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Ten years ago bell hooks wrote a book called “Belonging: A Culture of Place”, She 

said, “Like many of my contemporaries I have yearned to find my place in this world, to 
have a sense of homecoming, a sense of being wedded to a place.  Searching for a place to 
belong I make a list of what I will need to create firm ground.”  At the top of the list hooks 
wrote: “I need to live where I can walk.  I need to be able to walk to work, to the store, to a 
place where I can sit and drink tea and fellowship.  Walking, I will establish my presence, as 
one who is claiming the earth, creating a sense of belonging, a culture of place.” 

 
So here we are in these mega-retirement communities on land that saw cattle and 

orange groves and people walking that land not too long ago. Most of us have not come 
from central Florida.  In the course of the day I don’t walk unless it’s intentional.  If I want 
to go somewhere – to work, to the store, to a swimming pool, to a place where I can sit and 
drink tea and experience fellowship – I get in my fossil-fuel burning car.  You all get in your 
golf carts.  But I get a twinge of what I can only describe as homesickness when I see a 
tractor in the groves or follow a truck-load of livestock on my way into Tri-UU.  I know 
where those people driving the tractor and the truck have walked. 
 
  As you’ve heard probably ad naseum I was raised on my grandparents Ohio dairy 
farm. We hunted our own meat, milked our own cows for milk and cheese, and grew our 
own fruit and vegetables.  We went to the store for flour and sugar and that was about it.  I 
wasn’t allowed to go play with the animals or lose myself in the forest until I had done my 
share of weeding the garden, shelling the peas, picking the strawberries, digging the 
potatoes, and all the other gardening chores so glorified by the urbane.  By the time I was 
12 my mantra became “never again.”  Consequently my sweet spouse has done the lion’s 
share of the yardwork for a very long time.  He belongs to our home on the lake like I don’t, 
simply because he has touched the earth and all that grows in it. 

 
This past couple of weeks has been particularly hard on him because it’s been so 

hot.  Last week I had a flash of maturity, realizing I didn’t have to burn fossil fuel to get to 
the Ocala swimming pool.  I could just go pull some weeds for exercise.  Also, it would be a 
nice thing to do.  As I yanked and clipped and dug I remembered bell hooks and her culture 
of place. And I had a thought, which was this:  No matter who lives on my deceased 
grandparents farm, it will always be the place I think of when I think of ‘home’.  That was 
the place I was in closest contact with the earth.  I sometimes regret that I have not been 
“Home to Stay” as the choir sang.   

 
I also thought that urban-rural divide is real.  I believe it’s real because rural folks – 

like our Universalist ancestors – are constantly touching their place.  Urban folks, well…let 
me ask you.  How many of you go out to your landscaped yards to clip and trim and in other 
ways root yourself to the earth in your place? 

 
The point is that many of us have lost the experience of being in touch with the 

earth, so necessary for a sense of belonging.  The Villages and other retirement 
communities have done ground-breaking – pun intended -- work in creating communities.  
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But they aren’t authentic communities.  The population is transient and segregated by age, 
race, and economic status.  The pressure to ‘fit in’ is great.  Most conform. 

 
We conform because the need to belong – to be part of WE -- is strong in all of us.  A 

few weeks ago I read an article about How white supremacists are recruiting boys online.  
It outlines how White-nationalist and alt-right groups use jokes and memes as a way to 
normalize bigotry while still maintaining plausible deniability.  It quotes Christian 
Picciolini, a former neo-Nazi who is helping people who want to leave extremist 
movements.  He tells about his recruitment:  He was a lonely kid – the son of Italian 
immigrants who were loving but often absent working long hours when he first met his 
neo-Nazi recruiter.  The man strolled up to Picciolini as he smoked in an alley and plucked 
the joint from his lips:  “The communists and Jews want you to do that to keep you docile,” 
the man said.  And the power of that moment, Picciolini recalls, didn’t lie in the words the 
recruiter spoke but in how he made Picciolini feel: LIKE HE MATTERED! 

 
“The politics, the ideology wasn’t attractive to me at all,” Picciolini says.  “I didn’t 

even understand it, at 14 years old.  But what was attractive was the sense of the identity, 
community and purpose that the movement provided.”  That confirms other’s explanations 
on why they felt drawn to the extremist individuals they meet online:  “I liked them 
because they were adults and they thought I was an adult.  I was one of them.  They took 
me seriously…They treated me like a rational human being, and they never laughed at me.” 

 
The article continued, explaining that for kids between ages 11 and 15 especially 

this sense of inclusion is an incredibly powerful lure.  In this stage, the issue is not so much 
“Who am I?” but rather, “Where do I belong?”  Who includes me? Who treats me well?  Alice 
LoCicero, a clinical psychologist and co-founder of the Society for Terrorism Research 
noted that “about age 13 kids have a big developmental shift, cognitively.  There’s a sense 
of idealism and altruism and wanting to make a difference in the world.  It’s an age where a 
sense of justice becomes really important, and that can be misconstrued and manipulated: 
Justice according to whom?” 

 
It’s not just adolescent males that are vulnerable.  We all need to feel like we matter 

to someone, that we’re taken seriously, that we belong.  So let me ask you: When you hear 
the phrase We’re All In This Together, who do you think of as We?  With whom or what do 
you identify?  Who or what holds your loyalty?   

 
The answers to those questions form our individual identity. We develop our 

authentic selves through experience with other individuals and groups forged through our 
own nature AND nurture.  Every time we enter into the presence of another (or group of 
others) we present ourselves with various identities forged in the various cultures we have 
– and/or continue to -- inhabit.  For instance, I am a third generation Euro-American with 
Finnish ancestors raised in a middle-class family in middle America.  My religious 
background is informed by Protestantism.  I identify my life’s work within the structures of 
religious leadership and music.  I am a cis gender wife and mother.  So I’m going to be 
pretty comfortable with other aging WASPs.  I’m going to have to work a little harder to 
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understand someone who is a Hispanic lesbian raised in the Catholic church.  It’s going to 
be easier if she plays the clarinet or has a child or two.  It’s in that hyphenated space of 
commonality that I will make a connection with her.  My concept of WE has just expanded 
beyond the boundaries of my own group identity.  And I hope hers has, too.  If that’s the 
case we both have a toehold into a group unlike our own tribe.  

 
Identity strength is also a factor in expanding the circle of WE.  I’m thinking now 

about the Jewish identity.  As you heard in the Whistle Stop this morning the Kol Nidrei is 
the hymn that is sung only once a year – at the beginning of the Yom Kippur service.  This 
service, beginning at sunset on Tuesday, marks the culmination of the 10 Days of Awe, a 
period of introspection and repentance that follows Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.  I 
have been honored to be invited to temple to celebrate Yom Kippur and can tell you that 
the Kol Nidrei did give me goosebumps.  I can also tell you that people who identify as Jews 
flock to this service like Christians do at Easter.  However else they identify, the Yom 
Kippur service affirms their group identity as Jews.  And they can trace this identity all the 
way back to the story of the Exodus when hardship formed them into a people and 
hardship, even to this day, reminds them of that fact.  They don’t have to work too hard to 
identify the WE in their spiritual life, even as they have a toehold into other groups and 
identities. 

 
Not only does our family and institutions contribute to a sense of belonging, our 

country confers an identity on us as well.  We belong to America, just as America belongs to 
us.  The first line of our constitution reads, We The People.  I think WWII might have been 
the last time we saw ourselves as WE the people of the United States. It’s clear that the 
current crop of our national leaders aren’t up to the task of inspiring us to see ourselves as 
We the People.  So it’s up to us to do this in our areas of influence.  I may identify as a 
classical musician whose ideal comfort zone is in a symphony orchestra.  So I don’t care 
about the race, gender, sexual preference, or ethnic identity of my fellow musicians.  But 
that doesn’t mean my ESPN-loving neighbor doesn’t feel the same way about the identity of 
a driver in the Daytona 500.  If we can agree that I won’t ask him to take up the violin if he 
doesn’t ask me to take up ice hockey we can relate to each other through our mutual 
interest in the neighborhood picnic.   

 
One of my mentors, Rev. Katy Korb, was of the opinion that we’ll never see ourselves 

as part of a common humanity until we are visited by life forms from outer space.  She 
might be right, although I hope not.  The climate crisis has the potential to bring humanity 
together to address a common challenge – the habitability of this planet.  And now we’re 
back to bell hooks and the culture of place.  This planet belongs to us as we belong to her.  If 
we think we’re disoriented and alienated now, just think how we’re going to feel when our 
known species have become extinct, the earth is so scorched that we can’t grow our food, 
and we are beset with gigantic storms.  Better yet, think about how our children and 
grandchildren are going to feel.   

 
Unitarian Universalists are better equipped than most to talk about and act upon the 

inclusive implication of WE are all in this together.  Rev. Abhi Janamanchi called Unitarian 
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Universalists a Hyphenated Tribe: “A faith where theological crossbreeds, cultural mutts, 
religious hybrids like you and me can struggle and connect in the hyphenated space 
between perspectives.”  Ours is an expansive faith.  Every week we gather with people who 
have different experiences and we work to find those hyphenated spaces between 
perspectives.  This is our calling – to find those hyphenated spaces – those areas of 
commonality -- with our neighbors.  And then, to invite them to consider that – like it or not 
– we’re bound together by our common humanity.  Invite them to consider that we’re all in 
this. Together.  May it be so now and forever.  Amen. 

 
 
 

 
 
  


