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INTRODUCTION: The Zoom Mutation (not!) 

Our minds and bodies did not evolve to Zoom. Our minds and bodies did not evolve 
to sit at a desk. Our minds and bodies did not evolve to exist in constant stress. Our 
minds and bodies did not evolve to exist without routine. Our minds and bodies did 
not evolve to exist in solitude, away from interactions with other living beings. Our 
minds and bodies did not evolve to exist without time markers such as holidays, 
weddings, funerals.  

All of these things that our minds and bodies did not evolve to do became aspects of 
living with the pandemic, and they did not do our minds or bodies any favors. Studies 
have found that something on the order of 80% of people report experiencing an 
altered perception of time during the pandemic, most people reporting both sped up 
and slowed down perceptions of time.* For many people, hours and days passed 
slowly, months and years passed quickly.  

In one way, this is not surprising: We all know how psychological time works—
speeding up and slowing down according to our attitude toward what we are doing 
at the time. Riding a bike or reading a good book, time can fly by. Doing your taxes, 
however, tends to turn time into slow-dripping molasses. Time is a trickster. 

Anticipation or anxiety lengthens our perception of time: “a watched pot never boils.” 
“As slow as Christmas.” The ancient Greeks knew this about time and named two 
different kinds of time: kronos—quantitative, objective time that can be measured—and 
kairos, quality time. Clock time and psychological time.  

Stress levels during the pandemic had a good deal to do with perceptions of time; for 
people who are more socially isolated, time slowed down. For those with busy lives, it 
sped up. And so did the pile of information, which I talked about a couple of weeks 
ago.  

Some researchers are saying that a “normal” pre-pandemic brain is impossible to re-
acquire. One study found that college students can now focus on one task for . . . 
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roughly 65 seconds. A study of office workers found they focus on average for three 
minutes.*  

The pandemic messed with our sense of time.   

Early in the pandemic, the World Health Organization recommended maintaining or 
creating routines.*  But routines without imposed constraints are difficult. 

Given the intense experience of time that so many people felt, it’s no surprise that 
many today have reassessed the value of time and how to spend it. 

The weird spooling of time has convinced many that there is more to life than work, 
and has caused many people to think twice about what we are doing.  

This reassessment has led to what is being called the Great Resignation, with many 
people not going back to work, or cutting back on work, or retiring early. And, as 
always, those who can do that are the fortunate ones. Many can’t, even if they wish 
they could. 

#As someone who believes deeply in the value of the spiritual and artistic life, I’m all 
for reexamining priorities. The question is doing that in a healthy, mindful way.  

ONE: With Both Hands 

I was walking innocently through a grocery store the other day—safely behind my 
mask—when what should I see but a “mindfulness kit.” It was in one of those slick, 
shiny boxes, happily perched among the greeting cards and gift succulents.  

(I will admit that it’s a prejudice, thinking that a grocery store can have birthday and 
anniversary cards but not a “mindfulness kit.” But there you have it. Guilty.) 

There it was, a couple of aisles from the essential oils that promise peace and 
centeredness. The presence of which should have told me that a mindfulness kit 
could not be far behind. 

No, I should not have been surprised: #mindfulness kits in grocery stores are very 
evocative of our age: people searching for ancient wisdom along with essential oils 
and organic whole grains. All in one place and attractively packaged. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2022/jan/02/attention-span-focus-screens-apps-smartphones-social-media
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#The pandemic has created a space for introspection and interiority, two things that 
American consumer culture have long functioned to curtail. But, awash in an 
information deluge, feeling ourselves being overtaken by a 65-second attention span, 
many of us are desperate enough for any hint of quiet introspection that an over-
priced repackaging of information — information that is in fact pasted all over the 
world wide web — just might do the trick. 

#After this long, strange time, how can we reclaim our inner lives? 

The answers are not mysterious. For people have always experienced time as 
somehow both magical and threatening.  

Two thousand years ago, Marcus Aurelius wrote: 

Time is like a river made up of all the events that happen, and it is a violent 
flow, for as soon as a thing is seen, it is carried away, and another comes in its 
place, and this then too is carried away. (Meditations 4.43) 

Thing is, time has always felt thus. Yes, time is a river. Often a violently flowing river. 
We experience life as it rushes by in a torrent.  

As the American poet Emily Dickinson described the experience, 

I felt my life with both my hands 
To see if it was there . . . (#357) 

I don’t journal. I don’t keep a diary. Never have. Neither am I particularly good at 
sitting still long enough for serious meditation. But I write some lines of poetry every 
day and have for something on the order of forty years.  

For me, it is a grounding activity and a practice in mindfulness. Sometimes I write in a 
notebook. Sometimes I use a laptop. But I write every day. Someone once asked  
Duke Ellington which was his favorite of his own compositions. He replied, “The one 
coming up tomorrow.”   

That strikes me as the answer of a serious artist. And a wise way to live—anticipation. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, I opened a new file on my laptop and titled it “A 
Little Book About Making It Through the Day.” I wrote in that file every day. 
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Sometimes a little. Sometimes a lot. The American writer Annie Dillard in her book 
titled The Writing Life, says, 

How we spend our days is of course how we spend our lives. What we do with 
this hour and that one is what we are doing. 

The philosopher Epictetus had a similar thought when he wrote, “Beautiful choices 
make a beautiful life.” 

So, I ground myself by writing every day. I keep in mind the work of Emily Dickinson, 
who, due to the circumstances of her life, spent a lot of time in quarantine and 
solitude. She learned to redirect her solitude into minute observation of both the 
physical world and her own psyche. Lines such as: 

To be a Flower, is profound 
Responsibility— . . . (#1058) 

Or these lines: 

I am afraid to own a Body-- 
I am afraid to own a Soul-- 
Profound -- precarious Property -- 
Possession, not optional— . . . (#1090) 
  

And another poet of the mundane who also had a wry sense of humor, W.H. Auden. 
He wrote these lines, for example: 
  

Put the car away; when life fails, 
What’s the good of going to Wales? 

. . .  

And,  
 . . . 

In my veins there is a wish, 
And a memory of fish: 
When I lie crying on the floor, 
It says, ‘You’ve often done this before.’ 
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Here am I, here are you: 
But what does it mean? What are we going to do?  

(from “It’s No Use Raising a Shout”) 

#Artists get us down to the basics: on the floor in despair; so confused that it’s hard to 
sense our own bodies. Wishing the rush of events would just stop for a little while. Art 
gets inside those experiences and suggests to us how to survive. 

A few weeks ago I saw a call for poetry manuscripts written during the pandemic. 
They were looking for manuscripts of roughly eighty pages, the more or less standard 
length for books of poetry. So, I said to myself, “I’ll see what I’ve got in that file.”  

Turns out, I had written something over 370 pages. I always work at the top of the 
document, so I had no idea I’d written that much. So, I had some cutting to do if I was 
going to shape that file into an eighty-page manuscript. 

TWO: Duration and Intensity 

Our theme for March is Renewing Commitment.  As I said at the beginning, our minds 
and bodies did not evolve to exist in solitude, away from interactions with other living 
things, and we did not evolve to exist without time markers such as holidays, 
weddings, funerals.  

#Every study that looks at the matter reinforces the notion that religion is good for 
people. Not any one belief system in itself. But the social and cultural ways that we do 
religious practice. 

#Here at First Unitarian Society we practice the social life of religion without practicing 
the content of a religion. What First Unitarian Society offered during the pandemic in 
the best ways that we could was a continuation of those markers of the year and life 
passages. We have offered community as best we could. We offered opportunities to 
reflect on the major events occurring in the larger world. And we offered mindfulness
—the practice of interiority. Of having an inner life of calm rather than chaos.  
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We committed to doing community as best we could, and we continue to do that. 
Many of you stuck with us during those long months, and you’re sticking with us still 
as we appear to be opening a new chapter of the pandemic saga.  

#First Unitarian Society is a congregational humanist community. We have fulfilled our 
mission because we have people committed to our mission, freely searching for 
knowledge and meaning. Working for justice among ourselves, in the Twin Cities, and 
beyond. 

Thanks to your commitment, we will continue to do that both here in the building and 
on our various social media platforms. We offer art. We offer reflection. We offer calm. 
We mark the passages of life and the passage of time and the seasons.  

#Let’s face it: many of the “problems” that the pandemic caused—and continues to 
cause—are challenges that are a constant among human beings. One of those 
challenges is consciousness itself. Consciousness itself has been the problem that the 
religions created by humanity from the beginning of our species have been designed 
to address, just as that mindfulness kit in the grocery store is designed to address the 
problem of consciousness. 

So far, none of the human attempts at religion and the problem of consciousness 
have worked out all that well. All answers are partial answers. If we’re honest, we all 
say with Emily Dickinson at times: 

I am afraid to own a Body-- 
I am afraid to own a Soul-- 
Profound -- precarious Property -- 
Possession, not optional— . . . (#1090) 
  

#The fact that there are no universally happy, content societies—and it appears there 
never to have been any—is telling. Consciousness itself is the problemHow .  Despite 
plagues and wars and famines and social collapse, the question has ever been the 
same question: Why is it that my existence does not feel as if it is . . . experience within 
time?  

I felt my life with both my hands 
To see if it was there . . . (#357) 

The poet W.H. Auden with his usual wit wrote:  
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Thou shalt not live within thy means 
Nor on plain water and raw greens. 
If thou must choose 
Between the chances, choose the odd; 
Read The New Yorker, trust in God; 
And take short views. 

Yes, that’s one way to face consciousness and time: take the short-term view; remain 
shallow (except for reading The New Yorker). 

Or, as Auden elsewhere advised:  

 
Much can be said for social savior-faire, 
But to rejoice when no one else is there 
Is even harder than it is to weep; 
No one is watching, but you have to leap. 
 
A solitude ten thousand fathoms deep 
Sustains the bed on which we lie, my dear: 
Although I love you, you will have to leap; 
Our dream of safety has to disappear.* 

#How do we go on in these strange times? The answer is, just as people always have 
in the face of the torrent of news and time: Commit. Take a leap. Trust in yourself. Trust 
in community. We cannot ask to be safe, yet we can be ready.  
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