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I was about 22 years old, and interning for a legal aide office in San Francisco.  We were 
working on a class action suit against a negligent landlord and I was going door-to-door 
interviewing the Spanish-speaking tenants.  The building was in disrepair, issues with 
mold, plumbing, and so on.   
 
It was a two-story building, about the size of a motel, and yet, it seemed that nobody really 
knew their neighbors.  Even with a shared enemy, so to speak, they were disconnected.  I 
went from apartment to apartment hearing identical stories of unfair treatment, but these 
folks weren’t sharing their stories with each other. And what I most remember was the 
large televisions in each small apartment.  During every interview, some part of the family 
was staring at a tv, looking numb.  I’ll never forget the image, and the worry I felt for our 
world if we come to replace human contact with a tv screen. 
 
Now let me say, I’m not anti-television at all. I have my shows.  My kids have their shows.  
We enjoy the entertainment, but sometimes I wonder what this is replacing in our lives.  
What it has replaced in our communities.  Years ago, I put a post-it on my tv that said “Is 
there something else you could be doing?” I like to keep an eye on the pull of these passive 
entertainment sources in my life. 
 
So, studies have been done on the way we find social connection with fictional characters 
on tv.  It’s called a “parasocial” relationship, where we actually feel like we know these 
people and they become a “social surrogate.”1  I have to admit this has subconsciously 
happened to me a couple times with the show “Parenthood.”  I’ll be talking to a real friend 
who is going through something, and I’ll start to say “yeah, a friend of mine…and mid-
sentence realize “Oh my God, it’s not a friend, it’s the character Christina from the show 
“Parenthood” that I’m thinking of.   So, okay, some of us are finding company in likeable 
characters on tv.  That’s a harmless comfort, right?  Yes, if it isn’t replacing personal and 
reciprocal relationships that feed us on a deeper level.  I believe the same goes for 
Facebook, which I’ll talk more about in a minute. 
 
Social capital is a term for what’s possible when people know and trust each other. 
Robert Putnam, the source of our earlier reading, wrote the book “Bowing Alone” in 2000, 
about how everything from PTA’s to town meetings to bowling leagues have dipped 
dramatically since the 1960’s.  And he said, “the percentage of Americans who…recorded 
                                                        
1 Antecol, M. (1997). Understanding McLuhan: Television and the Creation of the Global Village. A Review of General 
Semantics, 54:22-40. 
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any time at all spent in informal socializing (parties, visiting friends, etc.) fell steadily 
from about 65% in 1965 to 39% in 1995,” and we haven’t bounced back.2 
 
Putnam says the main reasons for this shift in civic engagement are an increase in the 
pressures of time and money (with more 2-career households), suburbanization, sprawl 
and commuting time, and he says that two of the biggest culprits pulling us away from 
direct interpersonal contact with each other are the television and internet.3  Like me, he’s 
not opposed to these mediums, but he’s keeping an eye on them.  
 
…because this dip in associational ties comes at a cost.  The less we are spending time 
together, the less trust and reciprocity exists in our society.   The old you scratch my back, 
I’ll scratch yours.  Together, we get stuff done.  Putnam mentions a T-shirt from a Fire 
Department’s fundraiser breakfast that says, “If you come to our breakfast, we’ll come to 
your fire!”4  It’s about showing up for each other.  But it seems we’re doing that less as a 
society.   
 
And more often than not, we are engaging systems instead of each other.   
 
I felt the sting of this when I was in a bad car accident just after my son was born.  I was 
alone in my car, singing a song at a stop light, and a woman hit me from behind, going 
nearly 50 miles an hour.  I blacked out, and when I came to, I did not know what 
happened.  A witness approached me and said I had just been hit very hard.  The air bags 
went off in the car of the young woman who hit me. I’m told she did not need medical 
attention, and that she was able to walk away from her car and call her parents to pick her 
up.  In however many minutes it took for emergency responders to arrive to help me, she 
did not approach me. 
 
I’ve wondered what it was like for her to see me carried off in a stretcher.  I can only 
imagine she was very shaken.  To this day, I’ve never spoken to nor seen the woman who 
hit and hurt me that day, causing the need for a year-plus of physical therapy to heal.  The 
only people I talked to were insurance, hospital and other officials doing their job, who 
had no personal stake in the incident.  It felt so odd. 
 
I thought that in a more connected world where people try to know each other (and 
because of that, try to do right by each other), the accident still would’ve happened – 
because we all make mistakes.  But in a more connected world, this young woman might 
have felt able to come check on me.  Or maybe might have written me a note to apologize 

                                                        
2 Putnam, Robert.  Bowling Alone, The Collapse and Revival of American Community.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2000.  Pg 107. 
3 Putnam, Robert. Pg 283. 
4 Putnam, Robert. Pg 167. 
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once the dust settled, especially since there was no legal question of fault.  Maybe she 
was advised not to be in contact – I’ll never know. 
 
In my ideal world, she’d meet me at the physical therapy office those 3 times a week with 
a coffee and muffin.  We’d come to know each other, and she’d offer to watch my baby in 
the waiting room while I got the help I needed to heal. And I would trust her to do that in 
that kind of world.  What sounds crazier?  This fantasy?  Or the bizarre distortion of 
relationship that actually took place?  
 
We all have a big or small story like this about when we felt the disconnect.  The numbers 
show that we Americans are, in many cases, bowling alone, raising kids alone, facing 
negligent landlords alone, and in general, making our way alone.  This affects how we treat 
and trust each other in ordinary and extraordinary circumstances.   
 
The stand-out exception to this aloneness, however, is the seat you are sitting in 
right now.   Faith communities remain the number one gathering point of people in our 
country.  Of the people who are stepping out of their private routine to connect in person, 
the majority are doing so in their faith community.  And these places are known to serve 
as training grounds for social capitalists.  
 
Putnam became interested in the hope that lies in faith communities.  He said that faith 
communities “provide an important incubator for civic skills,”…Religiously active men and 
women [and you know who you are!] learn to give speeches, run meetings, manage 
disagreements and bear administrative responsibility…In part for these reasons, 
churchgoers are substantially more likely to be involved in secular organizations, to vote 
and participate politically in other ways, and to have deeper informal social 
connections”… 
 
Get this:  “Regular church attendees reported talking with 40 percent more people in the 
course of the day.” 5   
 
Of course, he’s preaching to the choir, right?  I mean, we kind of know this, but it’s nice to 
have a Harvard social scientist do the work to quantify what we feel in our bones:  that life 
has been better since we connected here.  That we are more connected to life because we 
are connected here. 
 
And so our worship services, our committee meetings, our Small Group Ministries, the 
lighting of a chalice where two or more are gathered – these things change the game.  

                                                        
5 Putnam, Robert. Pg 66-67.   
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And theology matters not.  It’s the coming together that’s the antidote.  We dare not 
underestimate the power of a place like this. 
 
And so we dare not miss a chance to welcome someone new into the power, and help 
them to feel at home.  We ask people to raise their hands on their first visit here because 
we don’t want to risk their not being noticed.  Don’t want to risk the possibility that 
someone could come and go from here without being spoken to.  Without someone 
knowing their name…   
 
We have an Exploring All Souls program for newcomers, STARTING THIS VERY DAY, so 
that folks can connect with each other in a small group context and feel they are known 
and seen.  The “Growing Unitarian Universalism” Facebook page says the three most 
religious words in the English language  are “I see you.” We can’t under-estimate what that 
feels like, especially when someone has felt unseen for too long.   
 
Putnam’s studies of faith communities found that it was theology and worship style that 
got someone in the door, but it is making a friend that keeps them there.6   Now we can’t 
expect All Souls to be a fit for everyone who walks through the door, but we can do our 
best to make it so that the feeling of being the new kid is brief and merciful.  I’ve seen so 
many of you do this.  The gentle “I don’t know that we’ve met before…” or “can I help you 
find your way?” can easily make the difference between someone coming back or not.   
 
People have to overcome a lot to visit here for the first time, starting with the inertia of 
keeping their Sundays just as they are.  And then there’s unsettled personal history with 
religion, or maybe a spouse who’s not interested, or doubt in the point of it all, or not 
knowing what this Unitarian Universalism thing is all about.  If your hospitality could help 
them overcome these things, you’d be helping them to find what you’ve found here.  And 
that is huge.  
 
And then, because being connected here strengthens that visitor’s broader connections, 

you’d be building social capital more broadly.  The capital that builds trust, smooths 
interactions on the road, in the neighborhood, and so on.  The stuff that really and truly 
effects our day to day.  That’s what’s at stake.  And that is very big. 
 
And as much as Facebook is connecting people and building social capital in its own way, 
it cannot replace what happens when humans interact face to face and figure out how to 
relate with each other.  With our LOL’s and winking smiley faces, we try to add dimension 
to the words we send each other in cyber space, but the fact remains that face to face 

                                                        
6  Putnam, Robert and David Campbell.  American Grace, How Religion Divides and Unites Us.   Simon & Schuster:  
New York.  Pg. 174. 
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interaction gives us a world of key information that enables us to build trust,” deeper 
trust.7  
 
I gotta say I’m conflicted about social media.  As long as we use it to supplement the 
personal ties we are still cultivating with in-person connections, I am for it.  And don’t get 
me wrong: I love that I can exchange messages with a childhood friend I otherwise 
wouldn’t have heard from.  But if, for some of us, Facebook becomes a surrogate for in-
person connections, I become worried.  I worry when I realize I’m only half-listening to my 
husband while I scroll through people’s pictures and updates!  
 
The psychological studies and my own gut tell me these outlets are just not enough to fully 
nurture us – to build durable community.  There is something fundamental about showing 
up for each other.  And I feel we have to be vigilant about doing so when the world is more 
and more leaning toward physical isolation. 
 
That said, to give social media its due credit, I did two things this week in preparing this 
sermon.  One is I signed up for Twitter.  As a minister, I can’t dismiss social networks like 
this that have become such a popular way to connect.  I’m now “following” BBC news, 
Ellen Degeneres, and my brother Chris.  We’ll see where that takes me!   
 
The second thing I did was to interview a close friend who is very active on Facebook to 
hear about the ways it fulfills her.  One thing she does on Facebook is she’s in a fitness 
support group.  She and her workout friends post what they call “sweaty selfies” and cheer 
each other on.  She says, “I’m working out alone in my living room, but, because of these 
Facebook connections, I don’t feel alone.”  And I know she means it.   
 
It’s not either/or, right?: connect in person or connect on line.  But generally speaking, 
technology such as Facebook is shown to add value mainly to relationships that already 
exist the old fashioned way (such as my reconnecting with the friend I grew up with).  
Such as the worship service that Rebecca held online during the snow storm, which would 
not have been possible without the community already built in person here over years. 
 
When all is said and done, we don’t want to be alone.  We want to be seen, known, cared 
about.  Computer scientist Jaron Lanier wrote a book called You Are Not a Gadget, in 
which he compassionately compares us all to kids seeking attention.  Listen to his 
comment on social media: 

 

                                                        
7 Putnam, Robert and David Campbell. American Grace, How Religion Divides and Unites Us.   Simon & Schuster:  
New York. Pg. 176. 
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“[people can now perceive themselves to be getting enough attention, through social 
networks and blogs…separation anxiety is assuaged by constant connection.  Young 
people announce every detail of their lives on services like Twitter not to show off, but to 
avoid the closed door at bedtime, the empty room, the screaming vacuum of an isolated 
mind.”8 
 
Wow.   
 
Yes, in America, we are showing up less to PTA and town meetings and bowling leagues.  
We are showing up religiously, pun intended, to the computer and tv screen.  And though 
faith communities are the number one gathering source that is still active, in the big 
picture, our numbers are dwindling too.   
 
And why does that bother me?  I don’t personally believe that afterlife salvation is at stake.  
It’s that I know what coming to a place like this does for me and my family in this life.  How 
we get to put our busy lives in perspective, remind ourselves of our better angels, and 
make friends who help us through.   
 
I’d like to share a photo slideshow with you.  Last Sunday, some 45 Souls from this 
congregation did not bowl alone.  We made our way from church to Waterford Family 
Bowl, ate lunch together, and played together.  In our conversations, I learned that some of 
us are doing really well, some of us better than before, and some of us are struggling with 
a challenge.  I learned that someone has suffered a loss, someone has started a radio show, 
someone got a haircut, and someone had a hidden talent for bowling!  Two people realized 
they are next-door neighbors. 
 
Some of these things could be found on an internet post.  Others never would.  There, 
under the psychedelic lights with “Let It Go” from “Frozen” blasting off the walls, there 
were high-fives and trash talking, hugs and new connections.  That is where the magic 
happens.  Old fashioned people magic.  The kind that fosters comfort, trust, and possibility.  
The kind that makes endless snow more bearable.  The kind that keeps us whole.  
 
Let’s do our best to live like we know how true this is.  Amen.  

 
 
 

                                                        
8  Lanier, Jaron.  You Are Not A Gadget.  Random House, Vintage Books:  New York.     Pg. 180. 


