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Reading1     

So many of us have a deep aversion to asking for help.  The idea of asking for 

help makes us feel like a failure, makes us feel weak.  We often think of needing 

help as a burden.  But that is toxic individualism talking!  It’s telling us that we 

should be able to do it on our own, that if we were strong enough, good 

enough, and capable enough, we wouldn’t need help. 

So we struggle mightily to do it alone, to prove ourselves to an unrealistic and 

unhealthy standard, when reaching out could make our lives not only easier, 

but better.  And we know this.  We tell our struggling friends to let us know if they 

need anything, we tell them to call or text if they just want to talk. We help them 

move, practice saying something hard, bring them food when they are sick 

(and when they are well), and just listen. 

Because, the thing is, we love to help.  Our best self gets a positive feeling from 

supporting others, ... an alignment with love and care that fills us.   

Amoretta Morris, a wise woman I know ..., wrote, “It’s okay to ask for help.  In 

fact, by doing so, you are taking part in the divine circle of giving and receiving.  

While we focus on what the request means for the asker/recipient, we should 

remember that giving can be transformative for the helper.  By not asking for 

help when you need it, you are blocking that flow.” 

 

 

Reflection   

It happened again this morning, just as I was waking up - I had that moment 

when I forgot.  I forgot that a handshake is unacceptable, and a hug 

inconceivable; I forgot that people I care about are unemployed, newly 

addicted, depressed, ill, or just off limits.  I forgot about white supremacy, voter 

suppression, public health failures, climate change ... school, my job search, and 

even those dirty dishes still in the sink.  It was a moment out of time.  I was being 

stared at by a slightly disgusted cat and a very hopeful dog, and all was well. 

 
1 Mia Birdsong, How We Show Up (New York: Hatchette Book Group, 2020) ages 16-17. 
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And then I remembered, and the weights repositioned themselves on my body 

before I even got out of bed. 

Your weights might be different from mine, but this has been a year.  For most of 

us, the world we once thought we lived in is - in some ways - gone.  As in, not 

coming back.  How ever well any of us may be coping, this year has been 

traumatic.  We’re all carrying some stuff. 

We’re going to need some help. 

Help is a funny thing.  Offering help is noble, virtuous and feels really good.  Our 

religious heritage has long emphasized helping others.  We believe in human 

agency and building the world we dream about.  We’re proud of the good we 

do - our helping hands.  We love helping.   

But many of us are less happy about receiving help. 

In her book How We Show Up, author and activist Mia Birdsong shares many 

stories of people reclaiming connection and community in their lives.  For so 

many, the biggest barrier to connection was an aversion to asking for help.  

Single mothers who feared playing into stereotypes; people who were ill or 

lonely, who feared being a burden; anyone who just learned to avoid asking for 

help.  Afflicted with “toxic individualism,” they kept trying to live up to an 

impossible standard of self-sufficiency, even in hard times.2   

I get it.  Toxic individualism for me is a chronic condition - sometimes I manage it 

well.  Other times it flares up out of control, and I find myself going it alone, not 

letting on (even to myself) just how hard that is.   

Toxic individualism is widespread, and deeply entrenched - rooted in our 

national myth of the rugged individual.  In small doses, self-reliance is OK - there 

is something to be said for planning ahead and being prepared.  But over time, 

the myth has been intentionally cultivated into cover for our failure as a country 

to offer basic help to people in need - even ridiculing need with language like 

“welfare queens” and “freeloaders.”  We’re immersed in a culture that tells us 

that asking for help is anti-American and shameful.  Add to that our religious 

commitment to being helpers, and it can be hard to get real about the help we 

need. 

Birdsong offers a different way of looking at it - help, not as a burden, but as part 

of a divine circle of giving and receiving.  Asking for help as taking part in that 

flow, just as much as when we offer help.  Asking for help is not a last resort - it’s 

 
2 Ibid., 16. 
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a responsibility and a chance to - in her words - “tap into the impulse that moves 

us to cocreate opportunities to ... be there for one another.” 3   Being 

connected, being part of community, being wholly alive, means participating 

fully in that “divine circle of giving and receiving.”   

And, part of me just doesn’t want to.  Even while writing a reflection on asking 

for help!  This week I decided to learn video editing.  I planned something pretty 

complicated to share with you.  And I did it!  All by myself.  Right up until the 

moment I realized that all my editing had reduced the video quality so much 

that my masterpiece was unusable.  And when I was completely out of ideas, I 

asked Jesse for help.  The video we showed a few minutes ago was his work, not 

mine.  I was grateful that he bailed me out; and, I didn’t want to ask.   

But the truth is that even in the best of times (which this is not) we can’t lead a 

full life without needing a lot of help.   

Ask for help.  If that’s uncomfortable, practice it.  If it comes with shame, 

challenge that.  Keep on helping others, yes, and ask for help.  Whether or not 

you see any possibility at all of receiving it. 

Resistant as I can be to asking for help, I have found that asking makes a 

difference.  Sometimes I get help I didn’t expect.  But even if I don’t, even if no 

one else hears me, asking changes me.  I become less knotted up, less stuck in 

toxic individuality, more connected.  And more open to the unexpected ways 

that help might show up. 

And sometimes, other humans can’t help.  Our adult faith formation theology 

groups considered this question recently (paraphrased from theologian 

Rebecca Parker):  when there’s loneliness, hunger, fear, pain, loss, and there is 

nothing within human power to be done, what help then?4 

That is a question that has been with humans for a very long time. 

In the Hebrew Bible’s book of psalms, there are 150 really ancient poems that 

were probably sung during worship.  Almost a third of them are cries for help.  

Like these lines from Psalm 65... 

O LORD, heal me, for my bones are shaking with terror. 

My soul also is struck with terror, 

    while you, O LORD—how long? 

Turn, O LORD, save my life; ... 

 
3 Ibid., 17. 
4 John Buehrens and Rebecca Parker, A House for Hope (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2010) 101. 
5 Psalm 6:2-4, 6 (NRSV). 
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I am weary with my moaning; 

    every night I flood my bed with tears; 

    I drench my couch with my weeping. 

 

In other words:  I’m suffering, really suffering, I’m out of ideas, I don’t know what 

to do ... Help! 

This cry from deep within - this spilling forth of a great longing from the heart, is 

what author Anne Lamott calls the “first great prayer.”6  It names just how hard 

and impossible things are, with - somehow - an openness to any help the 

universe might possibly offer.   

For many, the psalms still resonate.  In most Unitarian Universalist congregations, 

we don’t share them very often.  But we have other liturgical prayers for help.  

Like this one, recorded for First Unitarian Church of Philadelphia, with singers 

Amelia Wisniewski-Barker and Brittany Ann Tranbaugh.  Sit back and just take it 

in. 

[A beautiful, prayerful version of Spirit of Life] 

Spirit of life, come to me, sing in my heart, hold me close, set me free....  Help. 

“Spirit of Life” was written by Carolyn McDade late one night after a meeting 

with fellow justice activists, when she was just so tired with the world.7  “I walked 

through my house in the dark,” she says, “found my piano, and that was my 

prayer... It was not written, but prayed.” 

There can be power, and some relief, in naming our deep longings, and putting 

them out to ...who knows what.  It reminds us that we’re not just helpers, and we 

don’t have to do it alone.   

Is there anyone to hear it?  Does praying actually bring help to me or someone I 

pray for?  Rebecca Parker would say that’s a question we each answer with our 

own intuition.8  I’m pretty sure my prayers aren’t being received by some kind of 

cosmic customer service agent; beyond that, my intuition is that something shifts 

when I pray; yours might be different.  

What I do know is that when I ask for help, it changes me.  It forces me to pause, 

to name the longing, to remember that I’m not alone.  Just asking quiets the 

toxic individualism; and, keeps me from being quite so sure that there is no help.  

 
6 Anne Lamott, Help, Thanks, Wow (New York:  Riverhead Books, 2012),15. 
7 Kimberly French, “Carolyn McDade’s Spirit of Life,” UU World Magazine (Fall 2007) 

https://www.uuworld.org/articles/carolyn-mcdades-spirit-life. 
8 Buehrens and Parker, 106. 

https://www.uuworld.org/articles/carolyn-mcdades-spirit-life
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In the words of Anne Lamott, “prayer ... brings me back to my heart, from the 

treacherous swamp of my mind.”9   

If, over the last year, you asked for all the help you longed for, keep on.  But if 

there were times when you, like me, tried to go it alone, because asking felt 

burdensome, uncomfortable, weak, shameful or useless -  I invite you into a 

spiritual practice of connection by asking for help in whatever way makes sense 

for you.   

That we might whole-heartedly participate in the divine circle of giving and 

receiving - helping and asking for help in all the ways that open us to one 

another and to possibility.  

May it be so.  Amen. 

 

 
9 Lamott, 100. 


