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There's a river of my people. And its flow is swift and strong.     Pete Seeger  

 

I was drawn to share this song of Pete Seeger. It speaks to me, of hope. “A river of my people.”  

Peter Seeger died on January 27th, a little more than one month ago. He was a legendary folk singer and 

activist, working for peace around the world. He was also a life- long Unitarian Universalist. What I didn’t know 

when I chose that quote is the rich and complicated history that Pete Seeger had with the Israeli / Palestinian 

conflict. He had been there many times, engaged in this hard, confusing, war.  

There is a story of him being stuck in Jerusalem, unable to travel safely. It was 1964. Stuck in his hotel, 

he did what he knew what to do. He sang. Songs of peace. He sang to 3, 000 people; Jewish, Muslim and 

Christian. This concert was not planned. It had no ticket cost. It was instead his response to the situation at 

hand. It was his way. To sing, of peace. If I had a hammer, Shabot Shalom, and the people sang with him.  

Many years later, he was critical of Israel and some of their policies. He took some heat for this. When 

asked about it he answered, “I may boycott a country, or a military, but I never boycott dialogue. “  

He said that his position on Israel was constantly evolving and that he was still learning a lot about the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict and his opinions wavered "with each piece of information.”  

I felt a little better learning that even this even this great man, didn’t have it all figured out.  

So, it is with this same caveat that I share my story. My journey to the holy lands, and the impact that it 

had and continues to have on me. I know that I don’t have it all figured out. Not by a long shot.  

I went on this trip last May. It was part of my training in seminary.  It is an immersion experience called 

a “Border Crossing”. Designed to bring us out of our comfort zone. Like a theological outward bound. I chose 

to go to Israel and Palestine because I felt woefully uneducated about the topic and I believed, and still do, 

that it was something I ought to understand better. The trip was called a “Dual Narrative” journey. We had 

two tour guides.  Aziz, a Palestinian and Kobi, an Israeli. You saw pictures of them in the slide show.  

We traveled for two weeks throughout the lands going freely, as students, across the checkpoints and 

the wall, or separation barrier, between Israel and Palestine. We heard “both sides” of every topic. I did learn 

a lot about the historical and current conflict taking place. But I also learned about the power that narrative 

and perception play in our lives.  
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We experienced firsthand what it sounds like and what it feels like to hear the exact same 

circumstance through two different narratives. We were strongly encouraged to listen, really listen, and then 

listen again. It was like hearing two different stories each time. Same facts, different perspective, different 

story.  

We’ve all experienced this phenomenon to more or less degrees in our own lives. If you have a sibling, 

think of how you each might describe your parents. If you ask your sibling to describe their memories of 

holidays or your home life. Would it sound like yours? Would it even resemble the same experience that you 

had, in the same place, with the same people? Maybe, but more likely, not. 

I started out really trying to listen to both sides of the story. But in the first few days, very early on, I 

attached. I attached to the narrative that made sense to me. Quickly that became the dominate story through 

which I experienced everything. When someone we were visiting told the story from “my” narrative, I felt 

comfortable.  If someone told the story from the “other side”, I would listen politely. But what I was really 

listening for, when I was honest with myself, was validation for my perspective.  

And then on the 5th day of our trip, my bubble burst.   On that day we were working across from the 

Gaza Strip. Our group was helping to create artwork, with signs of peace on the wall. It was hot, and I was 

tired. I happened to go over to one of my classmates who was standing a bit away from the group looking over 

at the land across the water. Coming up next to her, I commented on how amazing the trip had been thus far. 

She nodded in agreement and she said, “Yes, it is. But I have to tell you that I’m having a hard time seeing the 

other side.” And what side is that?” I asked, fully expecting her to be on “my side.” Her answer threw me. For 

what she shared was the “other side” from the one that I had become attached to.  

Well, there I stood. She had no idea that what she had said had turned things on their head for me. 

How could this be? We were “UU’s”… this story is what we think. Right? How could this woman who was on 

this trip, someone like me, feel this way?  

I made a decision at that moment to try harder. I wanted desperately to connect with the Other 

narrative. I wanted to understand, see the Other story. I wish that I could tell you some amazing success story 

or moment of enlightenment. I can’t. It was hard. I never made that connection. It has stayed with me ever 

since.  
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When we returned I began looking at a lot of situations in my life and seeing that I was comfortable in 

the narrative that I know.   I began calling this, “Otherizing” Otherizing – to me, is when we separate ourselves 

from another in order to stay true to our story.  We can also Otherize parts of ourselves. The parts of us that 

we haven’t yet accepted or understood.  

So what is our option? Singing Kumbaya? Letting go of our values? No. The option is humanizing. We 

need to remind ourselves that there is nothing in another person that isn’t also within us. Or at least the 

potential. When we humanize we focus on our shared human experience and remember that few, if any, 

things in this world are one dimensional. We go to the field that Rumi calls in our chalice lighting today, “the 

field beyond right and wrong.”  

To humanize we connect with the Other, we ask questions, and we truly listen. We have to be willing 

to drop our story. Our beliefs, if only for a minute. We don’t have to give up what we believe. We just need to 

be willing to see and truly understand the Other’s beliefs. This opens the world. We never know exactly where 

things are going to go when we humanize.           

            Something happened to me last summer that relates directly to these concepts.  I had taken a course 

for school called Sexuality Issues for Religious Professionals. It is like OWL for ministers. At the end of the 

course they sent us 3 text books that reinforced this progressive religious perspective.  

             My package arrived in the mail on a Friday afternoon. It was enclosed in a plastic wrapper with an 

imprinted note from the United States Postal Service apologizing for the state of the package. Inside the 

plastic the package had been ripped entirely open. In place of my 3 books were 2 religious extremist books. I 

opened and read things like this; “See for yourself: real pictures from those in purgatory.” and “How Satan is 

overtaking the world.”  

            I had been otherized. It was disturbing. 

            Later that night while mediating, I began to think of the person, or people who had sent those books. 

Who are they? Are they concerned about the state of the world?  Do they feel powerless and angry? And then 

something happened. There was a shift. I found myself wishing that I could meet them and talk with them. Get 

to know them. Understand who they are. Don’t ask me how or why, but I realized that they were doing what 

they believed was right. They were doing the best that they knew how. They have mothers too.  
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                  This shift was truly miraculous. I started out fearful and I ended up curious. I don’t know exactly how 

or why, perhaps because I gave myself some space during meditation. Space to let a different perspective 

emerge. Whatever the case, “those people” who had violated my mail, were now humans.  

I am not saying that humanizing will solve the world’s problems or create peace in the Middle East. But 

I have to believe that it is an essential ingredient in upholding human dignity. 

I think often of those ancient walls that I talked about with the youth earlier. Those walls were magical 

- every morning when I walked before the throngs of people came out. I haven’t really found their equivalent 

here in the U.S. But I’ve come close – Unity Hall, on a Thursday afternoon, when the afternoon sun is going 

down, and the shadows fall on the walls. I find hope.  

I try to remind myself that beneath it all, all the chaos, all the fighting, all the Otherizing, there is a 

place as Rumi says, “Beyond right and wrong”. This place, is where we are all human. Flawed, mistaken, 

misinformed, biased. Every single one of us. But this place is also full of potential and it is full of hope.  

When asked about his religion, Pete Seeger answered, ““My religion is that the world will not survive 

without dialogue.” He was a brave man. As I was reading about his life, I came upon this image. It is taken 

from Alec Wilkinson’s 2006 New Yorker profile: Seeger, then in his mid-80s, is protesting the Iraq war on a 

stretch of Route 9 near his home in Beacon, N.Y. He didn’t call in the press. He didn’t call in anyone. He just 

stood there, alone, cars passing and a freezing rain falling on his head, bearing a sign with a single word: 

Peace. 

Shalom Shabot, assaˈlaːmu aˈlajkum, Peace. 

 

Amen and Blessed Be.  


