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When | feel disconnected with myself, my values, or my community, | find any excuse |
can to take the bus. | take the bus so | can feel like a tiny part of a living and breathing
city again. Sometimes | don't even have a destination in mind, but a direction, and the

act of being on the bus helps me feel in myself where | need or want to go.

| like the fact that, within a few minutes of a consistent schedule, a bus will come to my
neighborhood and can take me somewhere else. | like bumping shoulders and
occasionally making light conversation with people who may have very different lives
and ideas from me. We strangers get to share this moment on this bus, in this city, on
this continent, on this blue boat home called Earth together. Thinking about traveling
together in these concentric locations of bus, city, continent and planet grounds me
in an awe of humanist optimism. Being a little alone, but also a little together, getting

where we need to go. Like a moving sanctuary.

| love our buses not only for the joyful feelings they give me, but for how they connect
us in Albuquerque with the places where we need to be. Buses are beacons of the
same values that we as Unitarian Universalists are called to collectively work towards-
justice, transformation, equity, pluralism, generosity, and interdependence, with
love at the center.

Behind me, you can see the “atom model” of our shared values as Unitarian
Universalists by Tanya Webber. | like this version because it reminds me that our
values are not siloed ambitions. They interact with each other in our dynamic faith
tradition, like an electron cloud held together by the gravity of Love. Remove one,
and the whole system falls apart. And a true public transit system requires all of these

values to be in focus if it is going to be functional for everybody.

Community assets like buses, libraries, parks, museums, playgrounds, and city pools
are examples of generosity as a civic practice. We lift up our neighbors by providing

spaces for them to meet their spiritual, mental, and physical needs. And in true



pluralistic fashion, buses unite us by route while facilitating countless individual

journeys.

Buses and transit systems also reveal a society’s justice and equity, because they
hold the power to either significantly reduce or exacerbate systemic disparities. A
small bus route change might provide someone with a new way to their workplace,
but the part of the route that was sacrificed used to help someone else get to the

pharmacy.

These micro-changes highlight the true interdependence of these systems. The bus
network serves as the veins of our city, circulating students, workers, parents,
mentors, and families throughout our community. This heartbeat is the pulse of our

city.

And when our hearts are broken by transit, we are called to transform the bus service

as co-creating stewards, the public of public transit.

| started caring about public transit at the age of 19 when | developed Functional
Neurological Disorder, a condition that requires a six-month pause on driving after
every symptomatic event. | had this looming, haunting, imaginary clock that kept
resetting on my worst days. | didn't even like driving, but | grew up in a rural area that

equated driving with independence, so every reset felt infantilizing.

A few times, | went symptom-free long enough to start driving again, only to feel the
haunting sensation of my imaginary driving clock resetting. Finally, at the age of 26, |
had enough of letting that looming clock dictate my independence. | am worthy of a
rich and full life, driving or not, so | rebuilt my lifestyle as a pedestrian and transit user.

That was about ten years ago and | am still very happy with that decision.

Transit planners have come up with vocabulary to distinguish what they call the
“transit dependent” rider, or worse, “captive rider”, from the exalted “choice” rider,

who takes the bus when it's convenient or attractive to them, and drives when it is not.

As Anna Letitia Zivarts points out in her book, When Driving is Not an Option, these
terms often reveal assumptions about transit users rooted in ableism, racism, sexism,
and classism. The unspoken message is that those of us who ride transit due to
medical, legal, or financial constraints will inevitably be stuck on the bus no matter

how bad or inequitable the service gets. Zivarts writes, “"decades of racialized



underinvestment and neglect have resulted in a second-class system that is, in most
American cities, viewed as a social service for those unfortunate enough to lack access
to a car.” Zivarts and | agree that the solution is to invest in the comfort, service levels,
and reliability of transit so all sorts of riders can better have our needs met equally,

just as bus riders.

After all, you've never heard a car owner be described as “a parking-space-

dependent person”, have you?

Drivers are often the default in conversations about mobility, though the US
Department of Transportation estimates that 30% of people living in the United States
do not have an active driver's license, let alone those who have an active license and

do not use it right now.

And even the most robust bus networks often leave out travelers whose needs
transcend the typical nine-to-five, weekday commute. In the words of author and civil
engineer Veronica O. Davis in her book Inclusive Transportation: A Manifesto for
Repairing Divided Communities, “Show me a transportation network and | will tell you
the values of the decision-makers who designed it.” She gives the example her
former neighborhood in Washington DC, where she described her bus access as,
“designed to get people downtown during the workday but made it impossible to get

to church or even a grocery store on the weekend within my community”.
Frankly, | could have written that about Albuquerque.

| can get downtown on three different lines by nine AM on a Monday, but | cannot do
evening errands, nor could | get home on my own when | taught OWL after service
without a short ride to a 35-minute walk, or a long ride to a 25-minute walk, because |
would miss my connection to the last bus to my neighborhood. Depending on the
weather, how tired | was, and how much more holiness | need that day, | would either

choose one of those lengthy walks or ask for a ride.

This gap in service hours is not an oversight, but due to a significant personnel
shortage. Sometimes, working buses are kept in the garage due to a lack of drivers,
and other times, buses that need repairs are taken out of service due to a lack of
mechanics. Transit planners are left with the impossible task of finding which parts of

an underutilized network can be cut.



Despite the Sisyphean efforts of our transit leaders to recruit and retain enough
drivers, the ABQ RIDE network is currently operating at less than 70% of its pre-

pandemic capacity. And | can tell you that bus riders are feeling it.

This is not to say that ABQ RIDE has not had many positive changes as of late. Bus
and bus stop safety and cleanliness have significantly improved in the last few years.
The department chose to prioritize reliability over stretching a more robust, but
unsustainable schedule, so the bus is less likely to “ghost” people. Still, these
limitations mean that the bus network is indefinitely operating at a limited capacity.
Riders have to spend more time waiting at bus stops when they are lucky, and more

money on rideshares when the system fails them completely.

Another positive change in recent years is the adoption of a Zero Fares policy,
dreamed up by teenage boys and young men of color who were tired of being
disproportionately targeted and refused bus service on the days when they forgot
their wallets, or when drivers didn't believe that was really them in that student ID
picture. Their organization, Together for Brothers, led a coalition of health equity,
racial justice, and environmental organizations who understood how transit equity is
inextricably intertwingled with social determinants of health. And when this pilot was
found to be successful, the city adopted a permanent, frictionless Zero Fares policy
for not only city buses, but our paratransit system, SunVan, too. Albuquerque led the

way for nationwide discussions about whether bus fares are really fair.

This incredible show of leadership descends from a long line of transit equity
organizing. Fifteen-year-old Claudette Colvin, and then nine months later and more
famously, Rosa Parks, resisted bus segregation by simply refusing to get out of their
seats to accommodate white passengers. These actions sparked the Montgomery
Bus Boycott that led to the Browder v. Gayle Supreme Court decision, ruling

segregation on public transit unconstitutional in 1956.

And in 1978, a group of wheelchair users in Denver known as “the Gang of 19" threw
themselves in front of city buses in one of the busiest intersections of their city to
protest the lack of wheelchair lifts on the city’s newest buses, with the slogan,
“Taxation Without Transportation”. Some members of the Gang of 19 stayed in front
of the buses for 24 hours, unable to be arrested because neither the cop cars, nor the

jail, nor the courthouse had wheelchair access. The police did, however, arrest their



able-bodied personal care attendants, who were not themselves protesting but
assisting the protestors with their basic medical needs. This protest was one of the
major catalysts that sparked the modern disability justice movement and brought us
the Americans With Disabilities Act.

When | tell people who do not ride the bus that | do, | learn a lot about their
underlying assumptions about public transit. Are they surprised? Curious? Overly

apologetic for my life’s circumstances? Worried for my safety?

Too often, the values assumptions underpinning their comments are rooted not in
their personal experience but regurgitated, cultural panic a stemming from decades-
old biases about “those people” who take city buses. We even see anti-bus biases
play out in cities where many people of all economic backgrounds commute by other
means of public transit, like subways, as if the rails themselves are a talisman against

the imagined harms a bus can do.

And if you don't believe me, read the comments the next time the local news posts an

article about the bus on Facebook.

Any time one interacts with the general public, be it at the library, the Emergency
Room, or on the bus or at bus stops, they may be alongside people who are
unsheltered, people in active addiction, people who might not have had a shower in
a while, and people who may not follow neat social norms. It can, at times, be
uncomfortable, especially when compared to using one’s own vehicle, where one
literally is in the driver’s seat and can control the entire sensory experience, from the
radio to the AC to an air freshener. And when we humans are uncomfortable, our
bodies can feel the same way we do when we are unsafe. When transit agencies shift
their priorities from hostile measures in the name of safety to improving the

comfortable experience of riding, the feelings of safety can return.

One of the ways | volunteer to improve the comfortable experience of our bus system
is serving as an ABQ RIDE Ambassador. We wear the brightest, safety-green polo
shirts you have ever seen and serve as a community resource at bus stops and on
buses, helping riders with directions and next bus arrival times, providing contact
information for community services, or answering basic customer service questions
about the bus. Sometimes, we just say hi to people who don’t look like anyone has

said hi to them yet today. It is a simple and joyful way to give back to the system. | get



to talk to people from all over the world, often places where people expect that the

bus is the default mode for most.

These visitors often hail from places built at the scale of human feet and streetcars, so
houses, businesses, and services are closer together than our city, which has
sprawled significantly since the advent of the automobile. When this church was
founded, it was the outer edge of the city, before housing and development built on

the scale of the automobile expanded north and east of here.

The Transit department can make incredible changes to the network, but until we
have tough conversations about how to make the whole of our city more friendly to
people than the cars that we've historically centered, Transit will continue to be
stretched too thin to accommodate the diverse and growing mobility needs of our

city.

Every transit rider begins their journey as a pedestrian, roller, or cyclist, and those
last-mile trips are major barriers to transit usage. Some changes we may need to
make include allowing for more housing density so bus riders can afford to live closer
to our transit corridors, improving sidewalks, adding more trees, shade, bench

options, and barriers from traffic along those sidewalks.

And it means paying attention to the ways that the private automobile, an
extraordinarily recent invention on the scale of human history, has so quickly taken
over our shared spaces. This may include reducing traffic lanes or dedicating more
lanes for buses to make it easier for pedestrians to walk to bus stops, and reducing or
eliminating parking minimums, so fewer acres of our city are spent on the storage of

cars and more on the wellbeing of people.

Former New York City Transportation Commissioner and author of Street Fight,
Janette Sadik-Khan, recently described this history at the Homewise Livability
Speaker Series right here in Albuquerque:

“Streets used to be vibrant spaces, shared spaces, where people would walk and bike,
and there were street cars, and there were carriages. As time went by, more and more
of the street was taken over by cars and traffic signals and parking to the point where,

little by little, and then all at once, we lost the people, we lost the plot, and we lost the

street. We've gained something, but we've lost a lot more.”



Sadik-Khan spoke here not only of the vibrant streets that car dependency costs us,
but also, the literal loss of human lives. In 2025, 454 people lost their lives due to
traffic crashes in New Mexico. Of those, 89 were pedestrians, and 14 of were cyclists,
including 19-year-old Kayla Vanlandingham, a bicycle safety educator, who was killed
by a driver while crossing Carlisle just a third of a mile north of our own sanctuary.
Kayla chose to navigate the world by bicycle because she had a seizure disorder and
did not want to take any medical risks driving a car. Kayla had reportedly used that
crossing hundreds of times. After her loss, the City of Albuquerque passed a major
update to their traffic code, codifying that drivers must stop for vulnerable road users,
including pedestrians, cyclists, and people who use wheelchairs at marked and
unmarked crosswalks. But please keep your eyes peeled, because in my experience,

very few drivers seem to have gotten this memo.

Every traffic death is a tragedy, and a preventable one. We deserve a vision zero
world where no traffic death is considered acceptable. And we can build it, if we can

dream about it.

adrienne maree brown writes in the introduction of Pleasure Activism that she
believes, “all organizing is science fiction- that we are shaping the future we long for
and have not yet experienced. | believe that we are in an imagination battle, and
almost everything about how we orient toward our bodies is shaped by fearful
imaginations. Imaginations that fear blackness, brownness, fatness, queerness,
disability, difference. Our radical imagination is a tool for decolonization, for
reclaiming our right to shape our lived reality...| believe that we are part of a natural
world that is constantly changing, and we need to learn to adapt together and stay in

relationship if we hope to survive as a species.”

This mass experiment of the automobile has left so many marginalized people in the
literal and figurative CO2 emissions of its tailpipe. Undoing the harms of auto-
dependency is going to take a significant amount of creativity, imagination, and good
works. But rooted in our values, we can build a more just world, like how we
implemented a more just fare policy and are crafting safety programs rooted in
service over punishment. Because the bus is a holy place, and bus riders are

inherently holy, because they are people.



The bus may not be your, excuse the pun, vehicle of choice to help you bring your UU
values outside of your homes and this Sanctuary. But this atomic model of justice,
transformation, equity, pluralism, generosity, interdependence and LOVE at the
center can be applied to so many systemic issues. There are too many things for us
all to worry about everything, but we can all plug into the places and spaces that

need cheerleading and supporters where we can find joy, meaning, and wholeness in

the work of transformation.

But if you are able to, try taking the bus sometime, or sign up for Sun Van if that's a

better fit for you. The holiness it provides may surprise you. Thank you.



