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To begin this morning, I would like to invite you all to sit quietly for a moment and 
remember a time you felt embarrassed, possibly even angry - at yourself. Here is 
a recent one of mine. On July 4 of this year, I was helping out a friend who owns 
a pet-sitting business. I worked for her part-time before the pandemic; her 
business, like many small businesses, really struggled. No one needed anyone to 
watch their pets when they weren’t going on vacations or even into their 
offices. So this summer, as her business has boomed again, I went back to work 
for her, to help out on busy days. The weekend of Independence Day was full of 
busy days. I was out until after 9 p.m., and needed to be out again the next 
morning by 6 a.m. As I drove south on the highway that was the most direct 
route home for me, I passed by an exit that would have taken me home a little 
more slowly, but that would NOT have taken me by the exits that led to the local 
fireworks display. I decided not to turn. Surely at this point, I thought, the traffic 
around the fireworks area would be minimal. Surely, everyone got out there 
early to get a spot! 
 
Yes, yes, I know you are laughing at me. By now, I’m laughing at me. But at the 
time I was very, VERY angry with myself. The traffic on the highway that went by 
the fireworks display was stopped solid for, well, the entirety of the display. As I 
sat in my car, staring glumly at the cracking fireworks overhead, all I could think 
was “HOW COULD I BE SO STUPID?” All I could think about was my own failure to 
take the exit that would have allowed me to avoid all this. I could feel the 
minutes of lost sleep ticking away, and I called myself absolutely horrible names. 
Names I would never think to call someone else, or at the very least not to their 
face. 
 
Now, I would like to ask you to think about how easy it was for you to summon 
for yourself a time of embarrassment, of shame, of anger or frustration with 
yourself. How quickly they came. How it might have even been hard to choose 
one out of a crowd of memories.  
 
Just sit with that for one moment. [pause]  



 
And now I’d like to reverse the thought experiment and ask how quickly can you 
summon a memory of a time you were proud of yourself? When you were very 
happy with your choices and your actions? When you really felt proud and 
happy with the person you were both in that moment and just in general? 
[pause] Did the answer to those questions come to you slower or quicker than 
when I asked you to remember a time you were upset with yourself? How easy 
or hard was it for you to come up with something? How did it feel? Did you have 
to sort through possibilities more with positive memories, or negative ones? 
Chances are, you had more choices of negative memories.  
 
Psychologists and neurologists have studied this phenomenon within humans. 
We all do this: memories of mistakes replay in our brains while we struggle to 
conjure the memories of magical, happy, contented times. Psychologist Rick 
Hanson is famously quoted as saying “The brain is like Velcro for negative 
experiences but Teflon for positive experiences.” In an interview for the podcast 
“The Science of Happiness,” Hanson explained it this way: “[W]e’ve developed 
what’s called in science a ‘negativity bias,’ which means that the brain, to help 
us survive, preferentially looks for, reacts to, stores, and then recalls negative 
information over positive information. For example, there’s a pretty famous 
finding in the realm of relationship psychology from John Gottman, of the 
University of Washington, that it takes at least five positive interactions to make 
up for just one negative one. In other words, in effect, a negative interaction in 
an important relationship is five times more powerful than a positive interaction. 
That’s an example of the negativity bias at work.”  
 
This bias, once it is known and recognized, can be addressed. There are 
practices we can do to reinforce positive events, to allow us to dwell more 
within positive experiences that make our life more expansive and complex and 
beautiful and whole. One reason I selected our opening hymn, “Filled with 
Loving Kindness,” is the importance of that sort of metta meditation in allowing 
us - giving us permission - to center ourselves. We begin within - “May I be filled 
with loving kindness. May I be well. May I be peaceful and at ease. May I be 
whole.”  
 
If we do not start here, if we do not start by considering ourselves in a loving 
way, then the path to considering those around us in a loving way becomes 
longer, more thorny, full of obstacles.  



 
It is hard work. In so many ways, we are given messages that considering 
ourselves first is selfish, self-centered, egotistical. And it is true that if we never 
leave the space of the self, if we never move to the next steps of the metta 
meditation, we stand to lose our senses of compassion and of empathy. But if 
we cannot extend compassion to ourselves, how can we build our muscles of 
compassion, to allow us to be in touch with that for all beings we are in 
relationship with? Let us recall our first and our seventh principles: when we talk 
about the inherent worth and dignity of all persons, WE are a part of “all 
persons”! And in the 7th principle, we outright say it - “respect for the 
interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.” If we want to 
respect, love, and honor the web - without placing ourselves firmly within it, 
without acknowledging what Mary Oliver would call our “place in the family of 
things” - then the center will not hold. We must learn to love ourselves. We must 
learn that healthy love of self is far from selfish - it allows us to be fully flawed, 
complex, beautiful, expansive human beings. 
 
One of the phrases from Christian idiom that has become a part of the larger 
cultural context is “love your neighbor as yourself.” It is from the Gospel of 
Matthew, chapter 22, verse 39. In the New Revised Standard translation of the 
Christian Scriptures, this is where the verse is situated:  
 
36 “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” 37 He said to 
him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the greatest and first commandment. 39 And a 
second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two 
commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 
 
Recently I was driving by a church in a nearby town. They had a series of signs 
posted on the roadside, which you could read in order as you drove. The first 
read “Love God.” The second read “Love Neighbor.” The third read “Black Lives 
Matter.” I love this direct juxtaposition - drawing in the thought of this well-known 
commandment and bringing it directly into the conversation surrounding the 
need for attention to the Movement for Black Lives.  
 
But as I drove on, I also kept thinking how often it feels true that our natural 
tendency is to skip over the whole “Love thyself” part.  
 



“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
There is an assumption represented in these words. That we centralize ourselves 
in our care and concern, and that that is a meaningful way to ask humans to 
draw others into the circle of their care and concern. If this underlying 
assumption rings true, then when we witness injustice - when we see our 
neighbors being treated in ways we would rail against if they happened to us - 
we are motivated to act on behalf of our neighbors.  
 
What can we, as concerned global citizens, as Unitarian Universalists, as feeling 
and thinking human beings, make of a world so full of cruelty, hatred, injustice 
and inequity? Aren’t we supposed to love our neighbors as we love ourselves?  
 
Is that what we are doing?  
If all we can summon for ourselves is harsh criticism, judgement, and even self-
loathing, then how can we hope to summon anything more for others?  
We would never let people talk to our beloved friends and companions the way 
we often talk to ourselves.  
If I cannot love myself, perhaps I cannot recognize the lack of love, care, and 
concern for others. 
But in this flawed and fractured world, how do we do it? How do we beat the 
cycle of not loving enough, of feeling as though our well of compassion and 
concern is run dry?  
 
We must turn to forgiveness. And we must begin with ourselves. 
 
Let me draw your attention back to our reading today - the poem “Phase One” 
by Dilruba Ahmed. The final lines are:  
“I forgive you. I forgive 
 
you. I forgive you. For growing 
a capacity for love that is great 
but matched only, perhaps, 
by your loneliness. For being unable 
 
to forgive yourself first so you 
could then forgive others and 
at last find a way to become 
the love that you want in this world.” (12:45-ish) 



 
Loving the self - loving anyone or anything - does not mean ignoring or 
overlooking the real flaws, failures, and foibles that are a part of each life. Loving 
means knowing the flaws, giving grace to understand where they may come 
from and how they may show up in our lives, and resolving to love anyway. By 
loving, we are demanding more - of ourselves and of others. And if I can figure 
out how to take all my negativity-biased memories, all those days when I look in 
the mirror and can’t think of a single nice thing to say, all those times when my 
self-talk turns ugly, every time I think I will sink into the floor in embarrassment and 
shame - if I can figure out how to love myself not just in spite of all those but 
BECAUSE OF all those, then I will build that skill.  
 
Loving is a skill. Loving is an art. Loving is WORK. But I don’t mean to say that it is 
not joyous! When I work on something I love, I feel richly rewarded even when I 
am challenged.  
 
Dilruba Ahmed’s poem invites us to consider so many examples of forgiveness. 
The poet uses “you” to mean “me” - to mean all of us. From letting seedlings die 
to feeling “awkward and nervous for no reason,” from leaving the window open 
and getting library books wet to “fearing your own propensity to love.” The first 
time I read this poem, the part that came as a real gut-punch to me was this 
line: “For treating your mother / with contempt when she deserved / 
compassion.” 
 
I have a complicated relationship with my own mother - and this is not a rare 
thing. I think many of us have a sense of thorny strangeness when we consider 
our relationships with our primary childhood caregivers. And to me the path to 
figuring out how to have love and compassion for my mother and the choices 
she made had to start with having compassion for myself and all the flaws I see 
in my own decisions. And by seeing myself and my own journey in that part of 
the poem, the whole thing opened to me. Yes, yes, to forgiving myself for the 
frustrations, the wrong choices, the failures. If I see how flawed and complicated 
I am - how flawed and complicated my mother is, my friends are, then I can 
extrapolate that out to every other person. And if I can do that, then when I do 
have those moments where I am proud, and know that I have done the best I 
could with what I have, and I can love myself - then I can extend that to others 
as well.  
 



It is work. It is building a muscle by flexing it again and again and allowing it to 
rest when it is strained or tired. But I will tell you that it gets easier. And it gets 
more joyful. Instead of feeling full of anger at the driver who cuts me off in traffic, 
I can summon up the knowledge that I do not know what that person is going 
through, that they may be in physical or emotional distress, that they have a 
whole story I do not know. If I knew their story, maybe I could see a way to a 
place where I was making their same choices, even when they are bad ones. 
Please note this does not work every time - certainly not every time someone 
cuts me off in traffic! Often the anger comes up and then I have to talk myself 
down. But I can get there. I can get to a place of compassion and forgiveness 
for others.  
 
And I love myself for that.  
 
The more we can love ourselves, the more we can see our flaws and failures for 
what they are and without shame, then the more we can extend our capacity 
for compassion, forgiveness, and love to all those around us.  
 
I selected this next and final hymn for today when I considered it like our poem - 
inviting us to think differently about the “I”s and “you”s in the song. For example, 
the second verse of our hymn goes like this:  
“When I am angry, will you still embrace me? 
When I am thoughtless, will you understand? 
Will you believe in me, stand by me willingly? 
Will you share some of your questions with me? 
If you will show me acceptance, 
then I may learn to give as you do, 
then I may learn to give.” 
 
What if we considered ourselves both as the “I” and as the “you”? There are 
times we are angry and times others are angry at us. Times when we can each 
be thoughtless. If we learn to love ourselves through all of those times, we can 
learn to love each other.  
 
I invite you to consider all this, to think of yourself as both the “I” and the “you” 
as we join in singing along at home with hymn number 1012, “When I Am 
Frightened,” and consider most especially the very end - then, I may learn to 
love.  



 
 


