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  Tomorrow is Clergy Appreciation Day.  I was unable to find any information on it.   
 
 But also tomorrow is the birthday of the American poet, ee cummings.   I found lots 
to say about him, including the fact that his father was a Unitarian minister.  His poem, If 
Strangers Meet, was the meditation this morning.  I was pulled into memories by the first 
line “If strangers meet; life begins.”  I was reminded of a time when I had a job in downtown 
Cleveland.  I took the same bus every day, and after a few weeks I began to ‘see’ my 
companion passengers.  There was one person in particular I just felt drawn to.  We sat 
next to each other and exchanged pleasantries, then abandoned our books to talk to each 
other.  Over the weeks our conversations developed into sharing experiences, mostly about 
relationships.  I never was invited to her place, nor she to mine.  Our morning and evening 
rides together elicited tears, laughter, and comments from other passengers that we must 
be sisters.  I never saw or heard from her after I moved on.  And I don’t remember telling 
anyone about her.   
 

In contrast our daughter came home from her suburban DC elementary school 
talking about ‘stranger danger.’  Our home was situated so that she could walk a short 
distance through the woods to get to her school, and I saw no reason why she couldn’t do 
just that.  Until I heard about stranger danger.  How poignant cummings’s title IF Strangers 
Meet.  If strangers are discouraged from meeting out of fear of the other how are we 
supposed to make friends? 
 
 I have heard from a number of you that you have friendships dating back years – to 
high school and even elementary school.  Can you remember what first drew you to your 
friend?  Cummings wrote that in the moment the strangers’ eyes meet, this owners are no 
longer ‘poor, no rich/ (only aware).  The self has been forgotten and each person is only 
aware of the other and nothing else.  The strangers, in this moment, are neither “kind” or 
“cruel” but “only complete”.  This is so beautiful because it delivers the idea of how, when 
we connect with strangers (on a bus, for example) we recognize instinctively a fellow spirit 
and inhabitant of this world.  It happens in the split second before all our baggage and 
judgment and personality interferes. The fleetingness and sense of chance that pervades 
the poem (not WHEN strangers meet, but IF strangers meet) reminds us of the rarity of 
humanity recognizing itself in others.   
 

The entire corpus of Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek was built the on that premise.  
Humanity is defined in terms of values and needs that transcend physical appearance – 
values like curiosity, loyalty, reason, imagination, caring for another’s well-being as well as  
basic physiological needs, safety, and a sense of belonging.  Conflict arises when values are 
not communicated or needs are not being met.  In Star Trek that was true whether the 
friendships are between humans and Vulcans, Betazoid, Klignon, Horta, Android or any of 
the other-worldly beings the writers and make-up artists imagine.  This says to me that 
people are hungry for stories of friendship; so hungry that they’ll put up with awful sets, 
ridiculous costumes, and mediocre acting. 
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 If Strangers meet implies a randomness to the occassion.  This morning Tri-UU is all 
about intentionally creating conditions where strangers meet.  In the forum we spoke 
about small groups called Chalice Circles.  For those who missed it, these are groups of 8-12 
people who agree to meet monthly with the express purpose of getting to know a few 
people on level more intimate than what can be achieved in the Sunday morning coffee 
hour.  They are interested in developing friendships.   
 
 The Chalice Circles help nourish acquaintances into friends through the practice of 
deep listening.  I use the word ‘practice’ intentionally.  There is nothing passive about deep 
listening.  It requires effort and intentionality.  There are three distinct disciplines of deep 
listing:  Hold still, Hold at Bay, and Hold Out and Hold Up.   
 
 “Hold still is about offering each other the gift of space.  This means responding to 
people’s sharing with silence rather than words.  In some groups each member takes a turn 
sharing before any group discussion or reactions occur.  This is akin to the ‘check in’ before 
any of the Tri-UU meetings.  We “hold” each other’s sharing, rather than react to it with 
comments or questions.  It’s about offering a spaciousness that allows one’s sharing to 
wander in safety and new insights to emerge.  Parker Palmer refers to this as the practice of 
“honoring the shy soul”.  He wrote, “The soul is shy.  Just like a wild animal, it seeks safety 
in the dense underbrush, especially when other people are around.  If we want to see a wild 
animal, we know that the last thing we should do is go crashing through the woods yelling 
for it to come out…A circle of trust is a group of people who know how to sit quietly ‘in the 
woods’ with each other and wait for the shy soul to show up.” 
 
 “Hold at bay” is about offering presence rather than advice.  It involves keeping our 
often unhelpful reactions in check.  Some groups have the rule of “No fixing, no saving, no 
advising, no setting each other straight.”  Christine Robinson and Alicia Hawkins explain it 
this way:  “It’s hard to listen with an open heart rather than an analyzing mind.  It requires 
putting aside judgment, categorization, and evaluation and instead just hearing the story 
that is told and the feelings behind it.  When you realize that this has happened, gently set 
aside your thinking for later and open your heart. 
 
 Here’s where I put in a plug for the Meditation beginning here at 1:30 on Tuesdays.  
Buddhist meditators, who face the same analyzing mind issue, speak of treating the mind 
like a beloved but sometimes inappropriate child who wants to show off to guests. “Not 
now, sweetie,”, says the kind parent. “You go and play and we will join you in a bit.”  
Similarly we can tell our minds “this is not the time for analysis.  I just need to hear this 
story.” 
 
 Robinson and Hawkins confirm that in time we discover that to be listened to is a 
way of being loved.  And that listening is a way of being loving.  Let me say that again.  To 
be listened to is a way of being loved.  And that listening is a way of being loving.  Sit with 
that for just a minute.   
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 “Hold out and hold up” is about what we say when we do talk and react to each 
other’s sharing.  After a round of sitting in silence and listening to each group member 
share, the group then opens itself to a time of sharing reactions.  But instead of responding 
to each other with “fixing, advising or saving,” we hold out gratitude for one thing that 
struck us in particular as we listened and hold up how it connected to our lives and helped 
us clarify something about our own situation.   
 
 Do you remember last week we talked about hyphenated space – the space between 
tribal identities?  This is where we practice our deep listening.  This is where we find our 
similarities.  Instead of analyzing or judging what people are saying we listen for sharing 
that connects with us personally and feels like a personal gifts.  In other words, we don’t 
just ‘sit quietly’ while others are talking.  We actively listen for those precious moments 
when another’s story or experience take us more deeply into our own. 
 

Friendship is a tough word to define.  Like most things of beauty, it is slippery.  It 
lives most intimately in the littlest things that add up.  It is what the TV series “Friends” 
defined as someone/s who knows your name.  But it’s much more than that.  Speaking as 
someone who has never seen even one episode of Friends I think it requires familiarity over 
time.  
 
 I have lots of acquaintances, but not too many friends. Having lit out for adventures 
beyond Cleveland right after high school, I don’t have any friends dating back that far.  My 
sister, on the other hand, stayed planted.  She has several friends from high school.  That’s 
over a half century!  I didn’t develop friends until I was in my mid-30s.  It was through the 
religious community that we came together through a class about midlife and the aging 
process.  Starting off as the “Pre-Crones” we jettisoned the curriculum fairly early on, 
stayed together and aged into the group we now refer to as The Crones.  Most are still in 
the Washington DC area and meet monthly.  I participate via email or Zoom and get there 
about once a year.  This group has been going for 40 years.  Six of the 11 members traveled 
to my ordination.  Are they my friends?   
 
 If you ascribe to poet and philosopher David Whyte’s definition that “all friendship 
of any length are based on a continued, mutual forgiveness”, the Crones are my friends.  
There’s nothing like traveling to a foreign country with a bunch of women to practice 
continued and mutual forgiveness.  But the religious community, especially Unitarian 
Universalist communities, also affords that practice.   
 

A year or so ago I got curious about the apparently stable number of members Tri-
UU counted and did some research on what caused us to lose people. It turns out that every 
5 years about 1/3 of the congregation turns over.  Most people leave because their life 
situation changes: they move to be closer to family, their health requires a different living 
situation, or they die.  Many who have moved away still retain friendships with those still 
here.  
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We don’t know how long any of the wonderful people we welcomed into 
membership today will be with us.  Long enough, I hope, to find friends with whom they 
can practice a continued and mutual forgiveness.  Friends who are happy to be companions 
on a journey, for however long that journey lasts.  Friends who will help us realize our 
shared humanity with the other.  With ALL others.  May it be so.  Amen. 

 
   
 
 
 


