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Reading 
 
“Perhaps It Would Eventually Erode, But ...”  
by Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer 
 
That rock that we 
have been pushing up  
the hill—that one  
 
that keeps rolling back down 
and we keep pushing  
back up—what if 
 
we stopped? We are not 
Sisyphus. This rock  
is not a punishment.  
 
It’s something we’ve chosen 
to push. Who knows why.  
I look at all the names 
 
we once carved into  
its sedimentary sides.  
How important  
 
I thought they were,  
those names. How 
I’ve clung to labels,  
 
who’s right, who’s wrong,  
how I’ve cared about 
who’s pushed harder 
 
and who’s been slack.  
Now all I want 
is to let the rock  
 
roll back to where it belongs, 
which is wherever it lands, 



and you and I could,  
 
imagine!, walk unencumbered,  
all the way to the top and  
walk and walk and never stop 
 
except to discover what  
our hands might do  
if for once they were no longer 
 
pushing.  
 
 

Sermon 
 
In just a couple weeks I will celebrate the 22nd anniversary of the day I met – that guy over 
there. 
 
It was a beautiful fall day. I had just moved up from Manhattan to Cambridge, to begin my 
studies at Harvard Divinity School. I had taken a break from painting the kitchen in my new 
apartment, to walk to the nearby grocery store. On my way back, in my overalls with paint in 
my hair, carrying grocery bags, I spied two good-looking young men in the street in front of my 
apartment, juggling. Yes, juggling. Remember, this is Cambridge story.  
 
Commence the Flirting. Turns out these boys are both PhD students in neuroscience. Kevin lives 
across the street, with his girlfriend. But the other one, tall and sort of blond, is James, and he’s 
single. Well, hello there.  
 
Fast forward two weeks, and we are sitting in my dining room. I am smitten, already half head-
over-heels and a little bit scared. I summon my courage. “I just realized,” I said, “that I don’t 
even know your last name.” Playing it cool, I take a long swig on my drink. 
 
And he tells his name.  
 
And, as in a TV sitcom, I do a long spit-take, spraying soda all across the room.  
 
“What?! That’s not a name!” I say. But it is, and it’s his. Well, there you go. 
 
Here I am, a professional feminist. I’ve told everyone I know that there’s no WAY I’m ever going 
to change my name. It’s perfect – ethnic, rare, mine and I love it. And here he is, with the one 
name that’s somehow more ethnic, more rare – and he loves it more, way more. God is a joker! 
 
Just so you know, if you didn’t before, Intriligator is a real name, a Jewish family name from 
Eastern Europe. It comes from the Latin for “bookbinder.” In fact, both Intriligator and 



“religion” come from the same root word, “ligare” which means to bind. Binding books and 
binding people – that’s what we’re all about. 
 
And now it’s my name. Love stories – they never unfold the way you had planned.  
… 
 
This coming week brings us Rosh Hashanah, the beginning of the Days of Awe before Yom 
Kippur, the Jewish New Year. For those who celebrate it – and maybe 20% of here at Follen 
have Jewish heritage or, like me, are in mixed families – the High Holy Days is a time for 
reflection, a time to look at ultimate meaning. For those who don’t celebrate the holidays, it’s 
still a really good reminder. 
 
Rabbi Irving Greenberg writes: “[This is] a time for families to sit down together, for husbands and wives 
to do an inventory and accounting of the year that has passed in their lives. It is a time to express 
dissatisfaction and to gather the resources for change. . . .   
 
“The power of sin – and of bad patterns,” writes Greenburg, “is that they routinize us and convince us 
there is no change possible. We despair of change and of the capacity to grow ever new. Here the 
promise of repentance and the model of God challenge this hopelessness. There is a process of rebirth 
but it needs attention, effort, and help.” 
 

How do we do that? How do we assess our close relationships and break free of bad patterns?  
 
. . .  
 
Tim and Carol have a long-standing quarrel about his tendency to be tardy. “How come you are 
always late?” Carol asks, in a counseling session that’s written up later in a book.*(see 
reference at end).  
 
“Doesn’t it matter to you when we have a date, that I’m there, waiting for you, that you always 
let me down?”  

“I got held up,” Tim responds coolly. “But if you are going to start off nagging again, maybe we 
should just go home and forget it.” Carol then begins to list all the times he’s been late, and Tim 
disputes each item, but then eventually he retreats into stony silence. 

“In truth,” writes Dr. Sue Johnson, their couples therapist and a marriage researcher, “it doesn’t 
matter what they’re fighting about. . . They’re caught in a terrible loop. The more Carol blames 
Tim, the more he withdraws. And the more he withdraws, the more frantic and cutting she 
becomes.”  

It’s a typical pattern with partners, where one becomes critical and aggressive and the other 
defensive and distant, and couples can spend years -- or even decades -- caught in these spirals 
of blame and withdrawal. Johnson calls this particular dance the Protest Polka, and studies 
show that couples who get stuck in this pattern have a much higher rate of divorce.  



And of course, it’s not just couples who can get stuck. Adult siblings can fall into negative 
spirals, as can long-term friends or adult children and their parents.  

What can we do about this? 

That rock that we 
have been pushing up  
the hill 
 
It’s something we’ve chosen 
to push. Who knows why.  
How 
I’ve clung to labels,  
 
who’s right, who’s wrong,  
how I’ve cared about 
who’s pushed harder 
and who’s been slack.  

what if 
 
we stopped? We are not 
Sisyphus.  

For many years the standard advice from counselors and popular culture was to learn problem-
solving or communication skills, to examine our childhoods, or take time outs. According to 
Johnson, this approach has proved misguided and ineffectual, because it treats the symptoms 
but the not the deep, underlying problem that most couples face. “Happy couples,” she writes, 
“ do not talk to each other in any more skilled or insightful ways than do unhappy couples . . .  
They do not always listen empathically to each other or understand how their pasts might have 
set up problematic expectations.” 

Happy couples have no more “skills” than unhappy couples. So what is their secret? 

I’m no expert, of course. I don’t have the magic pill. My degrees are in divinity and digital 
media, not counseling or psychology. But I’ve done some reading lately, on Sue Johnson’s 
approach to relationships, and it’s spurred me to thinking. There’s an insight here, with real 
spiritual implications, not just for couples but for individuals, families, and communities. 

Let me ask you this: When was the last time you held a baby? 

Even if it was years ago, I bet you remember how it felt. That weight in your arms, the wriggling 
chubby little arms and legs, the precious little toes and fingers. That heavenly baby smell. 



We humans are hard-wired to respond to babies. We are hyper-aware of just how small, just 
how soft, just how vulnerable they are. And we rise immediately to protect, to defend, to 
encircle them with our care. 

 
In the 1950 and 60s, John Bowlby and his protégé Mary Ainsworth developed a new 
psychological model for human relationships, eventually called Attachment Theory. They 
focused on how infants need to develop a consistent, reliable relationship with at least one 
primary caregiver, in order for successful social and emotional development. This connected and 

responsive caregiver becomes the safe space, the secure ground from which the baby or toddler can then feel 
free to explore and learn. 
 
IN the 50 years since, Attachment Theory, This new understanding of the supreme value of that primary 

relationship transformed institutions in this country – it changed how we care for children in hospitals, 
foster settings, and schools. And it changed how we parent. Now we carry our children and we 
even wear them. We sing to them in utero, and we sometimes we sleep with them. As a 
culture, we have come to prioritize the stable parent-child bond. We know now that children 
need it in order to thrive. 
 
But what about adults? What do we need? 
 
I don’t know about you, but I was raised to believe that adulthood means self-sufficiency, 
maturity means the ability to care for one’s self, to manage one’s own needs, to be wholly 
independent. That was my goal. To be “needy” was to be weak and immature. I was wrong. 
 
Turns out, while I was busy growing up and becoming all independent, Attachment Theory was 
growing up too. In the late 1980s psychologists began to explore attachment in adults, and 
actually, they’ve come to conclusions that are definitely counter-cultural. 
 
Today, attachment theorists, Johnson included, say that emotional needs are fairly constant 
over the lifecycle. Adults need attachment just as much as babies. So maybe not so much with 
the carrying or the diapering, and sure maybe hopefully we cry a bit less, but adults still need 
that primary bond. We each, most of us, long for a connection with a dependable other, 
someone we can count on to see us, respond to us, help us, each day throughout our lives.  
 
And that’s what “falling in love” is. It’s the process of finding someone you can trust to be your 
primary bond, someone with whom you can share your innermost self, someone you can count 
on to respond. It feels magical to find that person, in this world, against tall odds. Some of us 
form that bond in other ways – with friends or siblings or even pets. And it’s never a permanent 
thing, if it’s genuine, it can’t be. It changes day to day, and so life gets in the way —work, 
school, mortgages, kids, parents, death – life gets complicated and difficult. There’s so much to 
disagree about, we can lose that connection quite easily. 
 



For me, the whole idea of adult attachment strikes a chord. It feels a profound (and even 
confounding) spiritual truth. On the inside, deep down, we are all still just as vulnerable as we 
ever were. We are babies. Small and soft and scared. 
 
This truth calls me to adjust my expectations, to be so much more gentle and kind with all of 
you, with my teenagers and my husband, and with myself.  
 
This truth calls me to see that this neediness, this “weakness” is actually our strength – it is our 
opportunity to connect, in kindness, our chance to build the bonds of friendship and love and 
church.   
 
For Sue Johnson, adult attachment theory has transformed her practice of couple therapy. 
Once she gets her pairs to see their negative spirals, she shows them how the anger and 
blaming, withdrawal and distancing, are all secondary postures, dances we do when we’re too 
hurt and too scared to admit a deeper truth to ourselves or to our partners. Under the hard 
shell of anger and the blame is the soft stuff, the gooey stuff, the vulnerability.  
 
That’s where we find the opportunity for rebirth and renewal, if only we can risk sharing our 
deeper, vulnerable selves.  
 
Let’s go back to Carol and Tim. After a few more sessions with Sue Johnson, this couple learned 
to recognize the spiral of blame-and-withdrawal, and they worked to stop it. The next time Tim 
was late, Carol took a deep breath and said, “I feel hurt. I’m scared that this means that I don’t 
really matter to you, that you care about work more than me, that you are slipping away. I am 
scared I am losing you.” Tim was able to hear that and reassure Carol. He said, “I really want to 
be with you. I will make more time for us.” 
 
When one partner can open up and share their fear or hurt, it gives the other person a chance 
to be responsive, to hear and see and witness, and to choose to change behavior. 
 
According to Johnson, couples who learn to do this can usually re-establish their attachment 
bonds and build trust. She claims an 85 percent success rate, far higher than any other form of 
couple therapy. 
 
The lesson, of course, is for all of us, coupled or not. It’s so easy to get trapped into shame and 
fear, to throw up a wall of anger to protect our fragile egos.  
 
I caught myself doing that just this past week, when I left something out of the newsletter by 
mistake. It happens a lot – there are so many little tiny details to track, and I’m not the most 
organized person by nature – and an item just fell through the cracks.  
 
Paul Tillich, one of the most influential Christian theologians of the 20th century, defined “sin” 
as that which separates us from ourselves, from each other, and from God. In the light of 
Attachment Theory, we can see that anger and blame, our need to defend our fragile egos and 



to wall off our vulnerable selves, is what separates us from our true selves, each other, and 
God. 
 
Let us, in these Days of Awe, this Season of Atonement, return again. To one another, to our 
family tables and our wedding vows, to our siblings and old friends, to our treasured faith 
community. Let us come with new eyes and new ears, ready to let down our guard, take a 
breath, and maybe take a risk. Let us be strong enough to be weak, to be vulnerable, to show 
our soft selves. Let us give others the chance to see us and to respond. Let us unlock our hearts.  
 
Amen, and so may it be.  
 
 
*Couple Therapist Sue Johnson’s book is Hold Me Tight 
 
Psychology Today article on Hold Me Tight 
 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Hold-Me-Tight-Successful-Relationships/dp/0749955481/ref=pd_lpo_sbs_14_t_0?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=BC71YCJS8JTAX3PGVMVW
https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200901/hold-me-tight
https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200901/hold-me-tight

	“Unlock Your Heart”
	Reading
	Sermon
	In just a couple weeks I will celebrate the 22nd anniversary of the day I met – that guy over there.
	And he tells his name.
	And, as in a TV sitcom, I do a long spit-take, spraying soda all across the room.
	“What?! That’s not a name!” I say. But it is, and it’s his. Well, there you go.
	How do we do that? How do we assess our close relationships and break free of bad patterns?
	But what about adults? What do we need?
	Amen, and so may it be.

