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When I was a teenag-
er, I loved Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, particularly his 
essay on self-reliance. Noth-

ing is at last sacred but the integrity 
of your own mind. I repeated these 
words to myself often. Back then 
my family was large and everyone 
knew everyone’s business. This 
was by design. As somewhat recent 
immigrants, we had learned how to 
keep our family safe. My mom and 
aunties would often prod me on the 
details of my life, cross-referencing 
information, verifying. I kept several 
diaries at that time, some of them in 
code, because I knew that if my diary 
was discovered it was getting read. 
Probably by more than one person. 

All of this was done for your own 
good they liked to tell me, because 
they loved me. And I felt loved. I 
also felt stifled. I planned my escape 
to a mythical land of self-reliance, 
where one day I could do for myself 
alone and not worry what anyone 
else thought. Think Henry David 
Thoreau, but Doc Marten boots, drug 
addiction, and a basement apartment 
in downtown Seattle.

My journey of rebellious self-reli-
ance indeed led me to some mythical 
places, but they were scary, too. And 
self-destructive. It took many years 
of sobriety for me to finally appre-
ciate my family. During some of the 
worst days of my addiction, those 
same aunties helped my mom pull 

me out of drug dens and bring me 
home. These are the kind of aunties 
who will drop everything when 
called, pick you up from anywhere 
you ask, and bring along a plate of sa-
lami and bread in case you’re hungry. 
They arrive early to help and stay 
late to clean up and they never ask 
for anything in return. They know 
how to care for you because they 
know you. They take the time to get 
up in your business and ask.

The aunties know that Emerson’s 
idea of self-reliance is a white 
supremacist lie. And it is always, 
ultimately, self-destructive. None 
of us, no matter who we are, relies 
on ourselves alone. Not even Tho-
reau, who was famously cared for 
by his aunties, too. The aunties have 
always known. We are all inherently 
interdependent, meaning mutually 
dependent, dependent on one anoth-
er to survive. Without community 
care—without a multitude of gener-
ations leaning into that interdepen-
dence and making use of it—none 
of us will make it. The earth and its 
creatures can live no other way. 

Emerson was wrong. It isn’t self-re-
liance that secures the integrity of 
my mind, but self-care. And even 
that doesn’t secure the integrity of 
my soul. For the integrity of my soul, 
I look to my community: my fami-
ly, my ancestors, the earth, all the 
communities of people who claim 
me, and my body, as I claim myself. 

Aunties, continued on page 5

“All are caught  
in an inescapable 

network of  
mutuality, tied  

in a single garment 
of destiny.  

Whatever affects 
one directly,  

affects all  
indirectly.”

rev. dr. martin luther king, jr.
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INTERDEPENDENCE
What does it mean to live interdependently?

DESHAUN 
CLF Member, incarcerated in TX 
 
To be interdependent is to depend 
on one another. Living in a way that 
not only allows interaction and par-
ticipation with others, but encourag-
es and is founded on such principles.

It can be one living within a ful-
ly functioning community of like 
minded individuals, or simply a 
fellowship of individuals living 
separately operating as a collective. 

Either way, it is an active union 
amongst individuals.

To live interdependently is to give, 
receive, and share what one has to of-
fer with others. It is to allow yourself 
to rely on and trust others outside of 
yourself to meet needs in your life.

In a way, it is an acknowledgment 
through lifestyle choice that we as 
humankind are meant to live in con-
nection with life outside ourselves. 

It is a need that when not fulfilled, 
we are left with a feeling of incom-
pletion. Can anyone truly make the 
claim that they have met every need 
in their life without the assistance 
of anyone else? 

When I have people around me as a 
part of my life whom I can depend 
and rely on, my life seems as though 
it flows more easily and is not as 
restricted. It opens up more and new 
possibilities in my life to explore. ¢

PHOTO BY JACK ANSTEY ON UNSPLASH
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INTERDEPENDENCE
CARLOS 
CLF Member, incarcerated in VA

“No man is an island.” This is a quote 
that most of us heard early in life, 
along with such aphorisms as, “two 
wrongs don’t make a right,” and “slow 
and steady wins the race.” But what 
does it actually mean, this figure 
of speech that brings to mind palm 
trees and coconuts?

I would like to think that the mean-
ing of this saying lies under the fact 
that each of us, as individuals, as 
families, as communities even, live in 
ways that are interdependent with 
one another. By this I mean that each 
of us, whether intentionally or not, 
affect the lives of those around us 
— and it is up to each of us to decide 
whether it is for the good of others 
or not. In the same way that a soft 

breeze can throw a flurry of oak 
leaves in the autumn, so can the sim-
ple act of a friendly gesture, a smile, 
or a sharp word affect the outcome of 
someone else’s day.

In this way, each of us is interdepen-
dent with everyone else — we are 
each free to act as we will, but with 
the knowledge that our actions affect 
others, not just ourselves.  ¢

JONATHAN 
CLF Member, incarcerated in WA 
 
I used to believe that the only way 
to be successful was to be indepen-
dent, and that meant that I needed 
nobody’s opinions, teaching, or help. 
This worked well all the way up 
until about 4th grade. At that point, 
I wasn’t getting picked to play on 
anybody’s team. I was an outcast 
and alone.

I had to come up with a solution, 
and my solution was to ask for help. 
Knowing who to ask and when 
developed over time, and I created 
a network of friends, family and 
spiritual leaders that guide me inter-
dependently. 

Please don’t ever be afraid to ask for 
help. I believe that God intends for 
us to need each other! ¢

PHOTO BY MARTIN WIDENKA ON UNSPLASH
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Forgive Us Our Trespasses
REV. DR. MICHAEL TINO  

Lead Ministry Team, 
Church of the Larger 
Fellowship

In April of 2019, I led 
a youth and adult dele-

gation from the local congregation 
I serve on a service-learning trip to 
Pine Ridge, South Dakota. We en-

Forgive Us Our Trespasses
(Pine Ridge Reservation, 4.14.19)

How do you prepare
to visit the site of genocide?
Where the soil has been stained
with the blood of innocents?

If you’re Jewish, perhaps
you find a small, smooth stone
and carry it reverently 
to place on the grave of
Lost Bird, infant survivor,
kidnapped and sold and displayed
like a trophy.
We remember you, you might say. 

I took a walk with friends
up a steep, snowy hill
to pray,
to see the sun set,
to feel close to the Earth.
Along the muddy path
the meadowlarks trilled and chirped

gaged in a year-long series of learn-
ing sessions about Native American 
history, with an emphasis on the 
history, spirituality, teachings, and 
practices of the Lakota people. Our 
time at Pine Ridge began with a tour 
of important sites on the reservation. 
I wrote this after returning from 
Wounded Knee, site of the 1890 

from their hidden nests
amidst the dry grass 
blessing the journey
with their song.

At Wounded Knee, we listened.
First to an oral history of a people 

who survive, told
with sage burning for purification,
eyes closed in memory of
the inherited trauma of generations. 

And then, 
after the stories, 
to the meadowlarks.
The lost birds singing
through time
across borders
announcing the holiness
of the ground on which we stood.

massacre of nearly 300 Lakota peo-
ple by the United States Army. I was 
reminded then that our interdepen-
dence transcends not only place but 
also time—and that in order to make 
a better future we must learn about 
and atone for the sins of the past. ¢
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For the integrity of my soul, I build 
resilience by building relationships. 
I follow the example of my aunties, 
asking for help when I need it and 
showing up for others when they 
need me. Interdependence means 
we rely on one another. We depend 
upon each other. We actively care. It 
is the very opposite of self-reliance. 
And in this time of global pandemic 
and social revolution, it is the only 
way we will survive. ¢

Aunties, continued from page 1

INTERDEPENDENCE
ROBERT 
CLF Member, incarcerated in MA 
 
As COVID has shown us, we live in 
an interconnected world. One life 
affects another, distance no longer 
isolating each of us. Mind you, to 
combat this virus, we physically had 
to distance — which highlighted our 
need for physical connection, many 
not realizing until it was too late 
how much we depended upon each 
other, needed each other. 

For we do need each other. We all 
have something to contribute. Some 
may say that those of us in prison 
don’t do anything to help; I feel the 
same way about the talking heads 
that say this. It may be hard, and 
there are those that feel they don’t 

owe anything to the greater world, 
but we do help, in our own way. 

Beyond that dichotomy, looking  
all around, you see new and inven-
tive ways for people to connect  
and stay connected. That human 
interaction cannot be stopped, for  
it is a part of our core, as essential  
as the air we breathe. 

There are those that isolate, not in 
a medical sense, but a geopolitical 
one. They feel that they don’t need 

anyone, that caring for the hurt and 
downtrodden is not only beneath 
them, but it is their right to, well, 
tread on them. It’s sad, for in the 
end, not even they gain from these 
actions. 

For we all need each other, Every-
one has something that they can do, 
something that is needed by anoth-
er, not only to live, but to thrive. You 
can exist without others, but can 
only prosper with the support of 
others. ¢

PHOTO BY ROBERT ANASCH ON UNSPLASH
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ARTWORK BY REGGIE

A Message To The Community:  
A Letter From Prison
REGGIE 
CLF Member, incarcerated in PA

I offer my condolences to the families who have lost  
loved ones 

And became victims to the violence

I offer my apologies for having been derelict in my duty 
and responsibility as a man 

In not being the guardian, educator, and leader my  
communities needed 

In order to be vital and life-affirming

I want to inform you that it is my goal to counteract  
the insanity of the destructive mindset 

And I do not embrace those who prey upon any people 
But particularly, my people 

I want my voice to be heard: 
Let the violence, drug dealing, physical, and spiritual  

abuse of the communities stop 

As a man, I want it to be known that I have come to  
value and recognize 

That the children need and deserve a safe and secure  
environment in which to grow and develop, 

Be educated, have access to equal opportunities to excel 
And become who the Creator intended them to be 

I ask that everyone reading or hearing this looks at a child 
Whether at home, school, at play, in church, or mosque, 

and consider these words: 

I am the African child 

The whole world awaits my coming, all the earth  
watches with interest 

To see what I shall become 
Civilization hangs in the balance; for what I am, the  

world of tomorrow will be 

I am the African child 

You have brought me into this, about which I know  
nothing 

You hold in your hand my destiny 
You determine whether I shall succeed or fail 
Give me, I beg you, a world where I can walk tall and proud 
Train me, as is your duty unto me 
To love myself, and my people 
And to build and maintain a great nation 
It is I who proclaim 

I am the African child 

The whole world awaits my coming, I shall not delay it 
For I too have a dream 
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If you would like us to be able to publish or share your writing in the future, remember to include  
“You have permission to edit and publish my words” somewhere on your submission. 

In this section, we offer questions for reflection based on ideas explored in this issue. You may 
wish to explore it individually or as part of a group discussion. To submit your reflection for 
possible inclusion in a future issue of Quest, tear off your answer and mail it back to us using 
the envelope included in the middle of this issue, or mail a longer reflection separately.

FOR YOUR REFLECTION
How do you practice interdependence in your life? How do you counter the white  
supremacist lie of self-reliance?

Would you like to represent the Church of the 
Larger Fellowship at General Assembly (GA) this 
summer? The CLF is entitled to 22 delegates at the 
UUA’s General Assembly, which will be held both 
online and in-person in Portland, OR from June 
22-26, 2022.

You will be able to attend online or in-person work-
shops, programs, and worship services. Proof of vacci-
nation for COVID-19 is required to attend in person.

As a delegate you will be able to vote during  
General Sessions. General Sessions will be held  
from 9:30-12:30pm PT on 6/23-6/25 and 12:30-
2:30pm PT on 6/26. Delegates should be able to 
be online or in person to attend the majority of 
these General Sessions. CLF delegates vote their 
conscience on matters related to the denomination 
of Unitarian Universalism, and are responsible for 
their own expenses.

If you’d like to participate in GA 2022 in this role, 
please fill out the online application at clfuu.org/
delegate-application. Visit the UUA’s General  
Assembly website at www.uua.org/ga for details.

The February 2022 issue of Quest included information about 2021 General Assembly by error. Apologies for the 
mistake! Below is information about becoming a CLF delegate for the 2022 General Assembly. 
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You can read back issues of Quest Monthly  
or get electronic versions of the text to  
share with friends (and much more) at  
questformeaning.org
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