
1 

“The Thick Self” 
Rev. Julia Hamilton 
Delivered at the Unitarian Society of Santa Barbara on January 31, 2016 

One of the things I will miss in the digital age, when books are all online and paper is a thing of 
the past, one of the things I will miss is the writing of notes in the margins of a book. 

Don’t get me wrong – there are some good trade-offs with digital books.  I read a lot of books 
on my Kindle, and hopefully save a few trees and generate less waste.  I check books out from 
the library digitally, and read them on my Kindle, too.  It’s fantastic to be able to download a 
book from the library from the comfort of my couch. 

But when I know that I will want to read a book more than once, especially a book that I might 
use for sermon inspiration, for example, I still like to buy a paper copy.  Not because of the 
reading part, but because of the writing part: the underlining, the dog-earing of the pages, and 
the chance to write in the margins. 

I discovered the joy of writing in the margins of books while I was in seminary. I’ve always been 
a dog-ear-er, I confess.  But it was in seminary that I started having whole conversations with 
the book through my pencil.  I would underline, double underline, bracket, add punctuation, 
write short questions, and make editorial comments like “good” or “interesting” or “what are 
they thinking?”  But what sealed the deal for me was when I exchanged a few books with a 
friend who was also a margin-writer.  I would get her notes alongside the author – I would see 
what she underlined, what she questioned, what she found intriguing in the text. It was like 
eavesdropping on a conversation. It was great. 

This is, I think, what margins are really for.  To give us the space we need to ask our questions, 
to work out new ideas, to solve problems, or just to let ourselves rest for a moment. Take a 
minute and imagine a page filled with text, from edge to edge and top to bottom, with no 
margin.  It’s almost overwhelming, reading a page written like that. There is nowhere for the 
eye to go when we need to pause and think something over, nowhere for our own thoughts to 
engage with the thoughts on the page.   

We need our in-between spaces, our buffer zones, our margins. 

Perhaps I am so aware of the need for good margins, on and off the page, because of my brush 
with cancer. About 12 years ago, I went to a dermatologist for a basic skin checkup, at the 
suggestion of my doctor.  The dermatologist found a suspicious mole on my left leg, and did a 
biopsy. He called me back a few days later and the first sentence out of his mouth was, “I think 
we just saved your life.” He explained that he had caught the melanoma very early, but I would 
need to have it carved out of my calf, with a thick chunk of skin all the way around. “We need a 
good, clean margin” he said. That phrase has always stuck with me. I was lucky that the mole 
was situated right over the back of my leg, where there was enough skin and fat to keep from 
having to take any muscle. There was enough space around the cancer that it could be 
removed --
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- there was a little padding, a little extra bit of “me” that made the surgery much easier, and 
although it looked for a while like someone had taken a melon ball scoop out of my leg, 
everything turned out okay.  Ever since that day, I’ve been appreciative of a good, thick margin, 
of having a little bit of space around a problem.

There are many of you here in this room who have experienced a different kind of phone call, 
who have had cancer progress further along and require more significant treatment. And it is 
hard, then, to get back to the place where you have a good, clean margin. Sometimes the cuts 
go deep, right into the muscle, and the recovery time takes a lot longer. Sometimes the 
treatments invade very cell in your body, leaving no spaces left untouched. Or perhaps it is 
another type of illness or life situation that has pushed you to the edge,  that has broken 
through the buffer zones, that has written right up to the edges of the page of your life, and 
finding a place to rest has been hard. 

When we find ourselves with no margin left, pushed out to the limits of our capacity to hold it 
together, what do we do? What do you do, in these moments? 

When faced with this kind of situation, when faced with the hard diagnosis or the terrible 
breakup or the sudden loss, it can be hard to live life anywhere but right at that edge, right in 
the middle of the fight all the time.  

And sometime it seems as if just ordinary, everyday life tests our capacity to hold it together, to 
say nothing of being in a crisis. People are being pushed to their limits, pushed into survival 
mode just to pay the rent and get dinner on the table, to say nothing of battling cancer. 

But I think it is worth spending some of our precious energy, even in the midst of struggle, to 
find a way to cultivate the margin, to clear some space around the problem, to enlarge our 
territory or maybe just find a space just to set the struggle down for a bit, if we can.   

Maybe that’s why you are here, this morning. To clear a little spiritual space in your life. 

I imagine the mountain lion, the one that Jack spoke about, living at the edge of where she was 
born, no space to hunt or sleep. No place to go that wasn’t bumping up against other mountain 
lions, no room, no margin at all.  And then one day, she couldn’t take it any longer and took a 
leap and ventured out across the freeways and backyards and alleyways until she found a 
Griffith Park, a new space, a territory that she could call her own. It’s not perfect, it’s still too 
close to people and cars and rat poison, but at least she has enough territory of her own to 
survive.  I imagine that mountain lion has walked through our doors on a Sunday morning. 

This idea about the necessity of cultivating the marginal spaces is not my idea. It is deep, 
religious wisdom. The idea of clearing space, of cultivating a good, thick spiritual buffer zone is 
a foundational part of many religious practices.  After all, what is meditation and prayer good 
for if it doesn’t clear some space within our soul?  There is the old story about the very busy 
rabbi who prayed for an hour every day – One day, after a meeting at the temple, a congregant 
asked the rabbi, “How do you manage to pray for an hour every day when you are so busy? 
Don’t you have some days when you are just too busy to pray for a whole hour?” and the Rabbi 
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answered, “Of course! I have some days that are just overwhelming, and on those days, I don’t 
pray for an hour. On those days, I pray for two hours.”  

Even the physical spaces of religious traditions – the sanctuaries and temples and sacred 
gardens found around the world – are designed to be spiritual buffer zones, places that allow us 
to make the transition into a more spacious, more contemplative frame of mind. A zen rock 
garden, like the one on the cover of the order of service, is designed to highlight not just the 
rocks, but the spaces around and between the rocks. A cathedral’s soaring ceiling is not just 
empty space, but rather space to allow hearts and spirits to be lifted up, so very different from 
the low-hanging acoustic ceiling tile found in office buildings.  

It is in these spaces, like in the margins of a book, where we can ask big questions, work out 
new ideas, or even just rest our eyes for a moment in the blank, unfilled edges. Life lived up 
against our limits exhausts us, leaves no space for the unknown to emerge. It is easy for our 
spirits to become brittle and tense when there is no refuge or respite for our soul. 

Sharon Salzberg is a Buddhist, a writer and a meditation teacher. In her book called “Faith” she 
talks about her lifelong struggle with fear. She tells this story: 

“One time in India, I went to see a well-known Advaita Vedanta teacher, Poonja.  While 
in his presence one day, I had a powerful sense of connection to everyone else in the 
room, and by inference, to everybody in the city, in the country, and on the planet. 
When I told him about it, he said, Now you’ll never feel fear again. I thought, Yeah, right. 
Unlikely! 

Not even fifteen minutes later I was back out on the streets of India as cars, trucks, 
bicycles, carriages, wagons, people, and animals swirled about the roads in no 
discernable pattern. Right next to me a pack of dogs went at one another, fighting for 
scraps of food. Life pressed in too far, too fast – I was afraid all right. 

On the one hand, I could have been very disappointed – a scant fifteen minutes of 
freedom! On the other hand, something was different. I was afraid, but it wasn’t the 
same experience of fear that I usually had. I had a deeper knowledge of the vastness of 
connection in life, within which fear was arising. I realized that Poonja hadn’t meant fear 
wouldn’t come up again in my mind but rather that my relationship to it could 
transform. 

As our faith deepens, the “container” in which fear arises gets bigger. Like a teaspoonful 
of salt placed in a pond full of fresh water rather than in a narrow glass. If our measure 
of fear is arising in an open, vast space of heart, we will not shut down around it. We 
may still recognize it as fear, we may still quake inside, but it will not break our spirit.”1 

1
 Sharon Salzberg, “Faith”, p.94-95 
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If we have enough room, if we are spacious enough within our heart, suffering will not break 
our spirit. The analogy about the salt in the pond versus the salt in the glass is a good one.  The 
experience that causes pain, or fear, or any kind of suffering, that experience stays the same. 
The cancer stays the cancer, the divorce remains the divorce.  But the container that holds the 
experience, the container of self, of spirit, that is what we have to work with, that is what we 
have some control over, that is what can change.  With practice, our container of self can 
become more expansive and therefor more resilient. Meditation is one practice that helps 
enlarge the container of our spirit, but there are others. A daily swim in the ocean, a weekly 
walk with a friend, saying a prayer before bed or reading a poem in the morning, a weekly visit 
to the Unitarian Society, these are all things that I know people in this community do to keep 
their spirits resilient, to keep their margins healthy. 

They are all ways that we cultivate what I have come to call the Thick Self. 

This is different from having thick skin. Having a thick sense of self is not about toughening up 
or putting up a good front or protecting yourself from the world.  A good margin is not the 
same thing as a high wall.  It is not a defensive posture.  In fact, I think that cultivating a thick 
sense of self allows us to become more vulnerable, more open with each other.  If we feel 
brittle and breakable, stretched too thin or pushed too hard, that is when we tend to build 
walls, to try and protect ourselves from injury.  But the Thick Self is resilient and expansive, the 
Thick Self is a little soft around the edges, the Thick Self has a little bit extra, a little extra “me” 
or a little extra “you”, so that if you have to shave off a bit, it’s ok. It allows us to be generous, 
to be creative, because we can take risks and know that we will still be alright, even if we fail 
from time to time.  The Thick self has a margin for error.  

As a religious community, we are here to hold on to the margins, to create places of both rest 
and inspiration, to allow souls to expand and hearts to open. We can be there for each other in 
this way, encouraging and supporting each other in the practices that build resilience in our 
lives.  And when we ourselves are feeling thin and brittle and near our wits’ end, may we find 
here the space to reconnect with the deep wellspring of compassion that lives within each of 
us, that waters our thirsty souls. 

I close with this reading from our hymnal, one of my favorites, by the Rev. Kathleen McTigue 

We come together this morning to 
    remind one another 
To rest for a moment on the 
   forming edge of our lives, 
To resist the headlong tumble 
    into the next moment, 
Until we claim for ourselves 
Awareness and gratitude, 
Taking the time to look into one 

  another's faces 
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And see there communion: the 
    reflection of our own eyes. 

This house of laughter and 
    silence, memory and hope, 
is hallowed by our presence - 

  together. 

May it be so, blessed be, and amen. 




