
being human:

live in respect

(and make the world a better place)

by sandy nance



“Who am I?” is a question I never really had time for. I’ve been so 
shaped by my environment, all I really care about is how to get 
through the week. Lots of to-do lists. Lots of not-getting-enough-
done and failure and exhaustion. My definition of success was 
intricately tied to productivity and time-management. A “good week” 
was clearly measured by the number of items marked off my list. 

Had I kept those lists, I could prove to you that each year I fell 
behind two years.

Who has time for “who am I?” 

I’m just trying to be charming, brilliant, organized, clever, intelligent, 
essential at work; kind, present, a good listener, involved, 
empathetic, supportive, using good parenting methods with my 
children; fun, present, faithful with my friends and not miss a 
birthday. 

If all I had to keep up with was sleep, work, and parenting, I could 
do that. It’s the rest: the mundane and the deep that are often 
ignored. I wanted to create more room for Life in my life, but each 
week was shorter than the last.

“Who am I?” has been replaced with lesser philosophical quandaries 
such as, “What the hell are we having for dinner?” 

Some other day I’ll think about my life.
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At some point in our journey, if we are to live out of a True 
Self, we have to become disentangled from the cultural beliefs 
and mindsets around us, just long enough to figure out what 
to keep. 

We get to sort out what’s truly important to us, and what 
became important to us simply because we live here. 

Where and who we begin our journey with is important. 
Children are born to learn. And what we learn sometimes isn’t 
true. 

For example, some of us grew up in middle-class American 
homes. The values and mindsets in a “typical” middle-class 
American home vary by degrees, but with a gigantically broad 
stroke: In the seventies we were taught the importance of 
hard work and education, we were taught to be good citizens 
and good neighbors, many were taught to attend church and 
volunteer in their communities. 

My good citizenship training involved regular blood donations. 
Also, to be friendly and vote and put my cart away in the bin 
before leaving the parking lot. Our family’s physical needs 
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were met without question and a college-education was 
provided for both children: one boy and one girl.

Now think for a moment about the cultural values and 
mindsets a child growing up in a middle-class American home 
in the twenties learned. How about the nineties? We can also 
throw in a pondering of the similarities and differences 
between rural and urban middle-class values.

Although a middle-class American home is way too broad to 
place on a microscope slide, with a wide-angle we can see 
great differences through the decades. And this is just one 
“slice” of the population of one nation. 

Some people with middle-class values have become poor. 
Some have become rich. And as they enter a different 
“culture” they keep some of the old, and adopt some of the 
new. Their cultures change with the decades. We aren’t even 
considering religious and political differences, distance from 
immigration, race. 

By the time 2016 hits, you easily have very little in common 
with your neighbor. 
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I grew up with a lot of assumptions. I assumed you were 
similar to me. I assumed the people in my community would 
respect me as I respected them. I assumed if we had a 
conflict, you and I would sit together, listening to one another 
and discussing the situation, and reach a solution together. I 
assumed that nothing was beyond working out. I assumed 
humanity believed in greatness.

Cultural differences (and similarities) can unite and divide. We 
can remain remnants of fabric, each in our sewing room 
boxes, or we can allow ourselves to be joined, a unique 
combobulation of color, texture, strength, and pattern, a 
covering that brings comfort: a quilt.
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I am not a huge fan of labels. I think they’re short-cuts. They 
help someone feel as if they know me when they don’t know 
me. They help others measure me and decide if they respect 
me without having a conversation with me. 
Here’s the label I’m in favor of: Human.
What would happen in our communities if we threw out every 
single label but “Human”? 

Most cultural differences are really preferences. Some learned 
and instilled and enforced among the following generations. 
Some silly and easily forgotten or misplaced. Sometimes we 
enjoy good-natured banter about our differences. This typically 
happens among friends. But add in anonymity online, and 
differences can be fierce.
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Facebook is not the place I visit to find the best in humanity.1 
In fact, I may have to avoid Facebook all together during 
election years.

I think we could all learn from the hatred and the spin and 
the politics: it doesn’t work. Our system is broken. We have to 
work together to get anything done, and so nothing gets 
done. If our government were a business, it would have failed 
decades ago.

It seems that the labels “Democrat” and “Republican” are not 
doing anyone any favors. Apparently, it just means I know I 
don’t like you before I meet you. But the Democratic “leaders” 
are not leading. The Republican “leaders” are not leading. 
People are following an empty label. Why? 
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most troubling consequences of online communication, for instance, is that it is 
polarizing. That is, when you deal with someone in such a limited way, it has the 
result of either making you like them a great deal more than you would 
otherwise (this is the foundation of Internet dating) or hate them a good deal 
more than you would otherwise (this is the reason blog comments are so nasty). 
Because you get such a limited sense of the person on the other end, you fill in 
the blanks with your prejudices. Fiction is the opposite kind of experience. In a 
good book we get an intimate and nuanced picture of someone—to the point 
where our own prejudices are entirely displaced (or almost entirely displaced) by 
the world created by the author. That’s an extraordinarily important kind of 
social discipline: It reminds us that an important part of what it means to be 
human is to replace our snap judgments about people with the actual empirical 
evidence about themselves that they offer us.”
-- author Malcolm Gladwell, in an interview with author Tom Rachman



I gave up on politics sixteen years ago, so I’m not the one to 
ask. All I know is in the alternate reality called Facebook, the 
people screaming the loudest about the other side being filled 
with hate are the posts filled with hate. We appear to be 
blind to our own double-standard. 

I see “friends” that I think would like to get a drink with me 
declare that All who don’t agree with them are This and That 
and Also This! 
And as I close my browser I think how I don’t agree with 
them, yet I’m none of those things. And even if we disagree 
about politics (or parenting,) I’d love to hear their perspective 
sometime, and “can you please give me the space to not 
agree with you about everything?” 
Where’s the place where it’s okay for me to not see things 
your way, but we can still get drinks? I want to open that bar.

Which team is best? best pitcher? coach? university? beer? 
sports? smoker or non-? first class or coach? coke or pepsi 
or water? with ice or without, cubed or crushed? with lemon 
or lime? one or two?

What would have happened in Sleepless in Seattle had Annie 
not thought Brooks Robinson was the best third baseman 
ever?
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Do I find you more interesting when you are similar to me or 
different from me? Do I find your more valuable when you are 
similar to me or different from me?

A great divide has been made between Target shoppers and 
The People of Walmart. I once found myself shunned at a 
high school party by a younger school-aged boy when he 
learned I lived in a house. He lived in an apartment. What 
should be a simple meal shared becomes a minefield of 
distrust among the gluten-free, the dairy-free and the meat-
free. 

“Well, red meat killed my father, but that’s beside the 
point . . . ”

What I want to know is, why do you like me more if I like 
what you like? And why do you like me less if I don’t like 
what you like?
Aren’t preferences just that--something we prefer?

I suppose if the only fruit available were apples, we would all 
eat apples. I suppose if there were only one type of apple, 
our choices would be simple: eat the apple or don’t.
But there are over 7,500 types of apples.
That means we get to choose. 
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I think my favorite is Honeycrisp, but there’s 7,490 I still 
haven’t tried.

And what I want to know is, if your favorite is Jonagold, 
would you like me more if I said Jonagold is my favorite, 
too? Or would you be happy buying yourself a Jonagold and 
buying me a Honeycrisp? And are you okay because we’re 
talking about apples, but I’m in trouble if we’re talking about 
Jesus?

How about this? I don’t watch much television. I prefer to 
read. 

Q. Do I prefer to read because my parents instilled in me the 
belief that reading was superior? Did they cast negative 
shadows on the television industry?

A. Nope.

Q. Did I enjoy reading as a child?
A. Yep.

Q. Was I using reading as a coping mechanism to protect me 
from what I perceived to be a hostile environment?

A. Yep.
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Q. Does reading appeal to me more than watching TV on the 
basis of Who I Am or is it a cultural belief I haven’t 
disentangled from? 

A. Who I am

It seems that in the value system of books vs. television, 
books are Me and not a cultural value. But wait a minute. 
Why must it be “books vs. television”? How did the versus slip 
in there? They easily coexist. 

So for some it’s books + television, 
for some it’s books, 
and for some it’s television. 

Still as I write this, I am rooting for the book-lovers out there. 
“Books, books, books!” I instinctively want to chant, as if by 
sheer volume I can win, like my class chant in high school. 
“S-O-PHO-M-M-ORE!”

Why is it difficult to separate Who You Really Are from Who 
You Think You Should Be?
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If I prefer books, why do I automatically also label them 
“superior”? Can my preferences be viewed as equally valuable 
as others? Why would I rather be friends with someone who 
rides a bike than someone who drives a Giant pick-up truck? 
And is that even true, really? Because now I’m thinking of 
You, and like green eggs & ham, I’ll love you on a bike, in a 
truck, in a boat, on skates in the rain. I don’t give a damn 
what you drive because I like you. Please drive whatever you 
want and I’ll drive whatever I want. I’ll pick you up on my bike. 
You’ll pick me up in your truck. 

Can I ride in the back?

What I like isn’t better than what you like.

What you like isn’t better than what I like.

Must We Classify Everything
So we have the Ones: books + television
and the Twos: books, please
and the Threes: television much preferred, thank you
and the Fours: hate it all

being human by sandy nance

12



Using Labels, we have classified ourselves into tidy groups. 
There are undoubtedly, still a few belonging to 5) none of the 
above. Let’s consider that we are not meant to be classified 
in these ways. We are not a tidy bunch, humans.

When I meet a fellow book-lover, we resonate. We often speak 
a similar language, share common experiences, love words 
and story and possibility. 

So the potential problem here is easily observed and 
felt: I prefer books. You prefer books. And so I prefer 
you.

This is where we often fail one another as a community. 

A value system is something to help us chart our course. It 
aids our way as we define and redefine and undefine who we 
are and what we’re about. A value system is like a compass, 
but we use it like a ruler. We use our own value system to 
measure someone with a completely different value system. 

If we’re still on the books and television example, let’s ask 
questions about the other “culture” and visit one another and 
as we become friends: we can share our favorites with one 
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another. I will watch your Friends episode. And laugh. And you 
will listen to some Tolkien passages. And wonder. 

This applies to beer, faith, sports, food, movies, music, 
fashion, art, education, cars . . . a beneficial approach for all. 

If we will hold our preferences and values to a lower view, 
while raising up other’s preferences and values to a higher 
view, we can walk together. Let’s not be ignorant of our 
differences: they exist, they are real. 

But they become a place of shared experience if we can 
replace our “greater than, less than” sign with an “equal 
to.” (And I see the craft beer lover cringe as I suggest his 
favorites are = to Miller Light.) 

So rather than insist that all value all Things equally, let’s just 
all value all People Equally. And that frees us up to buy a six-
pack of Miller Light when our friend comes over, rather than 
insist she drink the beer you like. 

This is what Respect looks like. You refuse to insist someone 
else be like you to earn your Respect. You determine to 
respect them because they Are.

One is not better than the other. Same is not better than 
different.
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Let’s say this aloud:

It is okay to eat red meat. 
It is okay to not eat red meat. 

It is not okay to only like people who eat red meat. 
It is not okay to only like people who do not eat red meat.

It is okay to enjoy politics.
It is okay to not enjoy politics.

It is not okay to only enjoy people who enjoy politics.
It is not okay to only enjoy people who do not enjoy politics.

It is okay to earn a college degree.
It is okay to not earn a college degree.

It is not okay to only respect people who earn a college 
degree.
It is not okay to only respect people who do not earn a 
college degree.

Fill in the blanks with your own favorites and watch the walls 
of disrespect fall.
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When we elevate our beliefs as higher than another’s, it 
creates a wall. It divides us. Sometimes the wall is so tall, we 
can’t even see our neighbor. 

If we can create a space between us and a neighbor, a space 
that is shared, that we both can walk on . . . it’s no longer a 
wall, but a pathway, built together out of a precious material: 
respect. 

This shared space, a common path or walkway, creates a 
healthy natural boundary and is simply a place where we can 
walk to visit other cultures and learn from people different 
from us. You don’t have to live there. You can remain where 
you are. But it’s still nice to travel. 

A good traveler, never makes a face when sampling other 
cultures. They remain open. They are not there to classify, to 
evaluate, to compare. They are there to learn, experience, find 
the beauty and horror in a landscape different from our own. 
And return home with memories, enlarged thoughts, new 
perspective.

A good traveler allows the journey to change him.
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If you can keep your values lower, so others can actually see 
YOU before they see your values, we will see that we 
resemble one another as much as differ. Our eyes hold both 
joy and pain. None of us knows what in the hell we’re doing 
as parents. Our outward life rarely reflects our inward. We 
need one other. Humans don’t fare well alone.

 

Labels, fences, walls can all be viewed from a distance 
without knowing the person within. 

Shared space, walkways, pathways can be places where we 
journey together, without labels. We can see one another. We 
can ask questions. We can learn.

Why don’t you eat meat?
When did you first encounter love?
How much of yourself do you put into your work? How much 
do you reserve for others?
How do you experience faith?
Is God a part of your life? What does that look like?
What do you miss the most about your wife?
How did you feel around your father as a child? Do you 
experience similar emotions when around him today? 
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I don’t wish You to become like Me. 
Don’t wish Me to become like You.

“Do you have enough room to Be You?” you ask,
“Yes, thank you . . and you, do you have enough room to Be 
You?” I ask in return.

We live together.
We live apart.

And respect is the space between us.
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True Freedom exists in places where we know ourselves 
regardless of our environment. We can change with the 
environment; good travelers do. But true freedom gives us the 
ability to change the environment.

Many pieces of myself have not yet been set in place. The 
journey of years is beautiful as more of what’s True is Found. 
My favorite pieces are the ones that were clarified in fire. 
They did not originate with me, but are a part of me and will 
remain. Regardless of how I’m observed, classified, and 
labeled, who I am does not change. It goes with me to India, 
Africa, to a romantic getaway, to poverty, to a dentist chair 
or worse, a retail outlet, to the bottom of the ocean and in 
the trees when I’m alone with the Wind. 

I don’t always let my True Self out, for it’s not always 
welcome. And with time and wisdom we learn that a welcome 
is not essential, for Truth is sometimes needed where it’s not 
wanted. But mostly we give space to those with their 
doormats rolled up and sit quietly.
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Many, many people do not believe in a god, but believe more 
strongly in Their Way than someone they label religious. A 
god is whatever it takes to make it through the day.

I just read that a woman and apparently a doctor, believe 
women’s, and by “women’s” I mean all women’s, waists needs 
to be smaller than thirty-five inches. I believe if I were allowed 
to think for the rest of my life alone on an island, never 
once, not one single time would I think, “You know what . . . I 
need to measure my waist.” Given the time, many, many 
thoughts that have never occurred to me would occur to me. 
But measuring my waist never would. Not once in a million 
years. Unless I noticed an abnormal growth popping out 
somewhere. I would become curious about that and possibly 
measure it, especially if I were alone on an island.

And I think this is interesting. Is it the woman who believes 
this or the doctor? And is she just believing the doctor 
because he’s an expert? And here’s another thought: couldn’t 
she just believe her waist should be smaller than thirty-five 
inches, which would be fantastic? She can believe pretty much 
whatever she wants about her waist. Why did she have to go 
and drag my waist into it? Just because she wants her waist 
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to be smaller than thirty-five inches, why does she believe my 
waist should also be smaller than thirty-five inches?

And what really gets me is now I’ll probably measure my waist 
this weekend. But honestly, I wish she’d never brought it up.

 

Did you measure yourself? 

Do you measure yourself? 

When you’re done do you feel stronger about yourself or 
more hopeless than ever? Do you believe an expert has the 
ability to tell you what you need? There are a lot of experts 
out there . . . and they can’t even agree on what’s beneficial. 
How can they possibly know what I need? I wonder if all of 
them have waists smaller than thirty-five inches. I’m inspired to 
start a new club. A very exclusive club. 

If we make something exclusive, what is the point? Is it so we 
can feel More Special? Is it just another tool to measure 
yourself in the bar graph of life? The interesting thing is, the 
people who Really Care, the ones who are joining in on your 
competition to be more whatever, the only ones enrolled in 
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the club, or aspiring to Belong, feel superior to the ones not 
joining the club. The thing is, most of the people not joining 
your club wouldn’t join if you paid them.

I started out looking pretty good on the bar graph of life. I 
only entered the categories I was good at. I was selfish, self-
centered, fixated on self, and consumed with myself. I couldn’t 
love anyone other then myself. 
It only took me twenty-seven years to realize this was a 
problem.

I’d been fighting the cancer of self-love for about five years, 
and felt as if I’d just visited the doctor expecting a clean bill 
of health, and instead received the report that the cancer had 
spread everywhere . . . everywhere. 

I had small children who desperately needed my love. I was 
trying to be disciplined. I was trying to be patient. I was trying 
to get my shit together. I was scared my kids would believe 
terrible things about themselves because kids tend to 
misinterpret the crazy around them as somehow being their 
fault.
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I found myself undone by anger and hopelessness on the 
floor of my children's closet. And Love Met Me There. I 
absolutely don’t want to get into a debate about god’s 
existence. I don’t know what to say. I met him. I know he’s 
real because I met him. I went to the floor a toxic vat of hurt, 
anger, emotion, my heart in a million pieces, my best efforts 
failed. I can’t explain it but love came in. When I stood up, I 
had a different heart.

Sometime we should sit on the back patio and compare our 
gods. I know some people’s clearly from their life. Mine, and 
he’s absolutely not Mine, but the God I’m in love with and 
follow, gives me everything I need. Because I believe so 
strongly in you, and in him, and in the space between us, I 
refuse to argue about him, or use him like a show-and-tell 
piece. He’s always, always, with me, and he’s always providing 
what I need.

So I take what other people say back to him and fact-check. 
This lady said I need to have a thirty-five inch waist: is that 
true? (nah) However, he hasn’t let me off the hook of 
participating in somewhat consistent and demanding physical 
activity.
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They think I suck at this job: is that true? (his reply spoke to 
my identity and enlarged me, so my confidence went through 
the roof, which increased my performance . . . true story)

How often do You think I should dust? How can I balance my 
hormones? What do you think of me?

His answers are, every single time, better than anything I’ve 
ever read in a magazine.

I’ve noticed that toddlers tend to pick up anything interesting 
and eat it. I’m learning to take interesting things back to the 
One who keeps me before I eat it. My thoughts are healthier 
because I’m not eating all the expert crap lying around.

Some of you have written your own personal definition 
of success--way to go!

may you find Peace
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some lovely thoughts from others

“Writing is like design: design is like writing. Although it is useful to 
try to teach one based upon the properties and needs of the 
other, either attempt is apt to fail because people tend to be bad 
at both. To be successful at either task it is important to be able 
to take the other person’s point of view, to understand their 
background and interests, and to make the work fit the powers and 
limitations of human cognition. A good designer and a good writer 
have to share certain characteristics, among the most being 
‘empathy.’” 
-- Don Norman’s Turn Signals are the Facial Expression of 
Automobiles, chapter 17

“Are you proud of yourself tonight that you have insulted a total 
stranger whose circumstances you know nothing about?” 
-- Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird

“Imagination is not only the uniquely human capacity to envision 
that which is not, and, therefore, the foundation of all invention 
and innovation. In its arguably most transformative and revelatory 
capacity, it is the power that enables us to empathize with humans 
whose experiences we have never shared.” 
-- J.K. Rowling

“If we are to love our neighbors, before doing anything else we 
must see our neighbors. With our imagination as well as our eyes, 
that is to say like artists, we must see not just their faces but the 
life behind and within their faces. Here it is love that is the frame 
we see them in.” 
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-- Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark: A Doubter's Dictionary

“We all of us need to be toppled off the throne of self, my dear," 
he said. "Perched up there the tears of others are never upon our 
own cheek.” 
-- Elizabeth Goudge, The White Witch

“Love is about bottomless empathy, born out of the heart’s 
revelation that another person is every bit as real as you are. And 
this is why love, as I understand it, is always specific. Trying to 
love all of humanity may be a worthy endeavor, but, in a funny 
way, it keeps the focus on the self, on the self’s own moral or 
spiritual well-being. Whereas, to love a specific person, and to 
identify with his or her struggles and joys as if they were your 
own, you have to surrender some of your self.” 
-- Jonathan Franzen’s Farther Away

“I don't actually know how to say what the effect of empathy is, I 
can only say what it's like. Like magic. 
-from a beautiful article written by Ann Finkbeiner: reposted on 
NPR, They Brought Cookies: For a New Widow, Empathy Eases 
Death’s Pain. 
Ann is a science writer whose books include After the Death of a 
Child and The Jasons. She is co-founder of the blog The Last 
Word on Nothing, where this essay first appeared.

Empathy: "understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and 
vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts and experience of 
another."
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