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Reach Versus Grasp 

Reach versus Grasp: A Conversation with Myself... sort of.   

“Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?”  This 

Robert Browning quote (part of a long poem) has been rattling around my head 

for many years.  Reach.  But how do you (meaning how do I) decide what’s worth 

reaching for?  On what scale do you set your goal?  Worldwide hunger?  Feeding a 

stray cat?  Or do you even set a goal?  And at what moment do you decide that 

walking on the edge – taking a risk – is worthwhile?  T.S Eliot said, “Only those 

who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”  Grasp.  

What do you have?    What do you have to lose?  The scientist inventor Nikola 

Tesla once said, “Man’s grasp exceeds his nerve.”  Yet Tesla’s body of work seems 

to belie that. 

What must you keep?  A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven 

for?  I’d like to be in heaven.  Oh – not a country-club heaven accessible only to 

the few who believe in a certain story, or who do something over-the-top 



extraordinary.  And I definitely don’t want to die in order to get to heaven.  So… 

how do I ensure that my reach exceeds my grasp? 

Reach versus grasp – the beginning of a conversation with myself – as lucid yet 

poetic as I can make it - beginning with many questions and ending with more 

questions.   

In fact, I selected this topic because I’ve been wondering why I am generally 

content hanging on to possessions – grasping – instead of reaching out toward 

new?   Why do I tend to be satisfied instead of ambitious?  I selected this topic 

because I want to grasp less and reach more, not because it’d punch my ticket to 

heaven - well - actually I’m not exactly sure why.  How about this – I want my 

actions to matter more in the world. 

We are busy – but what are we doing?  Or does that even matter?  Just keep up 

the pace!  We’re temporarily diverted by pursuits as diverse as archaeology and 

volleyball, humor and football statistics, public speaking.  We’re travelling a lot, 

but what are we seeing?  What are we learning, zigzagging from Zanzibar to 

Albania, from a zoo to a museum to a cathedral to a pub to a green sanctuary?  

Well, not literally green.  Can’t it all be found right here on our phones? 



And how about this with regard to setting goals – I’m not always as considerate of 

others as I want to be.  I am not entirely motivated by a desire to help people.  I 

know I should somehow make the world a better place, but I’m not selfless.  Like, 

if I commit to you, does it mean I have to stop watching baseball and give up 

steak and lobster?  So, my ideal kind of reach involves reaching out to other 

people.   

Within the context of my family, my friends – I know I make an impact.  Kathi and 

I make plans together within that certain realm – we do exercise “reach” in 

certain ways.  And Kathi pushes me to be a more adventurous risk-taker than I’d 

otherwise be.  But I think engagement with interest groups, social action groups 

etc can be very useful in helping us set a course in a wider context – help us 

discover what needs to be done, and help us decide what to do and help us do it.  

Tell me what you did last summer. 

I am one of you – not a minister but a member of the congregation.  And like 

many of you, I suspect, I attend church because I need help.  I am looking for 

something and I eternally hope that I will discover it here, or at least that this 

community will facilitate my search; that this community will help me define 

reach, and to go out on a limb and emerge from my comfort zone; that this 



community will help me understand what I have and what I can discard; that this 

community will continue to identify paths I can follow when the power of a group 

best defines “reach,” or when I am not imaginative or energetic enough to 

identify them or define it myself. 

Have you ever heard the expression “pushing the envelope?”  It’s a curious 

expression, but the idea of an envelope (sort of a protective container) is 

comforting.  Church, for me, feels sort of like a protective container – but at the 

same time I never want it to be a counterweight to my dreams.  I think I take 

some chances here.  Reach.  Being an atheist and a Jew, I wish this place wasn’t 

called “church,” but maybe the name isn’t so important.  I’m getting used to it.  

When I am hesitant to act – to march - I find it easier to march alongside friends 

who, I trust, have similar core values (as in the seven principles of Unitarian 

Universalism).  Sometimes I follow your passion.  But it’s not just about my reach.  

Through participation here and interaction with each other I am confident we can 

define an organizational reach that helps all of us get to heaven.  Or something. 

Last Monday I was sitting in a cozy booth at Bertucci’s with my 86-year-old artist 

friend Norm.  Creatures of habit, it was the same booth we’d populated the 

previous Monday and a couple of Mondays before that.  Norm had the usual 



spaghetti and meatballs with meat sauce and I had chicken parmigiana.  The 

waitress knew he wanted his water with lemon and no ice, and butter - not olive 

oil for the rolls.  Every week Norm and I meet to discuss art, and every week we 

end up talking mostly about other things.  Incidentally, making art is one pursuit 

where both Norm and I feel we make an honest attempt to walk on the edge.  But 

painting is a solitary activity, done on a relatively small canvas surface that often 

goes unseen.  At best the “reach” for all but a few artists is limited to his/her 

friends.    

Discussing art is our thinly-veiled excuse for meeting, and there was Norm, 

excitedly gesticulating as he explained why he feels his art studio is so central in 

his life - he has one of the Schoonover studios in town – how he loves to go every 

morning to paint and read about painting and how for that period of time during 

the day all is right with the world.  This theme is articulated, by the way, almost 

every week – either by Norm or me.  

But then Norm entered new territory and started telling me that he and his wife 

recently visited several of the retirement communities in the area, but that he 

doesn’t like any of them, and, therefore, they plan to remain in their large two-

story North Wilmington home.  “What don’t you like about them?” I asked.  



Norm’s response, in a nutshell, was that he and his wife have too much stuff.  

“Can’t move,” I thought, because they have “too much stuff.”  Sermon alert!  

Maybe I should change the title to Can’t Move, I Got Too Much Stuff.  But “No,” I 

thought, “When Norm goes low, I’ll go high.”  Reach versus Grasp.  In any event, 

I wanted to give my friend some feedback and I was curious whether he and his 

wife had discussed some of the challenges of aging in place, so I gingerly probed 

(at least I thought it was gingerly) – but desisted as it became clear that Norm 

wanted to change the subject. 

“Grasp,” I thought, “Can’t move if you have too much.”  Now, Norm and his wife 

have lots of stuff – everything that fits in their house – and the house itself, and 

Norm’s paintings.  I’d just get rid of it all.  Problem solved.  Norm and his wife 

could move.  I knew I couldn’t tell him that, so I attempted to make a painting 

analogy.  I said, “Norm, I attempt to make non-representational paintings – 

paintings of nothing, because as soon as I put something into a painting, it’s a 

problem – everything else I do within that work of art has to relate to that thing.  

Maybe it’s time to start letting go of things.”   



Norm didn’t respond except to shovel a forkful of spaghetti into his mouth and sip 

his water.  I might mention here that, when it comes to listening and hearing, 

Norm is very selective. 

So I blurted out, “What are you avoiding?”  Norm seemed stunned, or perplexed, 

maybe even irritated.  He just shrugged.   

Anyway maybe my question had been rhetorical, aimed not directly at Norm, but 

at a wider audience.  Or maybe I’d simply been thinking about myself - getting old 

and being old and the challenges of deciding to let go of stuff.   

I have a confession. Ten years ago we moved from a house to a two-bedroom 

apartment, and the word “downsize” entered both our vocabulary and our 

consciousness.  “How much money we have wasted,” I thought – sometimes 

aloud and my eyes, naturally, pointed at Kathi.  “Well, anyone can see,” I thought, 

“the vast majority of her stuff is junk!  Probably 14 or 14 ½ tons of photograph 

albums, figurines, ceramic tiles that had endured unspeakable damage through 

the ages, college textbooks, books purchased at fall festivals with bookmarks at 

page 43 (you know who you are), filthy yellowed paperbacks marred by highlights 

and doodles, and of course, the family digeridoo.  



I wanted to get rid of it all.  I attempted to draw a parallel.  At work, I reasoned 

with her, they sometimes order lay-offs and label it “right-sizing” – for efficiency – 

so the company can advance and prosper.  It was obvious that her objects were 

extraneous, I was sure she’d agree to dump them  – “You’ve grown  so much since 

you started collecting those things, dear” -  I was sure it’d be easy to get her to 

cooperate.  

On the other hand, the few items I’d so thoughtfully retained over the decades 

were truly treasures.  Precious possessions for which I’d bartered, purchases the 

exact price of which I can still recite proudly.  

Imagine my surprise when my wife dissented stubbornly and vociferously from 

my analysis!  During the following year, we stored my stuff in a climate-controlled 

storage unit, at a cost of about $100/month.   

How does it happen?  The flotsam and jetsam mysteriously accrues, objects of all 

sorts obstruct the road forward – the roads in every direction.  We “have” things 

that impede progress – things – like shrunken clothing, we could not possibly use.  

Is there a formula for discarding the souvenirs of life?  We so painstakingly collect 

them – no – we merely allow them to accumulate, as if we are failing to floss. 



What does it mean to have something?  What do you have?  What can you have?  

Don’t look to me for an answer.  If, in fact, we are what we are what we eat, 

perhaps the sentence, “I will have pizza for lunch,” has meaning.  What do you 

need?  What must you keep?  What are you protecting?  Maybe you have a place.  

That statement rings with a certain absurdity.  Does it simply mean you’ve paid 

for it, or that no one other than your designee(s) can use it?  You have furniture in 

that place that you sit on and sleep on. 

How about the tools that are no longer tools?  Dusty paraphernalia that sits 

unrecognized, books you’ve read and will never reread, helpless objects in 

overstuffed drawers, chipped or broken or too heavy to lift.  At best they’re 

reminders that once upon a time there was different work to be done, and once 

upon a time we did it.  They are symbols perhaps, but not necessarily, of a 

younger busier life.  

What about our ideas – both personal and institutional?  With regard to church, 

what time-worn adages and obsolete idols are we clutching so dearly that our 

growth is stunted or impossible? In the interest of our reach exceeding our grasp 

– with a focus, for instance, on building a welcoming community receptive to 

shared knowledge, achieving elusive goals such as peace, love, and 



understanding, which ideas must we reconsider and potentially abandon in order 

to attract people of conviction and achieve relevance?     

On a personal basis, are we vigilantly guarding some storehouse of knowledge to 

be conveyed to future generations?  What are the true gifts we want to pass 

down?  And who is our audience?  How does the illusion associated with 

possession impede progress?  Have we somehow been negligent and careless, 

embracing comfort at the expense of experimentation?  What are you and I 

avoiding? 

After a year in air-conditioned luxury, a year during which I forgot what was in the 

storage unit, I discarded most of it.  And Kathi even threw away a lot of her junk.  

We had attained “right sized enlightenment.”  However, I can only wish I could 

report that we are no longer accumulate stuff. 

“Reach versus Grasp” – a conversation with yourself, chock full of opportunities 

disguised as insurmountable obstacles, something to think about while you’re 

folding the laundry. 

 


