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Get Proximate
Rev. Joe Cleveland
July 23, 2017
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

Marvelous Truth, 

(prays the poet Denise Levertov,)

confront us at every turn, in every guise, iron ball, egg, dark horse, shadow, cloud of 
breath on the air,

Dwell in our crowded hearts, our steaming bathrooms, kitchens full of things to be 
done, the ordinary streets.

Thrust close your smile that we know you, terrible joy.1

The lawyer and activist Bryan Stevenson likes to tell this story about him and his 
grandmother.

My grandmother was the daughter of people who were enslaved in Caroline 
County, Virginia.  She was born in the 1880s, her parents in the 1840s. Her father talked 
to her all the time about growing up in slavery and how he learned to read and write 
but kept it a secret. He his the things he knew—until Emancipation.  The legacy of 
slavery very much shaped my grandmother and the way she raised her nine children.  
It influenced the way she talked to me, the way she constantly told me to “Keep close.”

When I visited her, she would hug me so tightly I could barely breathe. After a 
little while, she would ask me, “Bryan, do you still feel me hugging you?”  If […] I said 
no, she would assault me again.  I said no a lot because it made me happy to be 
wrapped in her formidable arms.  She never tired of pulling me to her.

“You can’t understand most of the important things from a distance, Bryan.  You 
have to get close,” she told me all the time.2

Bryan Stevenson tells this story early in his book called Just Mercy.  Stevenson is a 
lawyer who spent the first year of law school a little confused, not quite sure what anything he 
was studying could have to do with addressing issues of race and poverty, with addressing the 
reasons why he had decided to go to law school.  In the summer following that year, he does 

 Reading #500 in Singing the Living Tradition. 1

 Bryan Stevenson. Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.  (Spiegel & Grau, 2014). 14.2



Page   of  2 5

an internship in Georgia with the Southern Prisoners Defense Committee.  He meets in prison 
with condemned men.  Stevenson says that

The distance I experienced in my first year of law school made me feel lost. Proximity 
to the condemned, to people unfairly judged; that was what guided me back to 
something that felt like home.3

When Bryan Stevenson told that story during a lecture at this summer’s General 
Assembly about his grandmother hugging the stuffing out of him, the audience laughed.  
Maybe lots of us have in our family someone who is perhaps very fond of hugs.  Most of my 
family hewed pretty strongly to Minnesota stoic.  But not my Polish aunt.  Upon arrival or 
departure, she would want to pull you in for kiss.  And I never quite got comfortable with that 
level of proximate affection.  

There is lots of life that we like to keep at a distance.  Maintaining distance is one of the 
things our society tells us to do in order to ensure safety.  Safety comes from distance.  
Proximity breeds contagion and vulnerability.  

One of the poems that I remember studying in college is called “Lovers of the Poor” 
written by Gwendolyn Brooks and published in 1960.  It tells a story of “The Ladies from the 
Ladies’ Betterment League” who come to visit the neighborhood that is the beneficiary of their 
charity.  The poem tells us

Their guild is giving money to the poor.
The worthy poor. The very very worthy
And beautiful poor.  Perhaps just not too swarthy?
perhaps just not good dirty nor too dim
Nor—passionate. […]

The ladies don’t know how to cope with the reality of life and living that confronts them in this 
poor neighborhood.  The poem ends with the ladies

Keeping their scented bodies in the center
Of the hall as they walk down the hysterical hall,
They allow their lovely skirts to graze no wall,
Are off at what they manage of a canter,
And, resuming all the clues of what they were,
Try to avoid inhaling the laden air.

They are trying to keep their distance, as much distance as they can, even from the 
objects of their charity.  This poem is what came to mind for me when I read that residents and 
business owners who live close to the proposed Code Blue shelter site are suing the city 
planning board and the zoning board.  One business owner disapproves of the homeless being 
nearby because “They are not clean, they are not well-managed and they don’t have to identify 
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themselves.”   He’d donate money to have the shelter moved out of town, and have homeless 4

people bused there.  Another person signing the suit evidently thinks of homeless people as 
“dangerous and toxic.”

Not in my backyard.  “Keeping their scented bodies in the center / Of the hall as they 
walk down the hysterical hall, / They allow their lovely skirts to graze no wall […]”  

We don’t want to be close.  We want our problems shipped outside of town — shipped 
and bused to somebody else’s town, someplace where I’m not around.  

I’m hearing Bryan Stevenson’s grandmother. “You can’t understand … from a distance. 
You have to get close.”

Perhaps it is ironic here that it is concern for proximity that drives locating the shelter 
where it is planned.  It’s right next to existing Shelters of Saratoga headquarters and on their 
property.  The executive director Michael Finocchi says, “It is our belief that having Code Blue 
in close proximity to the cases-managed shelters maximizes the opportunity for Shelters of 
Saratoga to provide the full continuum of homeless services to the individuals we serve. This 
project will allow us to more easily connect homeless individuals with the support services 
they need, including case management, mental health counseling, and alcohol and drug 
rehabilitation.”

Abstract concern at a distance is not enough.  We need to get close.  What Bryan 
Stevenson said to the UUs in New Orleans was “We can’t change the world from a distance. 
We must get proximate to the poor and the excluded.”  We are naturally nervous about getting 
close.  We might want to be sure that we have it all figured out before we get close, because 
what might happen?  Bryan Stevenson suggested that we have that the wrong way around.  
You don’t have to have solutions to get proximate.  Get proximate and the solutions will come.

I’m starting to think that it could often be that just getting proximate could be the 
solution.  

I’m wondering how it is that we continue to grow our circle of morality.  How do we 
become more and more moral, increasing both our moral understanding and our moral 
practice?

The psychologist Steven Pinker, author of Better Angels of Our Nature, and ethicist Peter 
Singer (who wrote The Expanding Circle) both seem to think that it is our ability to think, to 
reason abstractly that helps us to become more moral.  We can reason our way to a vantage 
point where recognize that we are part of a group and, as Singer says, “see that our interests 
are similar to, and from the point of view of the universe do not matter more than, the interests 
of others.”  According to Singer, “Pinker argues that enhanced powers of reasoning give us the 
ability to detach ourselves from our immediate experience and from our personal or parochial 
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perspective, and frame our ideas in more abstract, universal terms. This in turn leads to better 
moral commitments…”5

Economist and philosopher Rajani Kanth says that this view of humans as simply 
reasoners isn’t the truth of what we are.  He writes that “We have become unhinged from our 
own human nature as heat-seeking mammals. […] What we really crave is warmth, security, 
and care—the kinds of things we get at home and in close social units.”   A society based in 6

competition and individualism will ultimately fail us.  What we need to do is to “reclaim our 
natural social heritage, which is our instincts for care, consideration, and conviviality.”  

As with most things, I suspect that this is not an either/or situation.  We need the 
abstracting and we need the close, the tactile.  We need to love our neighbors and we need to 
keep exploring the question Who is my neighbor?

In my reading on morality both those arguing for the importance of reason and 
abstraction and the those arguing for the importance of close relationship quoted the same 
sentence from the same 18th century philosopher William Godwin.  Godwin is the one who 
came up with the who would you save from the burning building, the leader who would help to save 
thousands of people or your mother scenerio.  We act to protect those closest to us even when it 
isn’t logical.  Godwin wrote: “What magic is there in the pronoun ‘my’ that should justify us 
overturning the decisions of impartial truth?”  For Pinker and Singer, this is an expression of 
exasperation: We need to keep working to strengthen our reason so that we might become 
more effectively moral.  For Kanth, we need to start with our inclination to kith and kin and 
grow our morality from there.

We need to get close.  We can understand our abstract UU religious principle about the 
interconnected web of all existence of which we are a part.  And then there is learning that 
since it was NASA atmospheric scientists who discovered the ozone hole and were able to 
understand how a lack of ozone would affect us and so raised the alarm that a fringe benefit of 
our space program is grandchildren, as Michelle Thaller of NASA says.  Grandchildren.  Hold 
them close.

We can understand our religious principle of the inherent worth and dignity of every 
person.  And then we can learn about the immigrant profiled in a recent Times Union article, 
an immigrant who isn’t named Enriques who is one of the people picked up in one of the May 
and June raids in Saratoga Springs by Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents.  
Enriques who has lived in the United States for 25 years, 16 years of that living and working in 
our town.  We can imagine Enrique’s teenaged son worried if his father is going to be taken 
away from him.  
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I have sat across the table from an immigrant in a tented soup kitchen in Nogales, 
Mexico, yards from the boarder. and I saw his tears and felt my own tears come as he told me 
of his second deportation from the United States and we both wondered in silence if he was 
ever going to see his four U.S.-citizen children again.

“You can’t understand most of the important things from a distance.  You have to get 
close.”

One of you told me a story recently about how a niece or granddaughter every year 
would go to a camp during the summer and at camp there she roomed with people from 
different countries who were attending the camp.  The camp was a chance to meet people who 
had very different set of experiences.  When the Women’s March came around she said she 
had to march in it because she has friends who come from different religions, different 
countries. She has friends who are GLBTQ, friends who are different races.  And she said: So I 
have to march because what hurts them hurts me. 

We can’t be afraid to let our skirts touch the walls of the hallway.  This is the spiritual 
practice of any true faith: to bring the far away close.  To begin to see the divine — to feel the 
presence of that too often abstract distant idea — in our neighbor’s face, in Enrique’s face.  

What are you keeping too much at a distance?  What are you afraid to get close to? 
Nervous about getting close to?  

Marvelous Truth, confront us at every turn, in every guise, iron ball, egg, dark horse, 
shadow, cloud of breath on the air,

Dwell in our crowded hearts, our steaming bathrooms, kitchens full of things to be 
done, the ordinary streets.

Thrust close your smile that we know you, terrible joy.

May it be so.


