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I need to tell you something.  I wrote an amazing sermon for you yesterday. I started around 
10:00 am after a few cups of very strong coffee. I used a lot of big ideas and words, quoted my 
favorite Buddhist teachers in thoughtful and provocative ways. I made a fantastic point about 
UBUNTU that went on for a whole page.  I wove the UU principles through my words and 
wrapped it all up with the sources of faith.  I invited you to see and bow to the holiness in 
yourself so that you could see and bow to the holiness in all. And then I told you to go do it. It 
was pretty good.  And then at approximately 8:00 last night I erased it all by mistake.  Pieter 
made a kind but futile attempt to resurrect, recover, restore my previous file. But it was all for 
not.  At 8:45 last night I had to start anew. It should have been pretty easy, as I had written it 
already before, but anxiety kicked in and I could no longer tap that rational side of my brain.  I 
wasn’t really that scared because you are good and kind people, except  this is the first time my 
oldest daughter Maddy is here, and I wanted to say especially smart things for her. And as is 
always the case, I truly want to make this a meaningful, nourishing, time for you. So with that 
disclaimer, I will begin.  
 

As most of you know we are on a pilgrimage.  It is the 4th week of the 5th stage of our 6th stage 
spiritual pilgrimage.  I came on as a contract minister for 6 months in January and envisioned 
my time here as a 6 stage pilgrimage.  The first month or stage was the call.  The recognition of 
a vague yearning to go somewhere or do something new.  The second stage or phase was/is the 
separation phase.  It was liminal, an in between phase where you are taking inventory of your 
resources and letting go of what doesn’t serve you.  The third phase which was March is the 
journey.  The epic journey that takes us out and about.  For us that was getting out of church, 
out into nature and out of our minds.  The fourth stage was the contemplation. It was April and 
Palm Sunday, Easter and Earth Day.  A time to contemplate loss, emptiness, resurrection and 
our true homes.  And here we are in May.  The fifth stage of our journey.  It is the encounter. 
After the yearning, the anticipation, the letting go, the journey, the contemplation we come 
face to face with what we were seeking. The last stage is the completion and return and we’ll 
get there next month.  Right now we are smack in the middle of the encounter phase. And 
today we are exploring what it means to encounter other.  Each other 

 

It is interesting to think about this encounter phase.  Coming out (hopefully) of a pandemic. 
For the last 2 years, there hasn’t been a lot of encountering each other.  More so now than 
when I started my time with you. People were still staying home, wearing masks, sanitizing 
hands and buying extra toilet paper and frozen vegetables at the store.  As I have journeyed 
with you, we have been masking optionally and now masking very rarely.  We weren’t in 
fellowship hall together and today we kick off our return to post worship gathering. I remember 
the first time I got a real hug after the pandemic, right in this room. It brought a smile to my 
face that had been missing for a long time.  
 

COVID 19 is a very deadly disease and wrought havoc in many ways.  Of course, there is the 
obvious peril involved in actually catching the disease. Especially for those with risk factors.  The 
other deadly part of the disease was because of the isolation it created. Because you see, (here 
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comes the abbreviated Ubuntu reference), I can only be me in the context of relationship with 
you. Who I am is a result of who you are and who we are together in this place and time. My 
humanity is tied up in my relationship to all other people, other beings. When I have to stay 
home and wear a mask, that can be problematic.  Some people are lucky.  They have partners, 
parents, pets, children, roommates for whom they can continuously reference their humanity 
with. Some did not. What a dehumanizing experience to be quarantined for 14 days, isolated 
for 2 weeks or 6 months or 2 years. When my humanity, my very humanness is defined by my 
relationship to others, lack of that connection is dehumanizing.   And so this pandemic did more 
than put our physical health at risk, it dehumanized people. ( I swear it sounded way smarter 
and cooler than that, but this is what you get at 9:30pm) 
 

There was and is a recognition of the emotional toll that takes on people.  There has been a 
good deal of focus on mental health and resiliency. Resources have been allocated to attend to 
mental wellness.  But I think the wounding is more profound than that.  I believe even more 
than a mental health crisis; we have had a wounding of our souls.  Perhaps of our collective 
Soul, with a capital S. 
 

For those lucky enough to have access to technology and have some level of comfort to engage 
with it, they may have gotten by okay. My daughter watched movies on her computer while 
facetiming friends who were synchronously watching the same movie.  Something I would have 
never thought to do.  People had Zoom holidays, worked remotely from their kitchen tables, 
saved money on gas from not having to commute. Blessings for some. Some that had internet, 
smart phones, tablets or laptops and a level of comfort with how to use them. Plenty didn’t. 
Many who were on the margins before COVID moved further into the void.  
 

That’s my day job.  Working with people who are at wits end due to isolation due to quarantine. 
My organization, Spiritual Care Services of Maine, works with DHHS as a part of a statewide 
referral system.  If a person is diagnosed with COVID or lives with someone who is or is exposed 
to someone with COVID and they don’t have the resources to navigate that quarantine period, 
a referral can be made DHHS. A person may have COVID and have nobody in their life who can 
pick up groceries for them, or can't go to work and thus cant pay rent, or needs to get tested to 
go back to work and doesn't have transportation and so they call the line. DHHS will look for the 
closest community-based organization that can deliver groceries and dispatch them to do 
so.  Then the person can safely isolate.  If the person is experiencing high levels of stress and 
anxiety, DHHS would make a referral to us to call them and check in.  We call and provide our 
undivided attention for 30 minutes, give or take. We become the we they need to reflect their 
humanity back to them especially when things are tough. 
 

When things were peaking in December and January, we were getting 7-10 referrals a day.  For 
people who just couldn’t take it anymore.  We had really tough conversations.  We had suicide 
interventions, we had domestic violence interventions, we had substance abuse 
interventions.  When people told the referral line that they needed food because they didn’t 
have enough to get through the weekend and couldn’t leave because of quarantine, we would 
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get the other half of the story.  That they needed the food not only because they were 
quarantined but because they had taken in their extended family and didn’t have enough 
benefits to feed them all. When people told the referral line that they needed help picking up 
medicine at the local pharmacy because they were in quarantine and had nobody to pick it up 
for them; we heard the rest of the story that the husband had died of COVID after 52 years of 
marriage and they never had children and there is nobody else left in the world to help them 
and they want to die. When people call the referral line that they need a ride to get a vaccine 
and want support for stress and anxiety.  We call and listen to a whispered voice that tells us 
they are scared for their kids and their own safety because isolated dad is a violent dad and 
isolated family is not safe. When a community based organization makes a referral for a 
homeless woman who has little resources and could use a kind ear.  She shares her story about 
arriving at the  quarantine shelter very sick with COVID and the community-based organization 
brought her her energy bars and popcorn and apple. We find that she is very very sick from 
COVID and in withdrawal as she can’t get to her methadone clinic because she is  quarantined, 
and can’t eat the food they brought as she has no teeth and she is certain she won’t last the 
night. Because she shared things with us that she didn't share with the original case worker, we 
offered an intervention or a grace that may have otherwise not happened by getting her the 
food she could eat and getting a community based organization to pick up and deliver the 
methadone she needs to stave off withdrawal. When someone tells the referral line that they 
need diapers and formula and cant afford them on their benefits, we call and hear the rest of 
the story.  The story that a great grandmother is taking care of her great granddaughters 
because her daughter died of an overdose 12 years ago and her granddaughter just went to jail 
for prostitution, the father of the children is in jail and her sister is in the hospital with COVID 
and this woman has nobody left.  Nobody left to reflect her humanity back to her. 
 

All of these circumstances existed in some way before COVID.  These people who were living on 
the edge were pushed into the void when COVID came to town. When the last thread of 
support or connection was cut in isolation. It is an honor and a privilege to come alongside 
people and hear their stories. It is hard too.  You can’t unhear some of the tough ones. But 
maybe that is a good thing. Sometimes offering a tangible intervention is the thing to do and 
needs to be done. Most of the time the intervention is intangible.  It is the experience of being 
seen and heard that confirms that someone is still tethered to humanity. 
 

As the Pandemic theoretically and hopefully winds down, the number of referrals we get has 
slowed down also . However, the complexity of the cases has deepened.  When the referral 
system can’t legitimately allocate resources because the referral doesn’t meet criteria but the 
wound is still bleeding, we get the call. We have more desperate, sad encounters now than 
before.  We are working with those who have fallen through every crack and through every 
safety net.  
 

While we take deeper breaths in between our phone calls, we create space to let the fullness of 
what we have encountered, who we have encountered, linger. I don’t want to forget or pretend 
I didn’t see or hear it.  I want to know the nature of what lies beyond my day to day. I want to 
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understand life in it’s beauty and ugliness knowing that in most times those are two sides of the 
same coin.  So that’s my day job. I always wanted to tell you about it so now you know. 
 

(Its 10:47 and I remembered Pema) Pema Chodron, American Buddhist Nun and meditator 
writes, “It is a transformative experience to simply pause instead of immediately filling up 
space. By waiting, we begin to connect with fundamental restlessness as well as fundamental 
spaciousness” . That’s what it means to be a chaplain.  It means to be the consummate pauser. 
To not have to fill the space. To sit with restlessness that sometimes comes with silence, until it 
is transformed into light and space. 
 

Early Buddhism, as communicated in the Pali Canon talks about how all transformation starts 
with personal transformation.  “A peaceful and harmonious society cannot be imposed from 
the outside but begins with personal transformation.”  Personal transformation for the sake of 
the betterment for all can be attained by training in three ways (this is where the cold cup of 
stale coffee woke up some of my former musings) Training in generosity, ethical self-discipline 
and cultivating one’s mind bring about self-transformation.  Self-transformation changes 
things.  
 

When reading this passage of the Canon, I was sucked right back into the UU Principles.  These 
trainings flow directly into the seven principles. Generosity is the acceptance of one another 
and encouragement of one another to their own spiritual growth. Ethical self-discipline does 
moderate respect for the interdependent web of all existence for which you are a part. 
Cultivating one’s mind does require a free and responsible search for truth and meaning. 
Practicing these trainings and practicing the UU Principles does promote justice, equity and 
compassion in human relations and the goal of world community with peace, liberty and justice 
for all. (I think I tied it together better the first time around but at 11:24 that’s what I have for 
you) 
 

Here to fore, in conclusion and for what its worth.  I do remember my point in all of it. First I 
want I reread Theresa Soto’s poem that Jane so eloquently read earlier. 
 

You are not wrong 

 

I need you to know 

that there is nothing 

wrong with you, if you 

find the world congealed 

and unwieldy. You were 

never meant to serve money, 

to give loyalty to unprincipled 

power, to spend your joy 

frantically soothing yourself 

in order to tend wounds 

of being constantly 



Lori Whittemore 
May 22, 2022 
Encountering Each Other 

Page 5 of 5 

dehumanized. I need you 

to know that your sense 

of injury and anger is not 

overdeveloped. You are meant 

for love and beauty. You belong 

where you are known and 

where your future is not just a 

resource, but a promise, which 

you begin to fulfill by being 

unmistakably, irrevocably 

yourself. 

—you are not wrong. 

If I could talk to the more than 1,000 people we have called on since February of 2021, I would 

share this poem. I know that now at 11:37 on Saturday night.  And I say it to you.  If as a result 

of the pandemic you feel isolated, angry, discouraged, sad.  You are not wrong. And I don’t want 

to talk you out of that feeling.  Your physical safety and your very humanity has been 

afflicted.  But your principles, and this community are ways back to wholeness.  It is in 

encountering each other here that you will find the ways back to your personal 

transformation.  The personal transformation that will heal the world, 

Oh oh oh, here is the namaste part.  Namaste is a Hindu term that is a formal salutation.  It means 

that I bow to you.  I first heard it from a Buddhist friend of mine who explained it to me in a 

much richer way.  She articulated it as “the light of my inner being and best self sees the light of 

your inner being  and best self. I bow to that”.   Wow!  That is how we heal from the wounds 

created by isolation.  We encounter each other recognizing the Divine spark we all carry. You 

UUs could say it this way, “My inherent worth and dignity recognizes your inherent worth and 

dignity and I bow to it.” Let your light shine.  The world needs it.  We need it.  Be generous, self 

disciplined and cultivate your mind. The world needs it.  We need it. And always look for and 

recognize and bow to the light in everyone around you.  It will transform you.  It will transform 

us and it will transform the world. 

So be it 

Good night 

and Namaste 

 

 


