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 Outside the Box 

 the Rev. Edmund Robinson 

 Unitarian Universalist Meeting House 

 July 31, 2016 

 

 Take a look at the diagram on the front cover of your order of service.  

This is a puzzle devised 50 or 60 years ago.  It has an array of nine dots, so it is 

called the nine-dot puzzle. 

 How many of you have ever tried to work the nine-dot puzzle, or how 

many of you know the solution?  Is there anyone who has never worked it?  If so, 

I’d like for those of you who know the answer not to spoil it while I invite the 

people who have never worked it to take a minute now and see if you can solve it.  

 The puzzle rules are simple: without lifting your pencil from the paper, 

draw four straight lines which will connect all the dots.  The lines can be 

horizontal, vertical or diagonal, but they must be capable of being drawn at one 

time without lifting your pencil from the paper.  (Pause). 

 Hmm.  Who has a solution?  There are four ways you can draw the 

solution, but they amount to mirror images of the same thing.  If you start in one 

corner, let’s say the lower right, and take the diagonal to the upper left, that’s the 

first line.  Then the second line descends from the upper left corner down the left 

side and past the dot on the lower left corner to the point where another dot would 

be if that side of the figure had an extra dot.  The third line would go from that 

ghost dot at a 45 degree angle to the upper right, crossing the middle dot on the 

bottom row and the middle dot on the right-side column until it got to another 

ghost dot, which would be a fourth dot in the top row.  The fourth line then turns 

45 degrees from that to cross all the real dots in the top row.   

 So you will say there is a trick to this.  I have used two dots that weren’t 

there.  But I never said you couldn’t use extra dots as turning points.  More 

importantly, I never said you have to stay within the square made by the nine 

original dots. 

 This puzzle is the origin of the phrase I use as the theme of this sermon, 

“thinking outside the box.”  It has become the staple of motivational speakers and 

life coaches.  The idea is that you can’t solve the puzzle within the box, you have 

to go outside. 

 And the conventional wisdom is that when you’re up against a thorny 

problem that seems to have no solution, when you’ve thrown all the logic that you 

can at it, sometimes it’s good to look for unorthodox solutions, to think outside 

the box. 

 I know that when I’m working crossword puzzles, I might get to a spot 

where I’m stumped and no answers seem to be coming to me.  Then I’ll lay the 

puzzle down, have breakfast or take a walk or meditate.  And when I come back 

to the puzzle, certain answers leap right out at me.  I don’t know where they come 

from. 

 For several decades, brain scientists would explain this sort of thing by 
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saying that the right and left brains processed information differently.  The left 

was the hemisphere of logic and order, making lists – what I want is a six-letter 

word that is a day of the week, so it probably ends with D-A-Y.  The right brain is 

more global, more intuitive and it works by scanning all the information that’s 

stored in it.   

 Back in 2011, scientists in Australia did an experiment trying to boost 

creativity in solving problems by attaching electrodes to the scalp that would 

dampen down or stimulate activity in the right or left anterior temporal lobes (or 

ATL) of the brain.  This was described in the news reports of the time as an 

“electric thinking cap.
1
”   

“Study authors chose to manipulate these areas of the brain because past evidence 

suggests the left ATL is associated with problem solving with known, tried-and-

true methods, while the right ATL is associated with new ways of problem 

solving, or "thinking outside the box." 

 Now in case you think that this is some New Age hoax, the experiment 

was blessed by my favorite neuroscientist, David Eagleman, who said 

“The brain is always trying to find a balance between exploration and 

exploitation, that is, between looking for new ways of solving problems or 

utilizing what it has already figured out... Essentially these competing approaches 

are always battling it out in our brain. What this study shows is that you can tip 

the balance of this battle in favor of exploring new possibilities." 

 The study actually produced results.  The thinking cap was set up to 

suppress activity in the left brain – the logical part – and stimulate activity in the 

right brain – the intuitive part.  The subjects were given a complex problem to 

solve within six minutes, and only 20 percent could solve it within the time 

allotted without the thinking cap.  But with the thinking cap, 60 percent could 

solve the problem within the six minutes. 

 Now this kind of thing is relevant in any area of human life where there 

are problems to solve – that is, in just about any area of life.  Maybe we need to 

get one of these thinking caps.   

 In 1949, in a gulch in Montana, thinking outside the box saved the life of a 

firefighter named Wag Dodge
2
. He and a crew of thirteen firefighters had 

been airlifted into a canyon to fight a wildfire.  Suddenly the wind changed 

direction and the fire started coming up the slope towards the men.  Dodge 

realized he could not outrun it.  So he took a match and deliberately started a fire 

of his own where he was, and once the grass started burning outward in a circle, 

he stepped inside, poured water from his canteen onto a handkerchief, put the 

handkerchief to his mouth and laid down on the smouldering embers of the fire he 

had just set.  When the main fire got to him a few seconds later, it jumped over 

him because his fire had used up all the fuel.  He survived and the other thirteen 

did not.  He owed his life to thinking out of the box.  

                                                 
1
http://abcnews.go.com/Health/Wellness/electric-thinking-cap-improves-

box-thinking-brain/story?id=12823323 
2
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/07/28/the-eureka-hunt 
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 We have a congregation to run.  Six years ago, the Board of Trustees had a 

retreat at which we took stock of where the congregation was at, and determined 

that we would go out of business if we didn’t get some new members to replace 

the ones who were dying or moving away.  We took some initiatives then and we 

were fortunate to be able to relaunch the Sunday School, despite the 

demographics of the town.  Since then we have had ups and downs; in one year, 

we gave Edmund a sabbatical, put in a new wheelchair lift, bought a new organ 

and came in with an even budget even though a major donor had passed on.  

 But this year we again find ourselves facing dwindling reserves and 

substantial deficits, and our experienced treasurer is putting together a project on 

sustainability.  We will need all the ideas we can get.  

 This, of course, makes your minister wonder about what he can be 

contributing to these new ideas, hence this service which I titled “Out of the Box.” 

 Every time I go to a UUA meeting or presentation, a lot of energy is 

devoted to convincing us that our churches would all be growing if we just didn’t 

do church like it was still the 1950s.  If we had praise hymns and rock combos at 

the beginning of the service and a more charismatic style that leaned more on 

groove and less on ideas. 

 This theory implies that there is some contingent of younger people who 

are eager to come flooding in to our services if only we could get the style right.  

The flaw in this argument which I have always felt is that we have some people 

who like the services the way they are, and a major change would drive them 

away shrieking.  Drive them, and their substantial experience, their commitment, 

their loyalty, their willingness to volunteer, and, not incidentally, their money.  

What assurance do we have that they would be replaced? 

 Yet I don’t want to feel we’re hidebound to do exactly the same service 

week after week, or that I am doomed to deliver the same sort of message.  So I 

put this question to you, and invite you to join me in thinking outside the box 

about thinking outside the box. 

 What would really spirited worship look and feel like in this Meeting 

House? Last week I was joined by two of the current members, and one member 

emeritus, of the All Worn Out Jug Band in a service which was largely singing, 

and many of the songs we sang were from Christian traditions.  I had the 

impression that people liked this.  One long-time member suggested after the 

service that we ought to do it once a month.  Would that be a good idea? 

 I’d like to stimulate your ideas.  In the next month, the Board of Trustees 

and a few others will be designing a survey on a wide variety of topics connected 

to life at the Meeting House, and we hope you will share from your hearts and 

minds.  Remember, this is your Meeting House, and we are all in this together.  

 Now in the conventional way of thinking, boxes are bad, thinking outside 

the box is good.  We have just witnessed two conventions, but they were anything 

but conventional.  Yes, they had assemblies of delegates, and nominations and 

platforms, and acceptance speeches and other speeches.  All of that was 

conventional.  But on one side you had the historic party icons staying home or 

going fishing, the usual corporate sponsors of the event pulling support, and the 
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air time having to be filled with family speeches and a speech from the 

candidate’s wife that turned out to be cribbed from an icon of the opposite party. 

 Both conventions were unconventional.  And both campaigns have been 

so far out of the box that we might find ourselves wishing they were a little more 

in the box.   

 Malvina Reynolds wrote in the early 1960s about the little boxes made of 

ticky-tacky, the Levittown housing developments sprawling across the country 

with identical houses.  The singer asserts that these cookie-cutter houses produce 

cookie-cutter people who all look like each other.  It was a deeply disturbing 

image, and it helped spawn the cultural rebellion of the 1960s which rejected 

cookie-cutter conformity.  We hippies of the time harked back to Emerson – 

whoso would be a man would be a nonconformist -- and we tried to think outside 

the box by letting our hair and beards grow and by affecting granny glasses, 

drinking Boones Farm wine and listening to acid rock.  Though we were trying to 

rebel against the box, we might have only succeeded in establishing a new 

conformity.   

 What we have today is different from the counterculture of the 1960s.  We 

have a candidate, with a reluctant party in tow, who is not just thinking outside 

the box, but seems to have abandoned boxes altogether.   We don’t have any 

sense that there is any program being promoted.  On the contrary, he seems to be 

shooting himself in the foot with every tweet or statement he gives to the press.  I 

have been paying attention to politics for at least 50 years, and I cannot recall ever 

hearing calls for a major candidate to be charged with treason. 

 Yet if we assume that therefore the electorate won’t take this candidate 

seriously, we make a big mistake. Linguist George Lakoff just posted a masterful 

analysis of how political rhetoric speaks to our unconscious motivational centers 

beyond our rational and conscious thought.
3
  This political campaign is being 

fought out in the unconscious much more than the in the arena of ideas and 

debates and argument. 

 Where are the boxes?  You may not see them, but they are there.  They are 

in the framing of issues.  Framing directs our attention to one aspect of an issue.  

If we say that the taxes we pay to the government are an investment in the future 

of our society, that is one metaphor.  If we say that taxes are government stealing 

your money and giving it away to unworthy people like welfare queens, that’s a 

completely different metaphor. 

 What is it really?  Well it’s both.  These two frames are two different ways 

of looking at the same thing: we have government at all levels supported  by 

taxation of the citizens and giving back services which are supposed to benefit 

these citizens.  Thinking  

outside the box in this instance is realizing that these are not true and false 

statements, but different ways of looking at the same phenomena. 

                                                 
3
http://www.commondreams.org/views/2016/07/22/understanding-

trump?utm_campaign=shareaholic&utm_medium=facebook&utm_source=social

network 
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 And it remains to be seen whether giving outrageous statements which are 

contemptuous of the boxes in which traditional politics has been waged will 

continue to work for this candidate as big donors and historic party icons continue 

to desert.   

 Those are big boxes, but we have our own boxes here in Chatham.  Two 

weeks ago, I preached at the Oyster Pond community service at 8 AM, the sermon 

on God the Magician I had preached here the week before.  I preached to about 50 

people and thousands of gnats.  In the sermon I talked about the deaths at the 

hands of police of Philando Castile in Minneapolis and Alton Sterling in Baton 

Rouge, as well as the sniper attacks on police officers in Dallas.  While I was 

talking about racism, a white man in his mid-seventies towards the back of the 

crowd was watching me intensely and his mouth was moving.  I couldn’t tell from 

his body language whether he was agreeing or disagreeing with what I said.  At 

the end of the service, he came up and thanked me profusely for what I had said, 

and he offered this: “Chatham thinks it doesn’t have a race problem, but it does.  

One of my best friends is black and he comes here to visit me for about two 

weeks every summer. The harassment that man endures just walking around the 

streets of Chatham makes me sick.  I am so glad you brought that up today.”  

 More recently than that, I have listened wide-eyed to a biracial family 

about the incidents their kids have been enduring in and out of school in Chatham.  

I don’t want to be more specific, but it convinced me that we have a long way to 

go to be the open, welcoming community we claim ourselves to be. 

 We create a box that tells us we live in a white town, and for some of us, 

apparently, that makes people of color look out of place, and folks are actually 

confronted and challenged about what they are doing here.  This is a box with a 

vengeance and we need to break through it.  Like yesterday.  

 We meet for worship in a box, and we go home to sleep and live the rest 

of our lives outside that box.  We have a thrift shop that is open to people from all 

walks of life and which enables people of limited means to get clothes and other 

second-hand items to live.  Last week we had an organizational meeting here for 

Habitat for Humanity, and several of us will be helping with that project of 

building four affordable homes in Chatham in the next year.  We go forth from 

our box to make life better in the community in which we live. 

 How else can we go outside the box? In Minneapolis there was a project 

on racial justice by a group called SURJ, Showing Up for Racial Justice.  They 

have started in small, white groups, going door-to-door, particularly in white 

neighborhoods, to talk about race.  Rev. Meg Riley, who is the minister of our 

Church of the Larger Fellowship, describes what happened the first day: 

“So I had four conversations today with white suburban folks, ranging from a 

very committed racist (who was also a vocal Trump supporter, though that wasn't 

something we were asking about) to someone actively committed to racial justice-

-with the other two falling across the spectrum.” 

 This is taking the conversation about race into the community, this is 

working outside the box.  I had hoped to get something like this started last year 

by displaying the Black Lives Matter banner on the front of the Meeting House.  
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Maybe there is more than one way to skin a cat. 

 I also think about our box here and the box from which we came forth 

decades ago, First Parish Brewster.  I wonder whether it would be possible to 

have a different and more productive relationship with our mother congregation 

than just sending a card on Mother’s Day.  This could take a minimalist form such 

as a shared OWL (sexuality) course or social justice projects, or more robust 

sharing such as joint choir concerts or joint worship services.  At the maximum, 

some churches, including some UU churches, are experimenting with sharing 

ministry staff, an arrangement called yoking.  (I can hear some of you now – is he 

joking about yoking?)  Such a sharing of staff might give members of each 

congregation a variety of worship styles to choose from, attracting attendees from 

different demographics.   Brewster is in search for a new minister this year, and it 

might be just the opportune time to see if anyone there is interested in a closer 

relationship between the two congregations.  

 This may be too far outside the box to be considered by either 

congregation, but I don’t want the moment to expire without at least mentioning 

it. 

 And really, the most out-of-the box question we could be asking abut this 

Meeting House is why are we here at all?  We want to find the key to 

sustainability, but towards what end?  Why is it important for there to be liberal 

religion in Chatham thirty years from now?  

 Let’s go back to the nine-dot puzzle.  As generations of motivational 

speakers have pointed out, you can only solve it by going outside the box, but 

what was the box?  The instructions never say there is a box and you can’t go 

outside it.  The viewer makes the box in his or her mind because the nine dots fall 

into a square array.  To solve it, you have to go outside the box that you yourself 

have created.   

 Let’s keep that in mind as we face the next few months in our common 

political life, in our community life and in our congregational life.  Let’s see what 

boxes restrict us and what our problems might look like if we could go outside 

those boxes.  Amen. 

 

Opening reading: 

 

Emerson, “Self Reliance”  “Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist. He 

who would gather immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, 

but must explore it if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of 

your own mind. Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage of the 

world.” 


