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Fiercely Curious Conversations 

I am typically the most withdrawn passenger on an airplane flight home. After years of work that 

had me traveling around the country, I got in the habit of just collapsing in my seat. Maybe I 

would share a few niceties with my seat mates and then I would dive into a book, listen to a 

podcast or drift off.  

Let me explain. Before getting on the flight, usually I had been leading an intensive consultation 

or training with a religious organization for at least a few days. I was trained to use the flight 

home as a time to decompress.  

I learned long ago not to tell my seat mates I was a minister. That could go in a few directions. 

One direction — they would shrivel into their seats or apologize for any profanity they had said 

if the flight had been delayed while we were still on the ground. Another direction is that they 

would see this as an opportunity to unburden themselves. Or, they might seek from me 

confirmation of their particular brand of evangelical religion. If I actually had the energy, I have 

sometimes engaged in these conversations and appreciated the opportunity. 

Most often, I easily learned to give myself a break, after having engaged with anywhere from 15-

350 people in the event I just led for a few days prior to getting on the plane. 

I console myself and feel noble about my tendency toward quietude with these words by Quaker 

writer, Pierre Lacout, who writes, “Silence is the welcoming acceptance of the other.”  

More often than not, I’ve learned to use plane flights as time to reflect on my recent experiences, 

to retreat or mostly to rest. 

Not too long ago, after attending a four day training at a retreat center, I was hundreds of miles in 

the air. My seat belt was safely fastened. I was preparing for a nap on this one and a half hour 

flight home. 

Just as the back of my head found the right, comfortable (such as it is) adjustment to the 

headrest, I started to hear snippets of conversation from two passengers seated directly behind 

me. 

They were getting further acquainted with one another, it seemed. I think that included sharing 

where they were from, where they were going, etc.  



And then, somehow just as my eyelids were making their slow descent over my tired eyes, they 

started connecting around some of their understanding of how everything we are going through 

right now was predicted in the Bible. 

My eyelids didn’t completely close at this point. I became somewhat interested in how they were 

making sense of the world. I became curious about how assured they were that all the events that 

were unfolding had been predicted by some Biblical prophet long ago. 

Once I realized that their revelations were peculiar to them — and that they were finding comfort 

and assurance from one another, I started to close my eyes fully. 

Just then, they started talking about their admiration of a recent former president.  

At that point, my eyes were wide open and I could feel myself bracing a bit in my seat. My 

previous curiosity about their religious conversation, which had begun to lull me, then triggered 

a more activated response. All the images from the January 6th attempted insurrection started to 

project onto my “mind’s eye”.  I felt a tinge of responsibility to inform them of all that had been 

exposed about this former leader. I was definitely activated, which made it hard for me to drift 

into slumber. 

But I calmed myself down, realizing that this was not the time and place to engage in such a 

conversation. I smiled, thinking how I don’t often hear these kinds of comments. I was ready to 

let it be.  What choice did I have anyway? 

So, my eyelids again began to make their descent over my now somewhat dilated eyeballs, until 

then I heard the man in the pair, say---- 

“Yeah, I really used to like Trump until he started to talk dirt about my man DeSantis.” 

If you can imagine now that scene now from the movie, the Exorcist, when the possessed girl 

Linda Blair’s head turns fully around with some demonic look in her wide eyes, you have a sense 

of what I was experiencing internally in the moment.  

I was having my own inner dialogue: 

• DeSantis who is known for his “don’t say gay” rulings to limit conversations about sexuality 

and gender identity in public schools… 

• DeSantis who has asked non-approved books be banned from classrooms and libraries. A law, 

HB 1467 that indicates that anyone who violates it could be charged with a third-degree 

felony… 



• DeSantis who (by the way) just this past week doubled-down on his decision to reject a newly 

proposed Advanced Placement course on African American history because he feels that “it 

promotes a political agenda”… 

• DeSantis who signed a bill, HB 7, banning educators from teaching certain topics related to 

race in order to prevent “making students feel guilt or shame about their race because of 

historical events”…  

• DeSantis who downplayed the threat of Covid-19 while public health officials reported that 

the number of hospitalizations in his state had just skyrocketed. 

My friends, there are only so many turns one possessed head can make, so I calmed myself 

down, looked at my watch and found my ear buds. 

I am not saying that anyone here needs to have a similar reaction with my immediate reaction to 

hearing this comment about “his man, DeSantis”. 

I am just making transparent to you what was happening in seat number 12 D at that point. 

I am not saying that my reaction is necessarily totally justified or dignified. 

I am just saying, retrospectively, that I thank, God, Jesus, Buddha, Zoroaster, Allah, Krishna and 

whomever else it might concern, that I was sitting in 12 D and not 13 D on that particular flight! 

What I am describing to you has become a somewhat everyday experience for many of us in 

recent years. We find through overhearing conversations of strangers, interacting with family 

members, neighbors or friends, in person — and especially in social media — that we encounter 

opinions that might be drastically different from our own. This is an issue that has occupied 

many commentators on the current American landscape.  

We are deeply divided. We are polarized. There is an increasing sense of an “us” and a “them”. 

Of a “those people” and “my people”. 

There are some very practical reasons for this divide. As researchers have shown, many of us 

don’t have as many opportunities to interact with others who are outside our own political party 

or our own neighborhood. As you probably know, researchers who studied United States 

counties and elections discovered there are, by far, an increasing number of counties that are 

designated as “landslide counties”—that is, counties where the winner topped the vote by at least 

20 percentage points more than the overall national tally. In the 1980 presidential election, there 

were 391 counties that fit this description. In 2020 that number nearly tripled. 

 



What does this mean? As a Wall Street Journal article points out: 

There are few places left in America where one tribe of voters is likely to encounter the 

other. Predominately white rural areas are solid Republicans; urban areas are 

dominated by Democrats. (Guzman, p. 14) 

Some may hear this as a political topic because I am using political examples. But really it’s just 

that the political arena is where this polarization is most evident to us. 

The fact of the matter is that a variety of the issues we face have been made into political issues 

when they are actually human, ethical ones. 

These issues — for example gun violence or the climate emergency — are actually ethical ones 

and worthy of our deepest attention and our strongest devotion.  

In actuality, polls often show that Americans are less divided on so called polarized issues, such 

as gun laws and abortion, than politicians and the media would have us believe. 

I believe that when we stay divided, polarized, unable to understand — or even want to 

understand — one another, we are risking not making informed, ethical decisions about the 

future of our world and the fate of future generations. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in his latest, and as it turns out his last book, Morality: Restoring the 

Common Good in Divided Times, warns us of how we may be missing the big point of our 

current divisions. Sacks writes: 

Societal freedom cannot be sustained by market economics and liberal democratic 

politics alone. It needs a third element: morality, a concern for the welfare of others, an 

active commitment to justice and compassion, a willingness to ask not just what is good 

for me but what is good for ‘all of us together.’ It is about ‘Us,’ not ‘Me’; about ‘We,’ not 

‘I.’ 

This concern for the common good is at the root of many of our religious traditions. 

We are familiar with the Golden Rule in Christianity and in Judaism: "Do to others as you would 

have them do to you”. In Hinduism this rule is expressed; "Do not do to others what would cause 

pain to you”. In Islam, "Not one of you truly believes until you wish for others what you wish for 

yourself”. There are similar expressions in various faith traditions.   

A contemporary “Green Rule” paraphrases this Golden Rule as "Do unto the Earth as you would 

have it do unto you”—in order to extend the care not just for human beings, but also for animals, 

birds, the earth.  

 



Peter Morales, a former UUA president and a colleague declared: 

We [Unitarian Universalists] are people who have always affirmed human diversity. We 

have always looked to the future and seen new possibilities. We must do so again. Let us 

be the people who break down the arbitrary barriers that divide us from them. We are 

one, and love and hope will guide us. Let us, together with all our brothers and sisters, 

build a new way. 

This is the ideal.  

The fact of the matter is that there are many media and political forces that are served by 

accentuating the divisions that people perceive from one another in order to raise their 

viewership — or to raise campaign funds. 

These perceptions and practices don’t allow us to really know each other beyond the categories 

we put each other in—and beyond the silos that we often create. 

The cover of Monica Guzman’s, book, I Never Thought of it that Way includes graphic 

depictions of eyes.  

This cover graphic communicates that the perspectives and practices she outlines in the book are 

aimed toward our really seeing one another, understanding one another, and, on occasion, 

finding some commonality where otherwise we might imagine none. 

Guzman encountered this personally when she called her mother following the 2016 victory by 

Donald Trump. Guzman who describes herself as a “liberal” called her parents, who were 

Mexican immigrants, to commiserate — only to find out they had voted for Trump!  

She realized that she didn’t really see them.  She also knew that her parents were not like the 

frequent depictions of Trump supporters, so she got curious. She wanted to understand them and 

others. 

Guzman not only saw her parents in a new way;  her own eyes were open to the realization that 

there are patterns in how many of us create our own separate worlds that keep us apart from one 

another.  

These patterns she calls S.O.S.  The first “S” is for Sorting. We have a natural tendency to want 

to surround ourselves with people who think like we do — especially in times of anxiety and 

stress.  This satisfies our need to feel that we belong.  

Over time, our Sorting creates Othering, our tendency to push away people who think 

differently.  This is why I was thankful to be safely in seat 12 D and not 13 D! 

 



Guzman writes that: 

Too often Othering makes monsters of good people. It makes hate easier and 

reasonableness harder. And it twists our senses so we can’t see what’s really in front of 

us, so everything is colored by the need to win. (Guzman, p. 19) 

I would say, colored as well by our need to be right and righteous. 

Sorting and othering then can easily develop into the next pattern of Siloing.  

As Guzman says: 

The longer you spend in this carved out space, the deeper you sink into it, the harder it is 

to climb out, and the more isolated you become—not just from other groups and their 

chatter, but from a broad expansive view of an urgently complicated world 

You end up in a hole that grows deeper and deeper. A hole where it’s easy to hear others 

in there with you, their messages echoing off the walls, and hard to make out anything 

else. (Guzman, p. 31) 

When we spend our time and effort only with people who reflect our beliefs back to us, what 

happens?  

According to neuroscience educator, Ellen Petry Leanse, “Basically, you stop thinking about 

those beliefs at all.”  

Guzman explains that: 

Your brain likes to stay efficient. Take shortcuts. Save cognitive power. So, as you 

become entrenched in your own beliefs, your brain moves them to a part of itself that’s 

good at automatic, reactive thinking, and away for the part [of our brain] that reasons 

things out, ‘because who has the time? As a result, you react to competing beliefs the way 

you’d react to anything that seems totally unnatural or wrong: with disgust and 

repulsion. (Guzman, p. 42) 

The important point for us to understand here is that these patterns of Sorting, Othering and 

Siloing are characteristic of any of us—no matter what our political position may be, no matter 

how smart we may believe we are. 

This pattern of taking shortcuts in our thinking and becoming reactive to differences, of not 

engaging with those who think differently than we do, is characteristic of how we deal with 

complexity. It is not about our party affiliation or our intelligence. 



So, are we inevitably stuck? Not if we don’t want to be. For Guzman and others, the alternative 

is what they call “bridging.”  Bridging is when we: 

Step out of our silos and try to see things from a different point of view. It can take 

patience, humility, and a good heap of courage. 

Studies have shown that when we actually interact with people who are in our “othered” groups, 

that our prejudices subside. In fact, “a study of 515 ‘Other’ studies found that chatting in-person 

with someone from an out-group cuts down prejudice 94 percent of the time.” (Guzman p. 45) 

Guzman declares: 

No, us can see a them clearly without opening our eyes wider than we’re used to and 

building bridges to span divides we fear are too big to cross.  The most important thing 

about a bridge is that it’s there. That it exists and is maintained so that one day, when 

someone who’s been nervous is ready, it can hold their weight, carry their truth and 

expand their world. (Guzman, p 47) 

The task before us if we are to truly be able to join together to face some of the critical issues of 

our time, is, I believe, to find ways to build those bridges. 

In an increasingly polarized world, this bridge building is a moral issue. Making our silos 

stronger is not going to move us in the directions that Rabbi Jonathon Sacks proposes toward: 

Morality, a concern for the welfare of others, an active commitment to justice and 

compassion, a willingness to ask not just what is good for me but what is good for all of 

us together. 

I believe that we can each participate in creating the conditions that can lead us to bridging with 

one another toward this higher aim. We can participate with one another in inhibiting the patterns 

that strengthen the divides. 

Monica Guzman tells of her actual experiences of bringing people together across these divides. 

She outlines some of the perspectives and practices that can help us to at least create the bridge. 

One quality that we can develop is that of curiosity. For as Guzman states, in a polarized world, 

none of us sees the world truthfully unless we are intensely and fearlessly curious. 

I can only highlight a few of her practices here. 

I began with my own airplane confession, so that you know that I know that these practices do 

not come easily. 

Curiosity, as it turns out, is more of a practice we can learn rather than merely a state of being. 



It requires that we suspend our tendency to react and judge when entering an interaction with 

someone with a different point of view. Curiosity requires recognizing that we will not be able to 

actually change anyone’s mind. Suspending that need to change someone to our point of view 

may actually move us to a different disposition in our discussions — and, perhaps, a different 

outcome. 

Maintaining a practice of fearless curiosity requires that we first recognize those moments of 

difference when they occur and respond with an attitude of “I never thought of it that way” what 

Guzman calls, IN-TO-IT moments. (She drops the “W” to make it easy to remember the 

sentence: I never thought of it that way.) 

These INTOIT moments can arise in so many ways in our everyday lives: in interaction with 

someone, an article or opinion piece we read or something that we see on television or in social 

media — or, even another family member. 

If on those occasions, rather than rely on our habitual (even automatic) reactive stance, we can 

pause long enough and say to ourselves, “I Never Thought of It that Way” we could create a gap 

in our automatic reactions that tend to harden our own opinions rather than open us up to where a 

fearless curiosity could possibly take us. 

Now, that’s something each of us can do in the coming weeks. Just take note of those times when 

you are quick to react and denounce an opinion or person who is different than yourself.  

Simply notice the reaction. Notice what you tend to say to yourself in these times of perceived 

differences. Notice the stiffness in your jaw or the tightness in your muscles — and interrupt that 

reaction and say, “I never thought it that way”. 

In other words, practice becoming mindful of your own tendencies to become reactive in those 

moments. 

I’m reminded of this wisdom that is often attributed to Victor Frankl: 

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our 

response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom. 

I believe that it is helpful to start by bringing this mindfulness to our typical responses so that we 

can truly see that we do have choices in how we respond. 

Then, from this greater mindfulness, we can engage in some of what Guzman offers in her book 

that is the focus of our discussion following the service today. 

The INTOIT moments allow us to recognize that there may be a gap between what you know 

and what you could know. This is the step of “minding the gap”. 



Guzman outlines these four steps to curiosity that can allow us to open up, especially when we 

might not want to do so. I quote her here: 

1. Find the gap between what we know and what we want to know. When we are aware of a 

gap in our knowledge that sparks our hunger to learn. 

2. Gather knowledge. For instance, putting yourself in a place where you are not familiar 

so that you can see what new gaps can open up. 

3. Embrace complexity. It’s easy to feel confused by how many other perspectives there are 

to understand, but once we reframe confusion as complexity, all we need to do is go ask 

questions.  

4. Reject easy answers. When we are stressed, we want closure. We want to manufacture 

certainty to make ourselves feel like everything’s going to be okay — or at least we’ll be 

in good company. That keeps us from seeing the complexity around us and being open to 

asking questions. 

These practices can help us cultivate curiosity as the guiding principle for potentially creating a 

“bridge”. 

One shift to make is to shift from asking or telling someone “Why” you believe what you do. 

Asking “Why” questions can often be a dead end or a cul-de-sac in a conversation. These times 

when we try to “insist our reason at each other” often lead nowhere. 

Instead, of asking “Why” questions, try asking “How” questions instead. For example, ask, 

“How did you come to that?” This kind of question usually leads to a story from the other 

person. Stories are wonderful ways to connect with each other. Stories often help us to appreciate 

the experiences that have led to someone’s opinions. 

When sharing our own opinions, Guzman suggests we begin with, “Right now, this is what I 

think about this….” This allows a recognition that you are conscious that your own thinking is 

your own thinking and not the absolute opinion on the matter. Oftentimes, another person you 

are talking with will also, in a similar way, begin their statements by saying, “Right now, this is 

what I think about this…” 

In the face of a difference, rather than rushing into a quick reactive judgment, take a moment to 

pause.  In that pause, you can choose how to respond. You might also try the practice of asking: 

“What is it that you are ultimately concerned about?” 

 

 



Guzman summarizes these various practices in this way: 

We need to talk with the humans around us to get a fuller picture of our divided world. 

But before we can listen for meaning, observe how it is received, offer our story or pull 

on the information that fills gaps in our knowledge, we often get stuck protecting our 

perspective or attacking another person for theirs.  

(Guzman, p. 97).  

None of this is easy.  

And there are many other nuances that I can’t go into in this sermon, but that we can explore in 

our discussion after the service. 

Perhaps, what you have already heard is challenging enough. 

Someone, I am sure is asking right now, “How about if you are trying to communicate in this 

way with a neo-Nazi?” 

My response to that question is, “Don’t start there! And, don’t use that example to not start at 

all!”  

I’m sure there are many other opportunities in each of our lives where we can hone these 

practices of fearlessly curious conversations. 

When I started in this congregation over a year and half ago now, in one of my earlier sermons, I 

asked us to consider understanding First Unitarian Church of Wilmington as a place where 

"conversations that matter, matter here”. 

My hope is that we also understand that how we have those conversations matters as well.  

We can’t sustain any of the practices that I’ve shared here unless we are grounded in a greater 

purpose for doing so. So, I will offer these: 

For the sake of our own lives.  

For the sake of developing our capacity to model what building bridges across differences looks 

like.  

For the sake of engaging in the religious task of the ongoing search for truth and meaning — one 

of our UU Principles. 

May we be a healing presence in our everyday lives. May we endeavor as a congregation to be a 

healing presence in the life of this wider community of Wilmington so that we might 

demonstrate, again and again, that First Unitarian cares to be a presence that makes a difference. 

Amen. 


