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Walls & Bridges – January 28, 2018 

Homily by Sue Dixon 

 

WOW – Ingoma!  Your music transcends boundaries with the power to bridge people and 

cultures.  Thank you. 

 

Walls are in the news, and in our American consciousness, a lot lately. Standing in my 

driveway before heading to work this week, I glanced across the street – one that I have 

lived on more than 30 years – at a solid 12-foot cedar fence erected this summer by my 

neighbor, separating his home and from our neighbor to the west.  This got me thinking 

about walls.   

 

Wondering the woods almost anywhere you in Vermont, you are likely to encounter 

remnants of old stone walls; walls assembled by the callused hands of long-gone farmers 

clearing land of rubble & rock dragged there by ancient glaciers.  Like my neighbor’s 

new cedar fence, these walls delineated boundaries – my land is here, yours there. They 

served other functions as well: containing livestock, creating functional spaces for the 

farmstead, marking property and making it more useful to the inhabitants that lived there. 

I always enjoy stumbling upon these woodland walls, reminding me of long-ago farms. 

 

Robert Frost and his wife Elinor lived on one such farm in rural New Hampshire from 

1900 to 1909.  Their French Canadian neighbor, Napoleon Guay, often walked with Frost 

along the boundary of their properties, repairing the stonewall between them.  This 
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autobiographical element is captured in Frost’s poem, “Mending Fences,” written in 

1914.  The most famous line “Good fences make good neighbors” was a phrase Guay 

repeated often during their walks, adapted from a popular 17th century proverb.  

Variations of it appeared in Norway (“There must be a fence between good neighbors”), 

Germany (“Between neighbor’s gardens a fence is good”), Japan (“Build a fence even 

between intimate friends”), and India (“Love your neighbor, but do not throw down the 

dividing wall”). 

 

Not far from my aunt and uncle’s home in Northumberland England rests Hadrian’s 

Wall, an ancient fortification 73 miles long, built in 122 BCE by the Roman Emperor 

Hadrian to defend Britain against tribes from the north. More famous, but long the same 

lines, east-west across the northern border of China runs an elevated line of brick, stone, 

tamped earth, and wood.  The Great Wall of China was built in the 7th century BCE to 

protect Chinese states and empires against Mongols and invasions from other nomadic 

groups of the Eurasian Steppe.  

 

In villages from Latin America to African to Asia, family groups often live within walled 

compounds.  In 2008, we were camping in the picturesque colonial city of Alamos, 

Mexico. I recall walking those narrow cobbled streets for hours, pining for a glimpse of 

the courtyards and haciendas beyond rows and rows of solid, bougainvillea-draped walls.  

My husband and I spent our 25th wedding anniversary in West Africa, drawn there by the 

rich music of Senegal.  During that trip, in a rural village in the Gambia, local hosts 

invited us inside the walls of their family compound to enjoy a slow cooked meal and 
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leisurely afternoon playing with children.  If you attended Christmas Eve at All Souls, 

you may recall the story Barbara Benton shared of a courageous12 year old Pakistani boy 

who opened the gate to his walled family compound, at great risk to himself and his 

family, to shelter a small group of Americans and Europeans from an angry mob. 

 

In addition to delineating boundaries, what is mine – what is yours, walls offer 

protection. Inside is the relative security of known family, tribe, or nation; while outside - 

divided and away – are the risky and potentially dangerous others.   

 

Earlier this month my husband Dave, daughter Kim, and I had the good fortune to be in 

the Dominican Republic, escaping Vermont’s arctic cold, with our friends Sophie and 

Calito.  On this trip we encountered a different type of wall. Our purpose for traveling 

there was to give what aid we could carry in our suitcases to an under-served community 

of Haitian agricultural workers; and to assess the potential to be of greater service. By 

day we traveled to Batey Dos, the rural community not far from where Calito grew up, 

getting to know the people and place while delivering food, clothing, eyeglasses, and 

school supplies.  Interestingly, where poverty is the most extreme there are few walls. 

The only fence I saw was a wire mesh to keep goats from eating tender young vegetables. 

In the evenings, we ate, drank, and slept in the comfortable security of an all-inclusive 

resort accessible to those with the means.  I was acutely aware of my privilege to be 

resting behind this wall: an economic barrier between the “haves and the have-nots.”     
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You would think that all of my pondering, experiences, and reflections, could help me 

understand our country’s compulsive cry to build a wall along the southern border of the 

United States. It’s a boundary between self and other; a protective fortress between “us” 

and “them;” on one side is economic opportunity, on the other resides those with less.  

These patterns are not new; they appear throughout time.      

 

Yet, as spiritual beings open to Divine Love, are we not called to support humanity to 

evolve to a higher self?  Do we, as a species, have the capacity to adapt and change 

beyond the need for man-made barriers?  What will it take to open the gates of human 

compassion and build bridges instead of walls? 

 

One thing I know for certain: music and the creative arts have an important role to play. 

The music we are hearing tonight unites us; cracking us wide open and aligning us from 

the heart with something universal and larger than self. We may not understand the Zulu 

language being sung by these talented Middlebury students, yet the lovely harmonies and 

mystical tones move us.  Music holds the power to invoke emotion and musical 

vibrations, quite literally, move through walls, transcending boundaries. Music and art 

lifts us up, touching our hearts and opening us to the beauty and rhythm of another 

culture, another land. Ingoma’s spiritual tunes remind us: We Are One.   

 

To evolve beyond the deeply ingrained need for man-made barriers requires a sense of 

security and unity and trust sorely lacking in today’s world.  At the most basic level, it 
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requires us to change our story from one of fear and hatred to one of love and kindness.  

It will require us to be our best selves.  

 

To build bridges, rather than walls, requires vision.  Our planet is a “work in progress.” 

Envision this blue green globe dotted with its diverse communities and cultures each 

teaming with love for its own Tribe, for those within one’s own cultural “walls.” This is 

the easiest place to begin.  Now expand your vision and imagine doing the hard work of 

loving with equal gusto those outside of one’s Tribe, beyond the boundaries that define 

one’s lives.  This is closest to what some call God’s love.  And, it is love that we human 

beings have the capacity to access, to embody, and to reflect.   

 

In communities around the world people are striving to get by, rooted in our own 

traditions and stories of hardship and suffering/power and privilege.  Imagine what might 

change if all lived with respectful relationships for one another and for nature. Imagine if, 

rather than the divisive security of walls, we had the genuine security of well-being: of 

having enough food, safe shelter, quality education, right livelihood, and the freedom of 

artistic expression.  Is that so far-fetched?   

 

It will take courageous citizens, empowered by renewed faith in human goodness, to 

open gates and build bridges.  It may not be making headlines, but this is happening 

everywhere, every day, around the world.  You see it when communities respond to 

disasters – the way Vermonters helped their neighbors in after Irene; the way those in 

New York and New Jersey rebuilt in after Sandy; the way New Orleans recovered from 



6	
	

Kartina, the way people in Huston and Puerta Rico are helping each other today.  Imagine 

leadership at every level – government and political; grassroots and community; spiritual 

and moral; youth and old – aligned and reinforcing the story human goodness supporting 

the whole of life in a way that is truly holy.  

 

Before dismissing these musings as Pollyanna, pause for a moment and “try it on.” 

[Moment of mediation.]  How does it feel?  Which parts resonate with you?   

 

There has never a better time for action than right now. In the words of Joanna Macy, we 

are amidst a Great Turning toward a sustainable way of being.  The steps you take, even 

baby-steps, make a difference and contribute to systems change. Make no mistake: each 

of us has a role to play, do not sit back. Now is the time to be our best human selves; to 

act with purpose and compassion; to shatter the status quo; and to help address the 

complicated issues of our day.   

 

This will require dialog and understanding across difference.  With support from the 

Vermont Humanities Council, All Souls – in collaboration with Shelburne Farms, 

Shelburne Museum and the Pierson Library – is hosting a series of conversations this 

March called “Relationships across Difference,” moderated by Fran Stoddard.  Attend 

one or more of those conversations here in the Sanctuary or listen to them broadcasted on 

Channel 16. Stretch to understand the views of someone with a different perspective. 

 

When African-American theologian Howard Thurman went to India in the 1960’s, he 

knew that the people he met where not Christians like himself, but Thurman also knew 
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from the deepest part of this being that they were God’s children.  It was the peak of the 

civil rights movement and Thurman, a Baptist minister, traveled half way around the 

globe to seek the advance of a Hindu saint to heal a nation. “Mr. Gandhi,” he said, “We 

are in deep trouble.” 

 

I dare say, we are in deep trouble today.  There is no shortage of problems that need 

attention: environmental degradation and mass extinction; poverty and addiction eating 

away at the fabric of our communities; the growing gap between the wealthiest and 

poorest persists.  Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. – who we celebrate this month – is 

said to always carry a copy of Howard Thurman’s book Jesus and the Disinherited, 

which reminded him to truly live in the spirit of Jesus you cannot live in fear, you cannot 

live in deception, even for good causes; you cannot live in hatred.  

 

Before his death in 1971 rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a social activist and one of 

King’s many courageous supporters, lamented at the loss of a spiritual dimension fading 

from contemporary consciousness. He hoped people of all faiths would regain personal 

awareness of a Higher Power [however defined] and proposed this could be done through 

experience with the sublime, like the music of Ingoma or the grandeur of the sunset.  He 

reminded us that we are not mere bystanders in the cosmos. Awakened by awe and 

wonder to the mystery, we are called to act in accordance.   

 

Spirituality, done right, is not always comfortable.  The diverse faiths represented in the 

symbols of All Souls Sanctuary – Islam’s Koran, Jewish Menorah, Christian Cross,  
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Buddha, Hindu Ganesh, indigenous ceremonial feathers and rattles – are each calling in 

difference languages to be our highest, most divine, selves.  All faith traditions done right 

call us to challenge the status quo; to reduce suffering; and divert injustice in favor of a 

better world.  Faith, done right, calls us to build bridges not walls.   

 

As I close tonight, I remain you that from the highest elevation boundaries between 

people and nations dissolve. We are one small, vulnerable, reverent, and beautiful planet.  

As observed by Apollo 14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell during that space mission: 

 

“Suddenly, from behind the rim of the moon, in long slow-moving majesty, there 

emerges a sparkling blue and white jewel, a light delicate sky-blue sphere with silvery 

sweet veils of white rising gradually like a small pearl in the thick sea of black mystery.  

It takes more than a minute to fully realize this is Earth… home. My view of the planet 

was a glimpse of divinity.” 
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