
“There Comes the Strangest Moment,” 

a poem by Kate Light, in Good Poems, by Garrison Keillor 

 

There comes the strangest moment in your life,  

when everything you thought before breaks free-- 

what you relied upon, as ground-rule and as rite 

 looks upside down from how it used to be.  

 

Skin’s gone pale, your brain is shredding cells,  

you question every tenant you set down,  

obedient thoughts have turned to infidels 

 and every verb desires to be a noun. 

 



I want--my want. I love--my love. I’ll stay 

with you. I thought transitions were the best,  

but I want what’s here to never go away. 

 I’ll make my peace, my bed, and kiss this breast.  

 

Your heart’s in retrograde. You simply have no choice.  

Things people told you turn out to be true.  

You have to hold that body, hear that voice.  

You’d have sworn no one knew you more than you. 

 

How many people thought you’d never change?  

But here you have. It’s beautiful. It’s strange.  



Sermon: “You Don’t Have to Do It Alone” 

 

I want to start with a story about a hot August day on which I was 

extremely anxious. I was stuck halfway up the arm of the Statue of 

Liberty (in those days you could climb a spiral staircase to look 

out tiny windows in the torch). I was imprisoned there due to what 

I viewed as a group of selfish people up in the torch who were 

taking an unconscionably long time to move on. I did manage to 

lie my way out of the situation, but … Why don’t I just tell you 

the story. 

I think that when you’re engaged to marry someone, you 

just naturally try to hide your psychological hang-ups from her. 

Not coincidentally, these are the same phobias you’re trying to 

hide from yourself. Thus, on a sweltering morning in August, 



when my fiancée Carol suggested that we visit the Statue of 

Liberty, I readily agreed.  

I really didn’t want to go. To reach the Statue of Liberty’s 

torch, we had to drive from Garden City, Long Island, on a 

maze of highways to New York City. The trip included riding 

through a long tunnel to get into the city and then traversing 

clogged streets and avenues to get to the Battery on the south 

end of Manhattan. Next we took the ferry to Liberty Island on 

which the Statue stands, an elevator that rises the 10 stories 

through the Statue’s body to the room in its head, and finally a 

three-story circular metal staircase revolving up the arm to the 

torch itself. Once inside the tiny room at the top, you could look 

out through the encircling windows at the great metropolis, 

shimmering in the heat. Not recommended for someone 



suffering from agoraphobia and PTSD. At the time, I didn’t 

know I had those disorders, and neither did Carol.  

On various other occasions, traveling through 

environments like any one of these had made me nervous. 

Taken together, they almost overwhelmed me. Nevertheless, I 

said nothing about my claustrophobia. In fact, as we ascended in 

the elevator, I said nothing at all, concerned that my voice 

would tremble and betray me. I am certainly not a macho 

person, but like many men in their early twenties, I was loath to 

admit fearfulness, especially irrational fearfulness. I kept getting 

angrier and angrier at myself, bombarding my mind with 

admonishments like, “Get a grip! You’re acting like a damned 

wimp!” 

 With the other tourists, we had climbed about halfway up 

the cast iron stairway through the narrow tube of the arm when 



the line stopped. The rest of us had no choice but to stand and 

wait. At first, I was merely furious. While I waited, I began to 

study the gray walls of the slender cylinder in which we were 

encased. As I stared, the rows of rivets holding the plates 

together appeared to become larger, and to move closer to me. 

The walls began edging inward. The heat in the column 

intensified, coming at me in nearly visible waves. With each 

passing moment, my heart beat faster, my breathing became 

shallower, and my clothing began to drip with sweat. One 

thought burst into my mind: “I’ve got to get out of here—fast. If 

I don’t, I’ll die!”   

 I had never had a panic attack before, so I wasn’t sure what 

was going on, but I knew it was serious. I closely examined the 

spiraling pipe railing, wondering whether I could climb over it 

and -- hanging by my hands -- slide down to the observation 



platform nearly two floors below. I realized that I could hold on 

to the rail with only one hand, because I would need the other to 

catch hold of the supporting rods, so that I would not pick up too 

much speed. I really think I might have done it—I was that 

scared—but my palms were so sweaty that I was even more 

afraid I would lose my grip and plummet to the steel deck in the 

murky shadows below. 

 Although my fiancée was standing right next to me, I was 

too embarrassed to tell her what was going on. So I talked to her 

in my mind: 

 “Hey, I’m in big trouble here. I need your help.” 

 “Oh, okay, what’s the matter?” 

 “I’m feeling really hot and sweaty, and kind of like I’m 

going to faint.” 



 “Gee, standing around in a metal tube on a hot muggy day 

makes you uncomfortable?”    

 “No, seriously, I feel like if I don’t get out of here soon, 

I’m going to go nuts!” 

 “You’re too late. It’s already happened.” 

 “I mean it. I think I’m going to climb over this railing, and 

slide down it using just my hands!” 

 “Sounds like fun. Can I come, too?” 

 When we finally got to the top, I glanced out the window 

and, although it had taken us several hours to reach this view, I 

bolted to the other side and descended the “down” stairway as 

quickly as possible. Carol called my name but I paid no 

attention. When I finally got out, the ocean breeze chilling my 

sweat-soaked body, I thought to myself, “My God, that was 

weird!  Is there something wrong with me?”  I immediately 



rejected this idea, deciding that it was a freak incident signifying 

nothing. 

 My imaginary conversation was not very funny, I know, 

but it was funny enough to get me through that stressful 

situation. I believe that humorous feelings cannot coexist with 

serious fear. The brain simply will not entertain both emotions 

at the same time. Therefore, if you can persuade your mind to 

concentrate on comedy, you cannot simultaneously be thinking 

about tragedy. One piece of evidence for this theory is that it 

worked! 

 At least in the short run, it did. However, it involved lying 

my way out of a tight spot, and you almost always pay a price 

for that. I did. The conflict between what I knew to be true and 

what I said to others made me even more anxious in situations 

like this. In other words, I backslid. Oh, sure, I got out of this 



tight spot, but it made me even more scared in the future. The 

number of situations in which I was terrified increased. There 

was a point where just going from my home across the street 

from the old res in Lexington to the town center could paralyze 

me. 

Decades later I was still suffering from anxiety, but was 

addressing it. I was beginning to try exposure therapy to 

overcome my crippling anxiety about travel, I decided to take a 

short ferry ride around Boston Harbor, by myself. It only lasted 

30 minutes and was within 100 yards of the wharfs at all times. 

The highlight of the excursion was a close-up view of the USS 

Constitution, the Revolutionary War fighting vessel that is 

moored in the harbor. The trip was short, and the views 

spectacular, so I thought I should be able to do it, solo, without 

much trouble.  



 No sooner did we pull away from the dock, however, my 

heart began to race. All I could think was that we were pulling 

away from shore and leaving all escape behind. I was trapped! 

Within minutes, I was having a full-scale panic attack. I began 

to imagine jumping over the side and swimming for a dock. This 

was in early April, however, and I knew the water would be icy 

cold as it always is after a New England winter. Luckily, I 

remembered some advice that I had gotten at an AA meeting: 

seek out a middle-aged woman and ask her to help you. Why 

such a person? They’re often more sympathetic, I guess. 

 I soon found one sitting by herself with a guide book in her 

lap, giving rapt attention to the passing scene. I walked up to her 

and said, “Excuse me, ma’am, I wonder if I could prevail upon 

you to help me with something.” 



 “I’m afraid I am not in the market for anything today. I just 

want to enjoy this view. You better try someone else,” she 

replied. 

 “Oh, I’m not selling anything. I have an anxiety disorder 

which is acting up right now, and I’m feeling very 

claustrophobic on this boat, even on this deck. I just need to talk 

to someone about what’s going on with me.” 

 “Well,” she said, “isn’t there anyone you could call?” 

 “Yes, I probably could, but my anxiety therapist has told 

me that if I can solve the problem by myself, or without calling 

up friends, that will help me more. I just need to say some of the 

things I’m thinking, and maybe you would let me do that with 

you.” 

 “Well,” she said, “I’m not a medical person. My sister is a 

nurse, though, and I could see if she’d be willing to talk to you. 



Would you like that? Do you have your own cell phone?” I 

answered in the affirmative to both questions, and she gave me a 

number to call. When a woman answered the phone, my new 

helper motioned for me to hand it to her. 

“Hello, Nancy? Hi, it’s Marilyn. I’m taking a ride on a 

ferry boat in Boston Harbor, and this gentleman has told me he’s 

feeling panicky about being trapped on this boat. He says he is 

thinking about jumping overboard and swimming for one of the 

docks. Would you be willing to talk to him?” 

“Okay, put him on,” Nancy replied. “Hello, what is your 

name? Okay, John, it sounds to me like you’re having a panic 

attack, and that’s making you breathe badly. I mean you have 

too much oxygen in your system, and blood is not getting to 

your head adequately. You are what we call “hyperventilating.” 

What I want you to do is sit down, take a deep breath, and as 



you let it out, slowly bend forward until your head is between 

your knees.” 

 I wondered what I’d gotten myself into, but I complied 

with her recommendations. To my great surprise, with only one 

repetition of this technique, my heart slowed down and I began 

to feel calmer. I smiled at Marilyn, and told Nancy it seemed to 

be working. Whether it was my breathing or putting my head 

down or just talking to a kind person, I didn’t know. A couple of 

people were staring at us, but I didn’t care. I asked what I should 

do next. 

 “Repeat that procedure,” said Nancy. “This time, realize 

that my sister and I are going to stay with you until you make it 

back to shore. You’re going to be absolutely fine. This method 

always works!” Before I knew it, I was walking down the 



gangplank back to solid ground. “Want to try it again?” Marilyn 

asked. “I’ll go with you.” 

 “You know, I think I will. And if you don’t mind, I think 

I’ll try it alone.” 

 Not only did I feel like I could go on another ferry trip now 

that I had done this one. I was much more confident that if I got 

into a jam, there would be other nice people like Marilyn and 

Nancy there to help me out.  

 Two similar situations, but the second one involved a 

different solution and the experience was transformative. I had 

been making some progress, but usually with the support of my 

wife, Linda. Though I appreciated that I always felt protected 

when I was with her, I knew that eventually, I also had to be 

okay when she wasn’t by my side. I needed to know that I could 

find a way to rely on my own ability to get myself out of a jam. 



That didn’t mean I had to do it alone, but I had to face the fact 

that I needed help. I couldn’t rely on lies and running away from 

the situation. 

 Asking for help is not always easy, but doing so presents 

our authentic selves. Further, I believe that helping one another 

is a cornerstone of our faith. It is a way we honor each other’s 

worth and dignity. It is part of being in a community.  

 I think it is worth thinking about our own attitudes toward 

asking for and accepting help: 

 Who can you ask for help? (pause) 

 How often do you respond to offers of help with, “Oh 

thanks, but I’m fine,” when you could really use some 

assistance? (pause) 

 What circumstance make it most likely that you can accept 

and offer help? (pause) 



There are lots of ways that friends, relatives, and even 

strangers can be helpful. We just need to  ask. And then, “that 

strangest moment will come . . .” 

May it be so. Amen. 

 

 


