ly trying to diminish or pre-empt my 
partner’s anger. I need to avoid ex-
pressing my vulnerability with the un-
spoken message of “See how vulnera-
ble I am. Now don’t be a meanie and 
stay angry.”  

I have seen folks use their vulnerability 
as a way to manipulate others. I’ve 
been manipulated by folks who have 
used their vulnerability like this. And, 
if I’m honest, I can think of times when 
I’ve done the same to others.  

The third circumstance in which ex-
pressing our vulnerability is not a good 
thing is when it’s little more than a 
symptom of self-centeredness or even 
narcissism. Rather than opening our-
selves and giving space for others to 
share their vulnerability, we hog the 
floor. “See how vulnerable I am? I’m 
sharing my deepest feelings with you. 
And while I’m at it, let me share anoth-
er vulnerable piece of me. And then 
this piece. I’m just a wonderfully vul-
nerable person.” And no one else gets a 
word in edgewise. 

So there’s a need to express our vulner-
ability skillfully. (I’m using “skillful” 
in the Buddhist sense.) Here are good 
questions I might ask myself before 
showing vulnerability: Is there a power 
difference between the other person 
and me, with me at the low end? If so, 
will my sharing my vulnerability ex-
pose me to unnecessary danger? What 
is the motivation for my expressing my 
vulnerability? Is it to open myself to 
genuine connection with the other per-
son? Or is it so I can manipulate her or 
him, or keep the focus on me? 

How might we skillfully convey our 
vulnerability in a marriage or other 
form of life partnership? I think we 
need to be wary of revealing our vul-
nerability if there is a power differen-
tial between us and our partner—
especially if we are on the receiving 
end of any sort of abuse in the relation-
ship. But we need to share our vulnera-
bility deeply and openly if the relation-

ship is truly mutual. This is incredibly 
difficult. The writer Diane Ackerman 
captures this truth well in her A Natu-
ral History of Love: “After all, love 
requires the utmost vulnerability. We 
equip someone with freshly sharpened 
knives, strip naked, then invite him (or 
her) to stand close. What could be scar-
ier?”  

But the depth and power of the rela-
tionship is directly proportional to the 
extent to which we can take the leap of 
faith in communicating our vulnerabil-
ity. At the same time, we need to avoid 
expressing our vulnerability as a ma-
nipulative way to keep the focus on us. 

How might skillful expression of vul-
nerability manifest itself in how we 
raise our children? (I’m using 
“children” here very broadly—not just 
our biological or adoptive children, but 
also our grandchildren and any other 
children whom we mentor.) Child-
rearing is all about teaching and rein-
forcing impossible and paradoxical 
balances. Demonstrating vulnerability 
is no exception. We need to help nur-
ture our kids’ small streaks of steel. 
They’re going to need the steel. We 
also need to help 
them learn how to 
express their vulner-
ability openly and 
honestly. 

We need to help 
them be able to put up walls around 
their vulnerability when they need 
walls, and to tear down the walls when 
they don’t need them. We also need to 
teach our children not only to convey 
their own vulnerability, but to listen to 
others sharing theirs. Whatever our 
age, however, the balancing act of vul-
nerability remains a vital growing edge 
as we navigate this complex world. 

I’ve adapted a perhaps familiar passage 
into what I’m calling the Vulnerability 
Courage Prayer: “God, grant me the 
strength to have a streak of steel when 
I need it, the courage to express my 
vulnerability when I can, and the  
wisdom to know when to do which.” � 

...being vulnerable with 
others is not always a 
good thing.  
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I like the comfort I find when I’m able 
to be vulnerable. That comfortable 
space, though, is not easy to find, and 
from within a prison it may not be the 
best thing to be vulnerable.  

How vulnerable a person is with anoth-
er is a measure of how accepted that 
person feels. The more vulnerable, the 
greater the feeling of being accepted. 
It’s a cycle: be a little vulnerable and 
see what the response is. From there, 
you can seek comfort with those who 
allow you to be vulnerable. It seems to 
be a constant testing of the water. 

Vulnerability, then, is akin to trust.  
Vulnerability, being connected to trust 
and comfort, can build bonds with  
others. It allows us to be seen for the 
person we are, without all the layers 
that may have built up over time from  
wandering through the onslaught of 
life’s demands. 

People want to be accepted. Ac-
ceptance brings comfort, but when peo-
ple aren’t genuine, trusting others can 
be a liability instead of the asset it is 
naturally meant to be. Society is be-
coming an unnatural place, moving 
away from a familial or tribal social 
construct and toward an escapist and 
comfortable, yet numbing, path through 
digital means. The impersonal nature of 
communication does not allow for the 
building of trust so vulnerability can 
happen.  

Proper bonding does not, then, happen. 
People are left to create layers of them-
selves, fictional masks, different faces 
that they show to the variety of people 
or groups they encounter throughout 
the day. These are defenses built up to 
defend against being harmed. It’s the 
opposite of vulnerability, and it’s un-
comfortable. People can become lost 
under the layers life has caused them to 
create, with seemingly no way to take 
off the masks and be honest and real.  

There is, though, the adage that 
“comfort kills.” In prison there’s a  

critical need to protect yourself from 
emotional and physical harm. Being 
vulnerable can make a person a victim. 
Act like a victim and be a victim; talk 

like a victim and be a victim. Predators 
are everywhere and there are all sorts 
of them around. Not all can be easily 
identified.  

Also, every time you share something 
with one person, they generally will 
repeat what was said to three other peo-
ple. And those three people will repeat 
it to three more people. So, this can 
make the idea of becoming vulnerable 
and finding a modicum of comfort even 
more fleeting or distant.  

I’ve been in prison for 16 years, and 
currently have two life sentences to 
serve. I feel that I am “on” all the time 
and am unable to trust anyone. I’ve 
been hurt enough throughout life, and 
usually by people I trusted. My own 
experience tells me that people may be 
trusted, but on different levels. What 
one can be trusted with, another cannot. 
It’s so tiring that I see not only myself 
but many others simply stop trying to 
be genuinely social, in a sense that 
would create the vulnerable state need-
ed to gain real trust and bonding.  

Instead, we find some fleeting common 
ground with a variety of the people 
forced to be here, which with luck may 
create an atmosphere that isn’t too dif-
ficult to navigate. I am a painter, a writ-
er and I still (though I don’t understand 
why) enjoy trying to help people. I’ve 
tried to surround myself with like-
minded people for those activities, or I 
just remove myself from everything. 
Honestly, I find it’s better to be by my-
self, which is sad in some base way. 
I’ve found that being vulnerable here is 
impossible, and should not—in fact, 
cannot be done in any real sense. 

In all, prison is a lonely and unnatural 
place where a lot of bad things happen. 
It’s probably best to not be vulnerable, 
or not too vulnerable. That is sad, huh?! 
But it does make me appreciate the rare 
moments when I can tell my truth,  
connect and be vulnerable. � 

The Difficult Gifts 
of Vulnerability 
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I’m a grown man. I’m doing time for 
the second time around in the Texas 
Department of Criminal Justice. In 
other words, I’m not new to this 
thing. I should be toughened up, and 
in no way vulnerable. Right? Wrong! 

For me, vulnerability presents itself  
through a variety of uncertainties and 
insecurities: How long will I be here? 
Who will be my cellmate? Will there 
be any mail this week? And when I 
get out, where will I work, and will I 
ever be in love again? 

There is really no way to predict how 
the scales will tip. A little to the left 
and it’s disaster, sadness, poverty. A 
little to the right and the time I’m 
here turns a stumbling block into a 
stepping stone toward a bright future. 

As a UU I have the choice to see vul-
nerability as an opportunity to try out 
my beliefs. The Universe wants my 
highest good, my greatest potential, 
and it is up to me to affirm and trust. 
The more I speak positively, write 
happily and share from my blessings, 
the more I feel optimistic, secure and 
assured. This is a season that will 
pass as certainly as winter becomes 
spring. 

Had I not realized I was vulnerable, I 
would not have turned to the multi-
faceted approach to spirituality of-
fered to me in Unitarian Universal-
ism. Had I not been vulnerable, you 
guys would not have had the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate your love 
through the CLF prison ministry.  � 

As a UU I have the 
choice to see  

vulnerability as an  
opportunity to try out  

my beliefs.  
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Who are the most vulnerable people 
you know—both individually and be-
cause they hold identities which are 
marginalized and dismissed by powers 
and principalities? In the current state 
of world affairs, the number of com-
munities which are vulnerable to mis-
treatment and disrespect—if not vio-
lence and oppression—seems to grow 
daily. I’m not even going to start the 
list because I fear it will never end.  

Instead, I’ll say what may be obvious: 
living in a constant state of physical 
and emotional vulnerability is  
exhausting, and at some point  
becomes traumatic.  

The kind of vulnerability that is popu-
lar to lift up in sermons and spiritual 
writing is individualistic: we want to 
embrace this vulnerability, welcoming 
it as a teacher and friend so that our 
lives can be more authentic. But it’s 
one thing to embrace episodic vulnera-
bility as a choice, to be authentic with 
our feelings and take risks in situations 
that will eventually change when  
circumstances change.  

But some people are born into and 
constantly live with vulnerability, 
steeped in the cruelty that often comes 
with power imbalances, wherein pow-
erful ones deny the very humanity of 
vulnerable ones. For marginalized 
groups, another wise and self-
protective choice is to do what is possi-
ble to contain the awareness of vulner-
ability, and go on with life despite  
vulnerability’s relentless presence. 

In the areas of my life where I am most 
vulnerable, when people who live out-
side of my sphere of risk speak to me 
about my vulnerability it’s been clear 
that we might feel things very differ-
ently. For instance, after Matthew 

Shepard was violently murdered in a 
homophobic hate crime, a heterosexual 
friend came to me with tears in her 
eyes and said, “This is horrible! We 
can never let this happen again! Are 
you afraid? How do you do the public 
work you do for GLBT rights? I’m 
scared for you!”  

All I could do was smile and awkward-
ly pat her arm. I was glad my friend 
was upset, and that she wanted to try to 
stop such things from happening again, 
but I could not allow myself to feel the 
pain she felt about it. If I opened to 
that pain, it would have been difficult 
to deal with it day after day. From my 
vantage point, Shepard’s gender/race/
class privilege was central to the story, 
because for me the only new part of 
this story was that this murder got me-
dia attention when so many others I 
knew about did not.  
For my friend, none of that was even 
visible, because my daily context of 
violence was invisible to her. 

One of the ways in which power  
imbalances become clear in groups is 
when privileged individuals expect our 
vulnerabilities, real as they might be, 
to be central to what must be discussed 
when we are in rooms full of people 
living with systemic, daily, life-
threatening vulnerabilities. We’ve all 
been in that room. A man begins to cry 
because women have shared that we 
look at every man on the street as a 
potential rapist. He wants us to stop 
and pay attention because he is feeling 
hurt. His individuality is not being 
seen; he is not a rapist. But women 

have just shared the life-threatening 
terror of walking on the street every 
day, and instead the room is talking 
about his hurt feelings.  

As a white person, I often feel  
sensitive in rooms where we are  

talking about race and racism and its 
impact. I’ve learned, though, that in 
multicultural groups it’s a betrayal of 
the profound vulnerability of others in 
the room to share my pain. People of 
color, who have inherited the traumas 
of historic oppression, continue to suf-
fer because of systemic racism daily.  
It betrays our collective humanity to 
centralize my own pain and ask people 
of color to help me take care of it.  

This doesn’t mean that I don’t feel my 
own pain. It means that I look around 
the room and see who else is there and 
what they are dealing with. It means 
that we focus on those who are most 
vulnerable, whose truths are least wit-
nessed in the world. I may not have 
owned slaves, or stolen land, but I have 
inherited the worldview of those who 
did, in a country where all laws, cus-
toms, and economics were created to 
benefit people like me.  

I swim in a sea of white supremacy 
that is so vast and pervasive and cun-
ning that I will never fully comprehend 
its grip on me and on the world. It’s 
important for me to have white people 
with whom to wrestle with my own 
thoughts and feelings as I try to be a 
little more conscious, even as I 
acknowledge that people of color are 
the experts on the subject and the ones 
I can learn most from. 

It’s just plain hard to be a human being 
and live a human life. Can we just 
agree on that? All of us are vulnerable 
to illness, and loss, and being hurt by 
people we thought we could trust. All 
of us do things we wish we wouldn’t, 
and have things happen to us that 
aren’t our fault, but which impact our 
lives. All of us will disappoint the  
people we love, and betray our own 
deepest values.  

Life is hard. Part of trying not to make 
anyone else’s life any harder is being 
conscious of the ways in which our 
collective identities intersect with our 
individual ones; and sometimes, for 

those of us with privilege, saving our 
feelings for later. � 

 

It’s just plain hard to be 
a human being and live a 
human life.  
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What do you choose to do even 
though it makes you feel vulnerable? 
Do you speak up in class or in a meet-
ing? How about if you’re not entirely 
sure you have the right answer? Do 
you tell the truth to a friend or fami-
ly member when you don’t know if 
they’re going to like what you have to 
say? Do you point out statements 
that you think are racist or sexist or 
otherwise unfair? Do you ask ques-
tions in situations where everyone 
else seems to know more than you do?  

When you create something special, 
do you share it with people you care 
about, or are you too worried that 
they won’t think it’s very good? When 
you’ve made a mistake—broken some-
thing, or hurt someone’s feelings—do 
you go directly to the person you 
have harmed to name what you have 
done and ask for forgiveness?  

It would be nice to think that all of 
these were things that everyone did 
all the time, just in the natural 
course of events. But it turns out 
that for far too many of us, that 
feeling of being vulnerable and ex-
posed is something that we will do 
almost anything to avoid.  

What if people laugh at me if I’m 
wrong? What if they don’t like me if 
I disagree with them? What if they 
think I’m stupid? What if my mistake 
means that I’m actually a bad per-
son—or at least means that someone 
will think I’m a bad person? Often, we 
don’t even get as far as even recog-
nizing that we are asking these ques-
tions; we just feel that squirming, 
sinking feeling inside and then head 
the other direction. 

Which is why the story of Jonah is 
one of my favorite parts of the He-
brew Bible. Maybe you know it. In 
this story, God tells Jonah to go to 
the town of Nineveh to tell the peo-
ple there to shape up, and stop be-
having so badly—or else. God sends 

Jonah to be a prophet. 
But Jonah has that 
squirmy, vulnerable 
reaction. Why would 
the people listen to 
him? Isn’t he just go-

ing to sound like an idiot running 
around telling people that God sent 
him to tell them to mend their ways?  

Nope, Jonah doesn’t like that vulner-
able feeling at all, so he jumps on a 
ship headed in the opposite direction, 
toward the town of Tarshish.  

Well, God causes a big storm to come 
up, and the sailors on the boat figure 
out that Jonah is the source of the 
problem, so they chuck him over-
board. But before he can drown,  

Jonah is  
swallowed by 
a giant fish, 
and carried 
around in the 

fish’s slimy, smelly insides for three 
days and three nights until finally the 
fish burps him up on the shore—the 
shore right by Nineveh, the last place 
that Jonah wants to be. 

But there he is, dropped off by a 
giant fish, so what is he going to do? 
Reluctantly, unwillingly, feeling 
squirmy in every last bit of his body, 
Jonah starts talking with the people 
of Nineveh, telling them that they 
are doing wrong and what they need 
is to get right with God. And to his 
utter amazement, the people of Nine-
veh, just like that, repent and change 
their ways.  

Well, you’d think Jonah would be hap-
py, but no. Things didn’t turn out the 
way he feared, but now he’s vulnera-
ble in a whole new way. Now he has to 
think of himself as a prophet, a job 
that he most certainly does not feel 
qualified for. This was not the safe, 
in-the-background life that Jonah 
had in mind for himself. So he goes 
and sulks under the shade of a gourd 

vine. But then God 
withers the vine, 
leaving him vulnera-
ble to the sun as 
well as his own feel-
ings. 

People have understood the story of 
Jonah as being about a lot of differ-
ent things, but I think it tells some 
important truths about vulnerability. 
We all are tempted to run away from 
the hard things, the most meaningful 
parts of life that take real effort.  

Much of the time we don’t want to 
risk being seen, especially if we’re not 
sure people are going to approve of 
us. But in running away from our feel-
ings of vulnerability, we run away 
from our power and our possibilities.  

And more than that, running away 
doesn’t actually make us safe anyway. 
We will always be vulnerable to the 
wind and the sun, not to mention acci-
dents and illness and all the things 
that can happen to bodies. There is 
no place where we are invulnerable, 
guaranteed safety and comfort.  

Better, the story suggests, that we 
step forward, as uncomfortable as 
that might be, putting ourselves and 
our truths out there for all the world 
to see. It might just be that we have 
exactly what other people need. But 
more than that, if we attempt to hide 
from our vulnerability, we end up 
stuck. Maybe not literally in a smelly, 
slimy fish gut, but the feeling of hid-
ing from our truth and our power can 
feel a lot like being squished into 
some place too small and nasty for us 
to flourish. 

We’re never going to be totally safe. 
Life just doesn’t provide for that. So 
if we can’t be safe, we might as well 
learn to walk through the squirmy, 
uncomfortable, vulnerable places in 
the direction of what most deeply 
calls us. � 

If we can’t be safe, we might as well learn to walk through 
the squirmy, uncomfortable, vulnerable places in the      
direction of what most deeply calls us. 
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Did You Know 
that we are looking for  
UUs to join our Prisoner 
Pen Pal program? See  
worthynow.org/pen-pals  
for more information. 

 

Inhabiting Vulnerability 
Vulnerability is not a weakness, a passing indisposition, or something 
we can arrange to do without; vulnerability is not a choice. Vulnerabil-

ity is the underlying, ever present and abiding under-current of our nat-
ural state. To run from vulnerability is to run from the essence of our 
nature. The attempt to be invulnerable is the vain attempt to be some-
thing we are not, and most especially, to close off our understanding of 
the grief of others. More seriously, refusing our vulnerability we refuse 
the help needed at every turn of our existence and immobilize the es-
sential, tidal and conversational foundations of our identity…. 

The only choice we have as we mature is how we inhabit our vulnera-
bility, how we become larger and more courageous and more compas-
sionate through our intimacy with disappearance. Our choice is to in-
habit vulnerability as generous citizens of loss, robustly and fully, or, 
conversely, as misers and complainers, reluctant and fearful, always at 
the gates of existence but never bravely and completely attempting to 
enter, never wanting to risk ourselves, never walking fully through the 
door. � 
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