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To Thine Own Self Be True © 

A homily by Rev. Roberta Finkelstein 

Sunday, February 12, 2017 

“And nevertheless she persisted.” I want to begin by publicly thanking Senator 

Mitch McConnell for inadvertently providing the title for my autobiography. As 

well as the autobiography of pretty much every other woman in the United States 

of America. What better way to begin a homily about identity than to choose the 

title for the story of one’s life?  But before we probe that theme, identity, I join 

with interfaith colleagues around the nation in offering you this reading from 

Coretta Scott King.   

Dear Senator Thurmond: I write to express my sincere opposition to the 

confirmation of Jefferson B. Sessions as a federal district court judge for the 

Southern District of Alabama. My professional and personal roots in Alabama 

are deep and lasting. Anyone who has used the power of his office as United 

States Attorney to intimidate and chill the free exercise of the ballot by citizens 

should not be elevated to our courts. Mr. Sessions has used the awesome powers 

of his office in a shabby attempt to intimidate and frighten elderly black voters. 

For this reprehensible conduct, he should not be rewarded with a federal 

judgeship. I regret that a long-standing commitment prevents me from appearing 

in person to testify against this nominee. However, I have attached a copy of my 

statement opposing Mr. Sessions' confirmation and I request that my statement 

as well as this letter be made a part of the hearing record. I do sincerely urge 

you to oppose the confirmation of Mr. Sessions. Coretta Scott King. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the new Attorney General of the United States: Jefferson 

B. Sessions. Back in 1937 Zora Neale Hurston wrote in Their Eyes Were 

Watching God, “There are years that ask questions, and years that answer.” We 
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are certainly living through a year that asks painful and pointed questions. We 

need to have faith that we will come around again to a year that answers. 

Nevertheless, we will persist. 

And now I will persist in offering a few thoughts about the theme of identity. 

When perusing the Soul Matters packet this month, I thought immediately of the 

words of advice that Polonius gives to his son Laertes in Act I of Hamlet. “This 

above all, to thine own self be true.” I read several scholarly and semi-scholarly 

commentaries on this passage, and they were all in agreement that we 21 st 

century new-age influenced readers should not mistake this for an Elizabethan 

version of ‘find your inner child and nurture it.’ The Elizabethan interpretation is 

more along the lines of, “Think of your own benefit first.” Or, “pay attention to 

your own self-interest.”  

Sounds a little selfish, no? But one thing I learned very early in my nursing 

career was that you must take care of yourself before you can take care of 

anybody else. If you do not see to your own needs (or your own benefit) you will 

not have the emotional, spiritual or physical resources to see to the benefit of 

others. The most basic tenet of caregiving is, “first take care of yourself.”  

In her homily, Linda talked about being inspired by a quotation from Parker 

Palmer. Scott Tayler, in his introduction to the Soul Matters theme material this 

month, wrote, “We agree with Parker Palmer that our society has separated us 

from our souls. Indeed, the only relevant religions today are the ones that take 

this seriously. Hell certainly exists; it’s the state of having to hide ourselves.  

And we also cheer on Walt Whitman’s celebration of messiness and 

contradiction. ‘Do I contradict myself? Very well, then I contradict myself, I am 

large, I contain multitudes.’  We don’t just want people to be honest about their 
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contradictions; we want them to see those contradictions as great gifts! Bottom 

line: we want our congregations to be places where you don’t have to pretend. 

And here’s the kicker: our faith wants you to stop hiding and live fully, not just 

for your sake, but for our sake as well. We are all struggling to escape our slices 

and connect to our hidden wholeness. Seeing you be real gives us permission to 

be let our true self out of the dark! Your brave honesty about your 

contradictions, allows us to proudly strut around in our multitudes! We save each 

other by being true to ourselves.” 

I find so much inspiration in this invitation to be brave about my contradictions. 

The Soul Matters question that I have chosen to live with this month is this one: 

Which of your contradictions needs celebrated as a wonderful multitude? And the 

answer is this: I am an introvert in a profession that asks me to be ‘out there’ so 

much of the time!  

In my last interim ministry, the entire Pastoral Care Team, myself included, took 

the Meyers Briggs Personality Inventory together. We shared our results and talked 

about how we could support each other in our particular ways of engaging the 

world. It turned out that I tested as the strongest introvert in the room! Their 

creative suggestion about how they could support me? Create a human flying 

wedge at the end of every service to transport me from pulpit to my office without 

having to pass through Social Hour! I loved that idea, even as I knew I could never 

get away with avoiding what is for me a very challenging aspect of my work.  

When I am up here, I am fine. But when I am done with up here, what I most want 

is to curl up in a little ball and stop adulting. For an introvert, public speaking and 

being in the presence of lots and lots of people takes a lot of energy. And the way 

we introverts recharge is by being alone. I will tell you Social Hour isn’t the worst-

case scenario. That would be big crowds. The Women’s March? I knew I had to 
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take part, even as I desperately tried to find a legitimate excuse that would save me 

from being out in a crowd. People to the left of me, people to the right! Ugh! 

Now I make light of this, but sometimes people in the congregations I have served 

have taken offense at my lack of love for socializing after the service. I spent years 

trying to do better, trying to psych myself into enjoying being in what feels to me 

like a chaotic crowd. But now I give myself permission to take a break. In order to 

take care of you, I must take care of myself. And that means recognizing and 

celebrating the contradiction inherent in a minister who loves to preach and doesn’t 

love to mingle afterwards. Or a minister who has to schedule alone time, for 

recharging, into her day. 

In service of celebrating the contradictions that are me, I want to let you all know 

that I am leaving right after the lock down drill ends for a 3-week vacation. I plan 

to do a lot of nothing in a warm, sunny place. The Pastoral Care Associates and 

Scott Ward will collaborate on pastoral back-up while I’m gone. I will come back 

rested and refreshed and ready to plunge back into the work that I love.  

In the meantime, I invite you all to explore and honor the multitude of 

contradictions you each contain. And I invite you to recognize and honor those 

contradictions in the people around you. Together we can create a safe place where 

every one of us can to our own selves be true. And together, we most certainly will 

persist. 


