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“I’m tethered to a few people who desperately need my help and, fortunately, to many 

others who are strong on the ropes,” Mary Rose O’Reilley writes. 

 This wisdom has meant a great deal to me over the years. I return to it often for 

perspective and inspiration.  

It reminds me to help those in need and also of the many blessings I have received 

from those in my life who were strong on the ropes.  

 It reminds me of my spiritual heroes such as Jesus, Buddha, Dorothea Dix, Lucy 

Stone, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Buffy the Vampire Slayer countless others who 

risked ridicule, safety, and even death in order to follow their call. 

 Yes, you heard that correctly. Lucy Stone is one of my spiritual heroes. What? 

Oh. Yes. And Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Or maybe I should say that Buffy and her 

friends are my spiritual heroes.  

 For those who may be unfamiliar with the show, Buffy the Vampire Slayer is 

about a young woman with superhuman strength tasked to rid the world of vampires and 

other supernatural nasties.  

It quickly becomes clear that Buffy needs more than her extraordinary strength to 

save the world week after week. She relies on her group of friends and mentors to 

navigate each crisis. The show may bear Buffy’s name, but it is actually a story about a 

group friends, a chosen family really, each with their own talents and weaknesses who 

band together to save the day, every day. 
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  Buffy the Vampire Slayer was created by Joss Whedon, a man who has told this 

story of striving, flawed people coming together to be something greater than the sum of 

their parts often over the years.  

You can see this story in his television show Firefly or in his Avengers movies. 

The characters change but the message remains the same.  

 

The desire to go it alone is a strong one sometimes, but the only way we can make 

in through the hard times is together.  

 

 And this message isn’t a surprising one when we consider that Joss Whedon is 

one of the most outspoken humanists in the public eye for the last 20 years.   

Humanism is, simply put, the belief that human beings have the ability and the 

responsibility to lead ethical lives in service of humanity’s greater good without belief in, 

or reliance on, a Higher Being.   

If Humanism had a bumper sticker, it would probably say, “Good without God.”  

One of the many sources of our Unitarian Universalist faith is Humanism which, 

in the language adopted by the Unitarian Universalist Association, counsels us to “heed 

the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warns us against idolatries of the 

mind and spirit.” 

In honor of his work and his activism, Joss Whedon was awarded the Lifetime 

Achievement award in Cultural Humanism from Harvard University back in 2009.   

Both his creative work on screen and his personal activism testify to his belief in 

the power of human love to overcome human fear.   
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Not that this is necessarily an easy faith to come by.   

During his acceptance speech for this award, Joss said,   

“Faith in God means believing in something with no proof whatsoever.   

Faith in humanity means believing in something with a huge amount of evidence 

to the contrary.  

We are the true believers.” 

Now I don’t think Joss meant that statement to be as pessimistic as it might sound.  

I think he was trying to reinforce the point that Humanism, like any system of belief, 

requires a leap of faith, too. 

 All we need to do is tune into the evening news or follow the presidential 

primaries to get our fill of evidence to the contrary.   

The greed for power of a relative few bringing ruin to thousands upon thousands 

to families.   

Murders motivated by the desire to dominate.   

Fear and ignorance leading people to attack other people because they are 

somehow perceived as being fundamentally different.   

 

Not a day goes by, it seems, that we don’t receive our evidence to the contrary.   

Evidence that says maybe humans aren’t such a great group of creatures to put our 

faith in. 

But there is other evidence out there as well. Countless stories of the times people 

have rejected fear and hate. And when these people manage to find one another and band 

together, it seems that nothing is impossible. 
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 “Over and over throughout history,” Mary Rose O’Reilley tells us, “huge 

numbers of people manage to get the point about love, and, in the same historical space, 

huge numbers mill around unable to escape their fear.”   

“I’m tethered to a few people who desperately need my help and, fortunately, to many 

others who are strong on the ropes.” 

Choosing love over fear. 

It’s a choice we are called upon to make every day, perhaps in every moment. In 

our unpredictable and complicated world, our loves and our fears are intertwined. 

Sometimes they blur together, the edges between them growing murky. This is when we 

must stop and ask ourselves,  

“What is motivating my behavior?”  

“Did this thought spring from a place of harm or of caring?”   

“Is this decision rooted in fear or in love?” 

If we can choose love instead of fear, we have stepped onto the ledge of the 

unknown and something extraordinary is bound to happen.   

It could be called a miracle,  

it could be called grace,  

it could be called enlightenment,  

it could be called acting ethically in service to humanity’s greater good.   

It’s choosing love over fear.   

It’s realizing that higher power or no,  

afterlife or no,  
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we have the capability and the responsibility to make life better for our fellow 

humans.   

Right here. Right now. 

My Buddhism professor at Divinity School, Roshi Bernie Glassman, called the 

choice of love over fear “enlightenment.” 

Roshi Bernie teaches that enlightenment is the profound revelation,  

the knowledge that permeates every cell of your being,  

that all sentient beings are one,  

just as an ear or a foot is part of one body.   

When we are enlightened, Roshi Bernie says, we cannot help but act 

compassionately.   

It would make no sense to do otherwise.   

 

If I were to cut my arm, I would immediately act to take care of the arm.   

My eyes would inspect the damage,  

my other hand would move to stop the bleeding,  

my brain would determine if I were in any danger of being cut again,  

perhaps my voice would call for help  

or my feet would carry me to safety.   

Because my arm is a part of me, all of these actions would require almost no 

thought, no deliberation.   

The rest of my body is instinctively compassionate toward my arm because we 

are connected.   
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We suffer together and we will heal together.   

There is no separateness. 

 

This is enlightenment, Roshi Bernie says, when you act toward others as if there 

is no difference between you;  

no separateness.   

Because you are the same.  You are one.  

If your neighbor suffers, you suffer too. 

You act compassionately because to do otherwise would be unthinkable.   

Because you are the same.  You are one. 

Hearing Roshi Bernie speak of enlightenment this way made a lot of sense to me.  

It put the concept of enlightenment in very concrete and practical terms.   

It also drove home the point that I am not enlightened. 

I do not know this connectedness to all sentient beings in every cell of my being.   

I act in self-serving ways more than I like to admit and sometimes I would just 

prefer not to know the far-reaching consequences of my actions.   

It just complicates things. 

But something else happened when I heard enlightenment explained this way.   

It felt right to me.  It felt true.   

So, I concluded, if:  

One, the truth of enlightenment is that we are all one. 

And, Two, I am not enlightened.  

It would make sense for me to try to act as if I am. 
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I know how that might sound. Let me explain. 

If I believe that we are all in this together,  

that we thrive together or suffer together because we are all essentially different 

parts of one body,  

which I do believe,  

then even though I do not experience this oneness as a part of my daily reality, I 

really ought to strive to act on this belief anyway.   

This is my leap of faith.  This is my spiritual practice.   

Can I practice compassion when I feel separate and alone?   

Can I strive for healing when I feel angry or cynical? 

Can I choose love when I am afraid? 

Sometimes I can.   

A lot of times I can’t. 

And that’s why it’s a spiritual practice.   

If it were easy, I wouldn’t need to practice. 

 

O’Reilley calls this truth of oneness being “tied together.”   

This term is even easier to wrap my head around.   

In fact, this term points to the root of the word “religion” which many scholars 

define as “to reconnect” or to “bind together what was once divided.” At its source, 

religion is the process of tying together. 
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O’Reilley says that members of a religious community are tied together, which is 

undeniably true, but I think it extends beyond our specific religious communities.   

These invisible yet tangible bonds that tie us together stretch out to encompass all 

people.   

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. pointed to this wisdom as well. He said, 

“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of 

destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly.” 

 

Perhaps the difference between religious communities and the broader community 

is that in religious communities we strive to take up these ropes with great intention and 

purpose.   

In religious communities, we really want to take William Penn’s advice and “Try 

what love can do.”   

In religious community, we get to experience what it feels like to be strong on the 

ropes and what it feels like to be tethered to those who will not let us fall.  

Because we know that in our lives,  

both inside our faith communities and outside of them,  

we will be tied to those who need our support in a myriad of ways.  

It’s important to know that there are those lending us their support as well.   

 

And what is truly remarkable is that these are the same people.  

We are all in the position to lend support and to be supported, to hold and to be 

held.  
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We are all in this together.  Tied together. 

The mission statement of the Lutheran church in Burnside, Minnesota, a 

statement that has been echoed by many Unitarian Universalist congregations, puts this 

idea of being tied together another way by simply stating:   

“You will be cared for. And you will be called upon to care for others.”   

I think this might be the best ideal of a healthy family and a healthy community I 

have ever heard.   

“You will be cared for and you will be called upon to care for others.”   

Name your faith what you will.   

Include the language, rituals, principles, and stories that weave wonderful and rich 

meaning into it.  

But remember that the core of faith lies in recognizing our interconnectedness and 

choosing love over fear.   

 “Over and over throughout religious history, huge numbers of people manage to 

get the point about love, and, in the same historical space, huge numbers mill around 

unable to escape their fear.” 

The same is true today and we are tied to all of them. 

Joss Whedon’s creative works and our own Unitarian Universalist tradition 

constantly uplift the theme that it is not one person with extraordinary or supernatural 

powers who is going to save the day.   

The world will be changed by regular people,  
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Teaming together to contribute what unique talents they have in service of the 

greater good.   

Ordinary people tied together in community. 

Ordinary people choosing love over fear.   

We are these ordinary people faced with this choice day after day, moment after 

moment.   

Love or fear?   

We won’t always make the best choice, but we will probably be given the 

opportunity to make the choice again soon.   

With practice, and a leap of faith, we can remember that we are all tied together 

and choose love. 

Please join me in saying Amen and Blessed Be. 

 

 


