
Relationship as Spiritual Practice   By Jeanne Strong 

To worship God is nothing other than to serve the people.     
It does not need rosaries, prayer carpets or robes.

All peoples are members of the same body, created from one essence.
If fate brings suffering to one member.

The other cannot stay at rest.

I.  Learning from I and Thou

When I first started teaching so many years ago, we taught something very 

familiar to us all: the 3Rʼs - Reading , Riting, and Rithmatic.   What I, 

and many fellow educators, came to realize over time, is that there are 

other 3Rs that are far more important, and without which learning just 

didnʼt happen.  Those new 3Rs are Relationship, — Relationship, — 

Relationship - for it is through relationship that I learn who I am, that I have 

the possibility of thriving.  Each of us from the moment of our birth have 

sought out connection - the lifeline that nurtures us, that is essential to our 

survival.

Think for a minute about one teacher who made a difference in your life, with 

whom you felt a connection.

For me the person that comes to mind is Mme Bouvier, my 9th grade latin teacher, 

who saw my humanity, and allowed me to see hers.  We became real to one 

another, we listened with reverence for the sound of the genuine in each other.  

What the existential German philosopher  Martin Buber calls I and Thou.

There is holiness in true relationship, an honoring of other.  Buber makes that 

holiness clear as he distinguishes between I and THOU, as opposed to I and IT.  



How many times have each of us treated another, or been treated by another as an 

IT - as a non-being, simply as an object to be used and discarded.

In the first chapter of Genesis, verse 27, the Old Testament tells us that “we are 

created in Godʼs image” - therefore there is something divine in each of us.  

Quakers, like Unitarians have no creed or dogma, but if there is a common thread 

in all Quakers, it is the belief that there is that of God in each of us.  In fact, some 

Quakers today still speak to one another with the reverence of ʻThouʼ.  George 

Fox, sometimes thought of as the father of Quakerism, in the mid-1600ʼs entreats 

us to “seek and answer to that of God in each other..”  …In hurting or hating 

another, I am hurting or hating God… In hurting or hating another,  I am also 

hurting or hating myself.  There is that of God in each of us.

The Dalai Lama and the Pope both recently have been eloquent in talking about 

the roots of evil when we donʼt see each other with the reverence of Thou.  The 

spiritual practice of relationship is about connection to the divine in each other.

I am thinking about Michelangelo famous painting on the ceiling of the Sistine 

Chapel - called The Creation of Adam.  Godʼs hand is extending and Adamʼs hand 

is reaching.  The connection is clear and it goes both ways: the hand of God 

infusing us with our divinity, and Adamʼs hand extending our humanity to God - 

the humanity of God is touching our human divinity, there is contact, there is 

interdependence - the ultimate I-THOU connection.

When I went back and re-read Buberʼs book, he takes I and THOU one step further 

- beyond the duality of I vs.Thou, to a single entity of I-THOU.  If we are One - 



one with God - one with each  other - there is no separation, no reason for hatred, 

for conflict.

We speak of Relationship as Spiritual practice - and sometimes when we think of 

practice, we mean how you do things, like a dental practice or legal practice.  But 

in this case I am using the word not just about what I do, but as exercise , as how I 

work at engaging in getting better., and I like to think, not ever perfecting.  In this 

case, the spiritual practices are simply being present to the divine in ourselves and 

each other, with openness, courage, curiosity and vulnerability.

I ask you - how do you practice seeing and answering to that of God in others?

II.    We Are All in this Together

When we see others as the enemy, we risk becoming what we hate. When 
we oppress others, we end up oppressing ourselves. Differences are not 
intended to separate, to alienate. We are different precisely in order to 
realize our need of one another.  All of our humanity is dependent upon 
recognizing the humanity in others.”
      ― Desmond Tutu

In many African cultures, there is a concept called UBUNTU.  In North America 

we live in such an individualistic  ʻIʼ culture, and it is sometimes hard for us to 

understand that in many parts of the world the norm is the collective ʻweʼ culture.  

Desmond Tutu, the archbishop in S Africa, has spoken widely on Ubuntu, the 

concept that “I am because we are.”  He writes in his book“No Future Without 

Forgiveness” on the dissolution of Apartheid: 



“Ubuntu is very difficult to render into a Western language. It speaks of the 
very essence of being human. When we want to give high praise to 
someone we say, “Hey, so-and-so has ubuntu.” Then you are generous, you 
are hospitable, you are friendly and caring and compassionate. It is to say, 
“My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.” 
      It is not, “I think therefore I am.” 
It says rather: “I am human because I belong. I participate, I share.” A 
person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, and 
knows that he or she belongs in a greater whole, and is diminished when 
others are humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed, 
or treated as if they were less than who they are.”

Ubuntu speaks of how we need each other./

God, quite deliberately, has made us beings that are incomplete without the other. 

No one is self-sufficient.  Ubuntu recognizes in the most profound way that we are 

interdependent, 

What I do to you lives on in me.  
What you do to me lives on in you.
We are wired for connection.     

Basically UBUNTU is “without you, there is no I.”  It is the ultimate I/THOU. 

As it plays out in places like S Africa UBUNTU, always involves acceptance and 

forgiveness.

Acceptance means accepting all of who we are - you and me both - including our 

failings, our shortcomings, our brokenness, and being willing to forgive ourselves 

and each other.  To love and forgive ourselves, to love and forgive each other - as 

we are.  Love, compassion and forgiveness are the foundations of all major 



religious traditions.  As the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr says, “ Forgiveness is the 

final form of Love.”

I have discovered that living in an “I” culture - we have a hard time with 

forgiveness - we want it on our own terms - we want revenge… Martin Luther 

King, Jr.  says

“He who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love.”
   
A spirit of forgiveness - this is a lesson we could all learn, and it gives me 

great hope that we may be seeing the glimmers of the practice of 

forgiveness in this country - in the response of the members of AME church 

in Charleston after the tragic murder of 9 members of their congregation.  

Amazing… As Barack Obama said:     Grace - Amazing Grace

So to the spiritual practices of Presence: openness, courage, curiosity and 

vulnerability , we add acceptance and forgiveness.

What might you do to practice forgiveness?   

      

III.  Sustaining Connections

I am drawing again from the words of Desmond Tutu:

None of us comes into the world fully formed. We would not know how to 
think, or walk, or speak, or behave as human beings unless we learned it 
from other human beings. We need other human beings in order to be 
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human. I am because other people are. A person is entitled to a stable 
community life, and the first of these communities is the family.”

We have looked at spiritual practices: openness, courage, curiosity and 

vulnerability, acceptance and forgiveness.  These are all part of loving presence or 

mindfulness.  We know these well : For Love is the Spirit of this Congregation.  

Now we need to practice.

What I want to share with you has been around in various forms, here adapted by 

Jack Kornfield, who helped  bring Buddhist practices into everyday Western life.

Singing Your Song

When a woman in a certain African tribe knows she is pregnant, she goes 
out into the wilderness with a few friends and together they pray and 
meditate until they hear the song of the child.  They recognize that every 
soul has its own vibration that expresses its unique flavor and purpose.  
When the women attune to the song, they sing it out loud.  Then they return 
to the tribe and teach it to everyone else.

When the child is born, the community gathers and sings the child's song to 
him or her.  Later, when the child enters education, the village gathers and 
chants the child's song.  When the child passes through the initiation to 
adulthood, the people again come together and sing.  At the time of 
marriage, the person hears his or her song.

Finally, when the soul is about to pass from this world, the family and 
friends gather at the person's bed, just as they did at their birth, and they 
sing the person to the next life.



In the African tribe there is one other occasion upon which the villagers 
sing to the child.  If at anytime during his or her life, the person commits a 
crime or aberrant social act, the individual is called to the center of the 
village and the people in the community form a circle around them.  Then 
they sing their song to them.

The tribe recognizes that the correction for antisocial behavior is not 
punishment; it is love and the remembrance of identity.  When you 
recognize your own song, you have no desire or need to do anything that 
would hurt another.

A friend is someone who knows your song and sings it to you when you 
have forgotten it.  Those who love you are not fooled by mistakes you have 
made or dark images you hold about yourself.  They remember your beauty 
when you feel ugly; your wholeness when you are broken; your innocence 
when you feel guilty; and your purpose when you are confused.  You may 
not have grown up in an African tribe that sings your song to you at crucial 
life transitions, but life is always reminding you when you are in tune with 
yourself and when you are not.  When you feel good, what you are doing 
matches your song, and when you feel awful, it doesnʼt. 

In the end, we shall all recognize our song and sing it well.  You may feel a 
little warbly at the moment, but so have all the great singers.  Just keep 
singing and you'll find your way home.

Who knows your song?

Let us gather for a moment of gratitude - to remember our song and celebrate 

those who sing it to us.


