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“Someday somebody’s going to come along and knock this old fence down.”1

The little story I’m about to launch into is something I’ve shared with you before, 
but it’s been a few years.  I liked taking the small roads when I drove to and from 
SUNY-Cortland where I taught in the English department.  One of my favorite sights on 
my way home was a fence that someone had put up on their property.  It was painted 
red, white, and blue.  The top rail was white and across it was written “LOVE THY 
NEIGHBOR!!!” in capital letters with three exclamation points.  Attached to the red rail 
just below the white rail was a sign that said: “PRIVATE PROPERTY.  NO 
TRESPASSING.”  I liked it so much that one day I pulled over and took a picture.  Here 
it is!  [SHARE PICTURE]  Isn’t that lovely?  Sort of a monument to irony.  An 
unintentional art installation to the state of American civil society.  Or, who knows, 
maybe it was intentional.  

We want to connect and we keep one another at a distance.  I am especially 
aware of this contradiction in ourselves now: we are feeling not just these two desires 
but the intensity of their conflict now.  We want to be with our friends and loved ones 
and we are having to keep our distance from one another in order to keep one another 
safe.  We want connection, but we are learning to fear it, too.

This conflict was growing before the pandemic.  We divide ourselves from one 
another in this country.  More and more, we keep ourselves separate from one another.  
We live more and more in different worlds and we fear the threat of contagion that 
another world represents to ours.  Our political parties don’t understand themselves to 
be opponents with a common goal, a common love of country.  Republicans see 
Democrats as a threat, as the enemy, and vice versa.  According to a PBS news story, 
Republicans and Democrats “now view each other not simply as “wrong” but as 
malevolent, literally a danger to the republic.”   That fence I found to be so telling 2

actually seems pretty tame these days.  At least it said love your neighbor. 

“Someday somebody’s going to come along and knock this old fence down.”

Malcolm Gladwell’s newest book  explores how difficult it is to communicate 3

with those we encounter as “strangers.”  He wants to understand how Sandra Bland got 
pulled over by Texas State Trooper Brian Encinia for not signaling a lane change and it 
escalates into the officer threatening to “light her up” if she doesn’t get out of the car 
and arresting her.  You will probably remember that Sandra Bland died in jail 
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committing suicide.  What Gladwell ends up concluding that law enforcement had 
taken on a set of strategies that encouraged officers to police aggressively, stopping 
people for lots of minor things in hopes of uncovering a major crime.  Gladwell says 
that most of us — almost all of us — have a default setting: we tend to trust each other.  
When someone tells us something, our default setting is that they are telling the truth.  
It normally takes a significant amount of doubt to move us away from that default 
setting.  The aggressive policing strategy took away Encinia’s default to truth.  Instead 
his default setting was to doubt and to be suspicious.  And, confronted with a women 
angry and frustrated at being treated so severely for failing to signal when she pulled 
over to let him go by — because that’s what you do when there’s a police car speeding 
up behind you — when she got frustrated and angry, he read her as guilty, as a criminal, 
as a threat, as someone he was afraid of.  

In order for society to work, in order for us to live together, we need to default to 
truth and trust.  Otherwise there is no society.  Gladwell says we need there to be some 
people who are suspicious all the time — they are the whistle-blowers who call us to 
account.  He tells the stories of how people got away with being double-agents, sexual 
predators, or with running a ponzi scheme, despite there being signs that something 
was wrong.  We default to trust, and it takes more than just a doubt here and there for 
us to shift to not trusting people.  Bernie Madoff was caught because a financial fraud 
investigator named Harry Markopolos had no threshold to cross before he got 
suspicious.  So it was good that Markopolos was paying attention the way he was, but 
we couldn’t all live like Markopolos — who got his old army gas mask handy in case 
the SEC investigators were going to gas him in his home, and armed himself against the 
foreign powers who would surely want him dead for exposing their ties to Madoff.  

One of the heartbreaking stories he tells in his book is about one woman, Trinea 
Gonczar, who was a defender and supporter of Larry Nassar, doctor to American girls 
gymnastics, despite her own experience of being sexually assaulted by him.  She 
couldn’t read it as abuse because, well, he was the renowned doctor of gymnasts.  She 
stood by him and stood by him until the evidence kept mounting and more women and 
girls shared their stories of abuse.  During his trial Gonczar finally gave in to her doubts 
and admitted to her own pain and trauma at his hands.  In a moving statement, she 
describes how she had to finally make a choice about whether to continue supporting 
him or to support “the girls.”  “I choose to love them and protect them. I choose to stop 
caring for you and supporting you.  I choose to look you in the face and tell you that 
you hurt us, you hurt me . . . I hope you will see it from me in my eyes today that I 
believed in you always until I couldn’t anymore.”   We have such a strong inclination to 4

trust and it is heartbreaking when we have to give it up.  Gladwell says, “To assume the 
best about another is the trait that has created modern society.  Those occasions when 
our trusting nature gets violated are tragic.  But the alternative—to abandon trust as a 
defense against predation and deception—is worse.”
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Except we seem to be taking that worse option, to abandon trust, when we 
consider people on the other side of the lines we draw, lines of politics and religion and 
race and sex and more today.  When we think about the “other”, the “stranger,” if they 
don’t identify with the people and ideas we identify with, we don’t default to truth.  
Our default is that they are a malevolent force.  And some of them are.  Some of them 
absolutely are.  But how do we have a society where we make abandoning trust our 
standard reaction to difference?  In March and on into April the default setting for 
conservatives in the country was that the novel coronavirus was no big deal, a hoax, 
even, because the default is not to trust newspapers.  Not to trust scientists and doctors.  
I confess that, as a liberal, it doesn’t seem like my default not to trust certain sources of 
information, certain leaders, is comparable to that.  I’m pretty confident my distrust is 
justified.  So what happens next?

“Someday somebody’s going to come along and knock this old fence down.”
 

In Jacqueline Woodson’s celebrated picture book, The Other Side, the young girl 
who is the protagonist looks across the fence to the other side and sees a girl playing in 
puddles, a girl who asks if she can play jumprope with her and her friends, a girl who 
sits on the fence.  That is not the way we experience the people who are on the other 
side of the fence these days.  They don’t seem to want to play jumprope with us.  And 
they don’t sit on the fence.  We don’t sit on the fence, either.  

To sit on the fence — who does that?  You clearly can’t make up your mind, you 
have no real convictions if you’re sitting on the fence, no real integrity.  You can’t really 
know what’s going on if you are content to sit on the fence.  You must not be reading 
the New York Times.  You must not be watching Fox News.  We hold to our own.  Like-
minded people are the only people for me, we seem to say.  

“Someday somebody’s going to come along and knock this old fence down.”

The Rev. Yvonne Seon, when she was ordained in 1981, was the first African-
American woman ordained as a Unitarian Universalist minister.  In her reflection 
“Transcending Boundaries” she gets nostalgic about how as a child she had easy access 
to transcending boundaries.  “When I was a child, I would stand and gaze at the starry 
firmament and contemplate infinity.  As I stood there, the boundary that is time 
dissolved; I expanded my Spirit to fill the boundary that is space.  My being stilled and 
all fear, anxiety, and anguish disappeared.”   But as she got older, such transcending of 5

boundaries got more difficult.  She writes, “More and more, the world was with me as I 
did chores and homework.  More and more, my own fears were with me as I 
encountered others.  More and more, I was aware of the boundaries of race, class, age, 
and sex.”  At the end of her reflection, it isn’t just that her fears are with her; the 
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boundaries between herself and others are themselves fear.  And the truth that those 
fears try to keep her from is her oneness with everyone else.  When her fear and anger 
builds up, she says, “I felt myself become unwilling to acknowledge my oneness with 
the addicted person who is my friend or the homeless people sleeping on the benches in 
the park.”  

When I hear the phrase “transcending boundaries,” it isn’t just social justice 
issues that come to mind, it also makes me think of mysticism.  The realization of 
oneness is what mystics do.  The early 18th century Sufi poet Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai 
tells us: 

Ere God created souls, by saying,
‘Be’, all one they were;

Together were they – and behold
my kinship started there –

I still this recognition bear
with thee, Beloved mine.6

If oneness is the truth, and we are faced with people who are invested in drawing 
boundaries, building walls, putting up fences, what are we mystics and activists called 
to do?  Maybe the fence-builder won’t listen, is too invested in their fear, too content 
with the smallness, the meanness of their vision.  We need to do all we can to make 
them face what is so clear now: We long for connection with one another.  That longing 
for connection is who we are in our best, our mystic and justice-minded, selves. 

In trying to describe the orientation of Islamic mystical poetry, the 19th century 
scholar E.J.W. Gibb wrote that it is “by Love, and by Love alone, can the soul of man 
win back to its Divine source and find its ultimate goal in reunion with the Truth.”7

The uncompromising message of my faith is that, those people on the other side, 
be they recalcitrant, wedded to fear, to violence, to malevolence, wedded to nailing a no 
trespassing warning on their assertion that we should love our neighbor — we have to 
love them anyway.  And that means knocking the fences down.

There came a day when I was driving along that stretch of road, and I slowed 
down, looking for the love your neighbor keep out fence, 

and it was gone.  

“Someday somebody’s going to come along and knock this old fence down.”

May it be you.  May it be us together.  May it be so.
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