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INTRODUCTION: A Tinker’s Dam 

My paternal grandmother didn’t leave any jewelry or dishes or knick-knacks when she 
died. She was born a sharecropper and died only a bit better off. But she did leave 
one item that I very much wish I had today to remember her by: an aluminum wash 
pan.  

When there’s no running water, wash pans are an essential household item. Wash 
pans serve to do the dishes, the general house cleaning, and for “spit baths,” as we 
called them. Wash pans are a multi-use tool.  

The thing about my grandmother’s wash pan that stood out for me was all the 
patches it had. The pan was covered in little tin patches, called “dams” back in the 
day. That’s the origin of the phrase “tinker’s dam,” as in, “I don’t give a tinker’s dam.” A 
dam was a tiny patch held in by two brass brads. Tinkers installed the dams. 

Before the Second World War, tinkers wandered the countryside, showing up at 
isolated farmhouses, offering their services to mend pots and pans. And my 
grandmother’s wash pan was full of those patches, one on top of the other. I have no 
idea how old the pan was when I saw it.  

It was a true work of accidental art.  

As you know, I’m interested in language, and, oddly, “tinker’s dam” has two 
interrelated meanings because it comes out of oral, not written, culture. A “tinker’s 
dam”—d-a-m was that tiny tin patch.  

But a “tinker’s damn”—d-a-m-n—was what tinkers said as they worked on patching 
things. The work was delicate and difficult—getting those tiny brass brads in the right 
place. So, tinkers said, “damn!” a lot. There was another old saying, “Swear like a 
tinker.”  



Said either way, a “tinker’s dam” or a “tinker’s damn” was plentiful and cheap.  

Contrast that with the Japanese Kintsugi tradition of fixing bowls that Peter Mayer 
wrote about in the song we heard this morning.  

Kintsugi is a very old tradition and very much based in Zen Buddhist practice. The 
Buddhist practice of mushin, (usually translated as “non-attachment”), is about the 
acceptance of change and loss and embracing the imperfect and the broken.  

The art of Kintsugi claims for the broken bowls that each is unique, beautiful, and 
resilient—another break will only make the bowl more unique and more beautiful.  

A couple of weeks ago I talked about the ancient Stoic concept of catastrophizing—
imagining the absolute worst. Mushin is a more complex way of imagining the worst.  

According to Zen Buddhism, everything is passing in the process of reality all the 
time. Each moment is an ending, and not realizing and accepting that ignores and 
removes a lot of the beauty and piquancy of life.  

Japanese bowls; my grandmother’s much-damed wash bowl; all the work of all the 
tinkers who patched my grandmother’s wash bowl; all the lives of all the tinkers who 
patched the bowl; my memory of my grandmother and her wash bowl—all of it is part 
of the process of reality that moves from moment to moment, always forward, never 
back.  

All of it is the stuff of stars.  

ONE: Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off 

Another lesson from Kintsugi—and my grandmother’s wash bowl—is that hiding the 
cracks and the flaws and the patches is a fool’s game.  

Overlooking or actively hiding or explaining away the breaks and faults only creates 
further harm. Those cracks and splices are history. Something to be reckoned with. 
Something not to hide away in the pantry but to put in a place of honor so that we 
can see and consider how old breaks got fixed and how we may yet fix those we have 
not barely gotten to work on.  



You may have seen the recent interview with former president Obama published in 
The Atlantic magazine. In the interview, Obama says: 

If we do not have the capacity to distinguish what’s true from what’s false, then 
by definition the marketplace of ideas doesn’t work. And by definition our 
democracy doesn’t work. We are entering into an epistemological crisis.  

An “epistemological crisis.” Yes, Obama tends to use academic words. “Epistemology” 
is a term used in theology and philosophy to mean how we go about finding and 
proving what is real. Progressive people tend to use science and scholarship and 
reason as epistemological devices.  

But many—if not most—of our fellow citizens do not see those methods as 
epistemologically sound. Other things, such as scripture, or religious tradition, or the 
voice of God are how they go about finding and proving what is real.  

This isn’t a case of “you say potato, I say potata.” And, no, we can’t “break the whole 
thing off,” as George and Ira Gershwin wrote.  

Not if we hope to have a functioning democracy.  

Some of you know that I teach an introduction to Humanism course for theology 
students. I don’t talk about epistemology in my introductory course. Because there is 
another term that is more basic and has more social consequences than 
epistemology, and that is what is known as ontology. Ontos is the Greek word for 
“being.” Ontology is the study of being—how we live in the world as individuals and as 
social beings.  

And the reason I teach ontology as a foundational graduate course in Humanism is 
that most of us already have a set epistemology—we believe in science and reason or 
we don’t. And, frankly, a person’s epistemology is almost always non-negotiable.  

But, Obama is absolutely correct that “we are entering into an epistemological crisis” 
that might make American democracy impossible.  

Arguing about epistemology, however, is not the way to get at the problem.  

The place that change might occur is in ontology. Yes, everyone has an ontology too, 
even if we haven’t thought about it all that much: a way of seeing being itself.  



For example, I was raised in a working-class fundamentalist Protestant religious 
ontology. I grew up believing that the US government was a rigged game—a way of 
exploiting the poor and further extracting our labor and diminishing our lives.  

We called that “Caesar,” and we believed that “rendering unto Caesar” was 
something we had to do because Caesar had more guns than we did. But we had no 
honor for Caesar.  

Rather, we rendered unto God those things that were “God’s, and that’s where our 
loyalties lay. That was the ontology I grew up with—God is in charge and we’re all just 
in for the ride—sinners who are going to by nature treat each other badly.  

That’s still where many Americans live. I got lucky. And from my personal struggles, I 
know that it’s possible to free ourselves from anger and rage and distrust and 
othering. I got enough education to see that ontology is flexible: our basic way of 
understanding our very being can be changed. Altered.  

Most Americans don’t know that. But we who do know can help in their liberation 
from fear and anger and rage.  

Some of us are privileged enough to have the ability to learn that ontology is not set. 
And also that we don’t all have of necessity to have the same ontology in order to get 
along—to co-exist.  

By definition, in a democracy each of us is free to believe what our consciences lead 
us to believe, however loopy that personal, subjective belief might be. Yes, this leads 
to Flat Earth Societies, but it also leads to discovery, invention, and commerce.  

In order to make democracy work, we have to find a place of ontological multiplicity. 
Then, we won’t be calling people out, we’re calling people in.  

As I’ve said often, Humanists have to step up and be the adults in the room.  

Othering and villain-izing other people is the oldest trick in the trick book of religions.  

How a nation can politicize a pandemic looks monumentally absurd, except through 
the prism of artificially-constructed political oppositions.  

Whether or not a disease exists is not a political question. But how and when to open 
and close businesses is a legitimate political discussion. There are legitimate trade-



offs and lots of facets to explore. That’s where the politics and the marketplace of 
ideas can make a real difference.  

TWO: As You Wish 

“Do you want your problem fixed?” seems like an obvious question with an obvious 
answer: “Heck, yeah!”  

The Gospel of John 5:2–9 in Christian scripture reports that Jesus asked this question 
of a man who had been ill for 38 years. Here’s how that story goes:  

Now there is at Jerusalem by the sheep market a pool, which is called in the 
Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having five porches. In these lay a great multitude of 
impotent folk, of blind, halt, withered, waiting for the moving of the water. 
For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the 
water: whosoever then first after the troubling of the water stepped in was 
made whole of whatsoever disease he had. 

And a certain man was there, which had an infirmity thirty and eight years. 
When Jesus saw him lie, and knew that he had been now a long time in that 
case, he saith unto him, Wilt thou be made whole? 

The impotent man answered him, Sir, I have no man, when the water is 
troubled, to put me into the pool: but while I am coming, another steppeth 
down before me. 

Jesus saith unto him, Rise, take up thy bed, and walk. 

And immediately the man was made whole, and took up his bed, and walked . . 
. 

In our rapidly-secularizing society many may not know why there are so many 
“Bethesda” hospitals around. Bethesda is a King James Version mistranslation of 
“Beth-zatha.”  

This place is described as having “five porches,” so it’s a large building. And this 
building is filled with the “blind, halt, withered” — “halt” meaning lame and “withered” 
meaning paralyzed. The people are gathered there because they believe an angel 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%205:2-9&version=KJV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pool_of_Bethesda


comes down at certain times and “troubles the water.” Whoever gets to the pool first 
is immediately healed. 

John focuses in on one person there, a man who has had an infirmity for thirty-eight 
years. Jesus asks the man, “Wilt thou be made whole?” — “Do you wish to be made 
whole?” 

Rather than answering with a strong “You bet!” the man instead lodges a complaint: 
Because he can’t afford a personal attendant and because he doesn’t have any family 
or friends, someone else always beats him to the troubled water. 

The lodged complaint is important to the story: The man wants to get well, but he 
doesn’t have anybody to help him do the necessary task. 

Now, from whatever source that question comes down to us, “Do you wish to be 
made whole?” reveals a lot more about what is happening in the story than is at first 
glance apparent: The question elicits the response of “Nobody even sees me.” 

And whatever the source of this narrative, I think it reveals something else: A vague 
understanding, even among the early Christians, that this miracle isn’t miraculous in 
any breaking-the-rules-of-science sort of way.  

Notice a couple of details in the story: this huge building is full of “impotent folk.” 
They have lost their “potency,” their life force. Also notice the most glaring detail: If 
Jesus is such a great healer, how come he doesn’t heal the whole lot of them, and 
clear the place out with shouts of joy? 

Why wouldn’t a great and compassionate miracle worker do such a thing? 

No, he walks up to one guy and asks his question. One guy. And the way he asks the 
question tells us what’s going on: “Do you wish to be made whole?” My suspicion is 
that Jesus has “read the room,” and he has seen the one person who needs only one 
thing: to be noticed. The man needs to be validated. Then, the guy is fine. He “takes 
up his bed and walks.” 

It’s good ‘ol fashioned psychology: this particular person was ready, willing, and able 
to be whole — he already was “whole” actually — he merely needed someone to inform 
him of the fact. The man needed to be noticed. To be validated. 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/invalid


And there’s one more thing: the man was willing to let go of his self-identification as a 
sick person. 

But many of us are not. Rather, we have fallen in love with our brokenness. Or what we 
see as our brokenness. When that happens . . . no healer will ever come walking by. 

I hope my point here is clear enough: there are two lessons in the story for the 
contemporary United States: 

At the moment, the answer to the question “Do you wish to be made whole, 
America?” is two-fold: 

One—from conservatives—is “We’re not sick. There’s nothing broken here.” 

And, two—from progressives—“Heck no. Not with those people around!” 

CONCLUSION: Loving the Terrible Beauty 

“Do you wish to be made whole as an individual?” There’s no miracle going to 
happen. First, you’ve got to face the facts of the breaks and cracks and want it. 

“Do you wish to be made whole, United States?” 

There’s no miracle going to happen. First, we’ve got to face the facts of the breaks 
and cracks and want it. 

Forget about covering up those cracks. They are there and they will remain. Accept. 
Learn. Move on. And get it fixed.  

The cracks are what make that thing of beauty, whether that thing of beauty be you. 
Or the nation.  

Accept. See the beauty of all the tinker’s dams and cracks and breaks. Enjoy the 
terrible beauty of the moment. Because that’s all anyone ever gets. 
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