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Rev. Paige Getty’s Reflection 
From Online Worship: “Resilience & Renewal” 

September 6, 2020 
 
Six months ago—the first week of March—some of the more astute members of 
our staff and congregation were predicting that we needed to be paying 
attention and preparing ourselves for the impact of the spread of COVID-19. I—
ever the incrementalist—said, “okay, fine, let’s pay attention”, but I wasn’t very 
eager to take drastic measures. We made no grand proclamations; we didn’t 
cancel worship the first Sunday of March; we were going to “wait and see”.  
 
And then within days, the World Health Organization had declared that the 
COVID outbreak was a pandemic.  
 
Those astute members of our community were processing news from places like 
Italy whose experience was likely to predict and inform ours.  
 
On the second Thursday of March, with a fully planned worship service ready to 
go for that Sunday, we staff sat around a table and decided that for the well-
being of the people we serve we needed to take drastic action and suspend 
all in-person gatherings immediately. We would do something altogether 
different on Sunday.  
 
Apparently we were just ahead of the curve. Later that same Thursday, state 
officials would announce that Maryland public schools would be closed for at 
least two weeks beginning at the end of the following day.  By Sunday, our 
extraordinary staff and volunteer tech team had us broadcasting a completely 
re-envisioned worship service via Zoom. 
 
Those few days between Thursday and Sunday were some of the most 
invigorating workdays in recent memory. We, as a team, came together and 
fed off each other’s energy and performed in some impressive and 
extraordinary ways. We were rightfully proud of ourselves and encouraged that 
we could do this.  
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And here we are, six months later, looking ahead at an uncertain—and surely 
temporary, but seemingly interminable—period of remaining cautious and 
physically distant from one another in the interest of our individual and 
communal health.  
 
We are doing this. But it’s not as invigorating as it was—quite the opposite, in 
fact. We—staff, leaders, other volunteers—continue to be fully committed, 
invested in the various ministries of UUCC, and yet the novelty of innovation has 
lost its luster. The gaps and shortcomings and losses seem more evident than the 
points of connection and success. Or, at least, it’s easier to see the gaps and 
shortcomings and losses, and it takes concerted effort to notice the places of 
connection and healing and meaning.   
 
I’m talking about UUCC. But of course I’m also not talking about UUCC. Could I 
not be describing any of our lives—family life, work life, school life—that faced 
sudden and dramatic changes six months ago … and are facing an uncertain 
and indefinite future now? 
 
Meanwhile, the centuries-old pandemic of racism in the United States carries on 
relentlessly, as Black and Brown bodies and lives continue to be targeted and 
mistreated and slain … as double standards and false equivalencies persist in 
news reporting … as the economic impact of the COVID pandemic 
disproportionately (negatively) affects those who had fewer resources to begin 
with, who are disproportionately those with Black and Brown bodies.  
 
Like with our critical and invigorating worship intervention at the beginning of 
March, we see periodic surges of energy and attention to this other 
pandemic—this endemic American racism—and some incremental progressive 
movement. But all in all, it’s an ongoing, relentless “disaster [that] stretches out 
indefinitely”. (Haelle) 
 
And we—those who are living through the COVID pandemic and those who 
are the targets and survivors of racism—are weary and worn down and 
wondering how can we possibly withstand more of this? 
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Science journalist Tara Haelle published an article a few weeks ago that 
addresses this weariness and explains it in a way that brought the relief of 
recognition when I read it. (I was tempted just to read the article aloud as this 
morning’s message. At the end of the sermon, Hannah will put the link in the 
chat so you can easily click through to the article and read it yourself at your 
leisure!)  
 
Haelle explains, “Research on disaster and trauma focuses primarily on what’s 
helpful for people during the recovery period, but we’re not close to recovery 
yet [in the COVID pandemic]. People can use their surge capacity for acute 
periods, but when dire circumstances drag on … ‘you have to adopt a different 
style of coping.’” 
 
“Surge capacity,” as defined by psychologist Ann Masten, “is a collection of 
adaptive systems — mental and physical — that humans draw on for short-term 
survival in acutely stressful situations, such as natural disasters.” That second 
week of March at UUCC, staff were functioning on surge capacity. I suspect 
surge capacity fueled the creation of the amazing Oakland Mills Online 
community, and Columbia Community Care, and other innovative responses in 
those early days of school closures and other shutdowns. We see similar surges 
of activity and mobilization in response to some deaths of unarmed Black 
persons at the hands of law enforcement—like George Floyd’s death and the 
huge local HoCo For Justice demonstration on June 2nd—and in response to 
some outrageous statements or actions of elected officials. But not consistently, 
and not to all of them.  
 
But sustaining our functioning—not only these kinds of creative, generative 
activities, but also just our basic day-to-day functioning—requires a different 
kind of capacity. 
 
In her article, Haelle shares advice from three experts about how to enhance 
our capacity for coping and survival as the dire circumstances drag on. They 
advise seven specific things: 
 

1. Accept that life is different right now. 
2. Expect less from yourself. 
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3. Recognize the different aspects of grief (we’re in a time of extended, 
ambiguous loss, and all the aspects of grief are real—denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and acceptance—and they don’t emerge 
linearly!) 

4. Experiment with “both-and” thinking, instead of binary/either-or thinking  
5. Look for activities, new and old, that continue to fulfill you 
6. Focus on maintaining and strengthening important relationships (“The 

biggest protective factors for facing adversity and building resilience are 
social support and remaining connected to people, [which] includes 
helping others, even when we’re feeling depleted ourselves.”) 

7. Begin slowly building your resilience bank account (“regular practices that 
promote resilience and provide a fallback when life gets tough”) 

 
It won’t surprise many of you to hear that the notion of experimenting with both-
and thinking especially resonates with me. I am strengthened by reminders that 
more than one thing can be true at a time—even multiple things that seem 
contradictory on the surface:  
 

• The pandemic data in our state and county is encouraging right now; 
AND we still need to remain cautious and careful and physically distant 
from one another.  

• For those of us with progressive politics, there are some encouraging poll 
numbers for the November presidential election (perhaps less so in some 
of our local Board of Education races); AND in all cases we must remain 
vigilant to ensure the integrity of the election.  

• There has been progress in diminishing prejudice and increasing racial 
equality in the United States; AND there is still significant inequity in wealth 
and access to education and health and housing. 

• There has been a recent groundswell in awareness among White 
Americans about the need to address police brutality against Black and 
Brown bodies; AND the awareness is not new—Black and Brown 
Americans have been naming this reality for generations. 

 
In addition to the notion of both-and thinking, I invite you to join me in 
practicing the other pieces of this advice—expecting less productivity of 
ourselves (thus the Louise Erdrich poem that Kelly read earlier), being gentle in 
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response to missteps and mistakes, deliberately engaging in activities that are 
nourishing and fun and that refill our resilience bank accounts. (Practice that 
inner skiing.) 
 
One of the things that is providing nourishment for me these days is small bits of 
poignant or clever writing. I don’t have the attention span for many long, in-
depth pieces, so I’m valuing poetry and prayers and blog posts that are easily 
digestible. After the offertory this morning, I’m going to share two recent 
favorites, so I hope you’ll stay to the end of the service to hear those.  
 
But first, this brand new poem, penned just yesterday by my friend Arlen Goff, a 
White man who lives in Macon, Georgia:  
 
ANNUAL PHYSICAL, E Arlen Goff, 9/5/2020 
 

It's time for 
my annual physical. 
 
My doc will ask, 
"Have you had  
any chest pain?" 
I will answer, "No." 
I won't mention 
the heartache I  
feel for those affected 
by pandemic, economic 
collapse, racial tension, 
political turbulence. 
I won't mention 
the deep pain I feel 
in my chest for 
the land I love. 
 
My doc will ask, 
"Have you experienced 
any shortness of breath?" 
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I will answer, "No." 
I won't mention that the 
words "I can't breathe" 
are more real to me  
than ever before.  
My breath 
is taken away by the 
way we treat each 
other, by how some  
lives seem to matter 
more than others. 
 
My doc will ask, 
"How have you been 
feeling?" and I will answer 
in true Southern fashion, 
"Oh, I feel fine, I'm OK." 
But many days I am not. 
My life moves back and  
forth between feeling it all 
and feeling nothing at all, 
between empathy and apathy, 
between opening my life to 
others and closing off my life  
in order to survive. 
 
It's time for  
my annual physical. 
My doc will ask. 
What will I answer 
truly? 

 
Like Arlen, we all need our annual physicals … to tend to our ongoing health 
and well-being. So remember the experts prescription for resilience: 
 

Accept that life is different right now. 
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Expect less from yourself. 
Recognize the different aspects of grief. 
Experiment with “both-and” thinking.   
Engage in fulfilling activities. 
Focus on relationships. 
Begin slowly.  

 
Amen. So may it be. 
 
 


