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“Doing Peace in the World” 
Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

April 27, 2014 
 

Pray for Peace 

by Ellen Bass  
 

Pray to whoever you kneel down to: 

Jesus nailed to his wooden or marble or plastic cross, 

 his suffering face bent to kiss you, 

 Buddha still under the Bo tree in scorching heat, 

 Yahweh, Allah, raise your arms to Mary 

 that she may lay her palm on our brows, 

 to Shekinhah, Queen of Heaven and Earth, 

 to Inanna in her stripped descent. 
 

 Hawk or Wolf, or the Great Whale, Record Keeper 

 of time before, time now, time ahead, pray. Bow down 

 to terriers and shepherds and Siamese cats. 

 Fields of artichokes and elegant strawberries. 

 

 Pray to the bus driver who takes you to work, 

 pray on the bus, pray for everyone riding that bus 

 and for everyone riding buses all over the world. 

 If you haven't been on a bus in a long time, 

 climb the few steps, drop some silver, and pray. 

 

 Waiting in line for the movies, for the ATM, 

 for your latte and croissant, offer your plea. 

 Make your eating and drinking a supplication. 

 Make your slicing of carrots a holy act, 

 each translucent layer of the onion, a deeper prayer. 

 

 Make the brushing of your hair 

 a prayer, every strand its own voice, 

 singing in the choir on your head. 

 As you wash your face, the water slipping 

 through your fingers, a prayer: Water, 

 softest thing on earth, gentleness 

 that wears away rock. 

 

 Making love, of course, is already a prayer. 

 Skin and open mouths worshipping that skin, 

 the fragile case we are poured into, 
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 each caress a season of peace. 

 

 If you're hungry, pray. If you're tired. 

 Pray to Gandhi and Dorothy Day. 

 Shakespeare. Sappho. Sojourner Truth. 

 Pray to the angels and the ghost of your grandfather. 

 

 When you walk to your car, to the mailbox, 

 to the video store, let each step 

 be a prayer that we all keep our legs, 

 that we do not blow off anyone else's legs. 

 Or crush their skulls. 

 And if you are riding on a bicycle 

 or a skateboard, in a wheel chair, each revolution 

 of the wheels a prayer that as the earth revolves 

 we will do less harm, less harm, less harm. 

 

 And as you work, typing with a new manicure, 

 a tiny palm tree painted on one pearlescent nail 

 or delivering soda or drawing good blood 

 into rubber-capped vials, writing on a blackboard 

 with yellow chalk, twirling pizzas, pray for peace. 

 

 With each breath in, take in the faith of those 

 who have believed when belief seemed foolish, 

 who persevered. With each breath out, cherish. 

 

 Pull weeds for peace,  

 turn over in your sleep for peace, 

 feed the birds for peace, each shiny seed 

 that spills onto the earth, another second of peace. 

 Wash your dishes, call your mother, drink wine. 

 

 Shovel leaves or snow or trash from your sidewalk. 

 Make a path. Fold a photo of a dead child 

 around your VISA card. Gnaw your crust 

 of prayer, scoop your prayer water from the gutter. 

 Mumble along like a crazy person, stumbling 

 your prayer through the streets. 

 

 

It was years ago.  All Souls had yet to claim Jay Street as home.  Sunday 

morning and bright sun blazing through the stained glass window.  First 
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service.  We’d come to the conclusion of the element of the service that 

we come to name, “Creating and Sustaining Beloved Community” – 

homage to Dr. King’s vision of peace in relationship.  And so we sang.  On 

this particular morning we sang “Kumbaya”.  Kit stood before the 

congregation leading the song.  We had just entered into the war in Iraq 

and so these songs of peace took on a depth of meaning that we too 

often let go in times of supposed peace.   

 

We tend to forget that we can never stop praying for peace.  That we 

can never stop working for peace.  That we can never stop being peace. 

 

But sadly, on that morning, we were in the thick of panic, despair, 

disbelief.   

 

Many thought that all of the marching, writing to our congressmen and 

representatives … watching the marching, in fact, all over the world … 

meant that the wheels rushing toward violence would come to a grinding 

halt.  We held out hope, anyway. 

 

Instead there was the arrogance that described this violence as “shock 

and awe.”  We were shocked.   

 

This is the context that brought us together that Sunday morning.  And 

there was Kit and some of you and me … and we sang “Kumbaya.”   

 

Someone’s praying, Lord, Kumbaya … 

 

And we were praying … each in our own way … sending our 

prayers in a thousand directions … 

 

To whoever we kneel down to: 

Jesus nailed to his wooden or marble or plastic cross, 

…. 

 Buddha still under the Bo tree in scorching heat, 

 Yahweh, Allah, [we raised] our arms to Mary 

 to Shekinhah, Queen of Heaven and Earth, 

 to Inanna … 

 

 Hawk or Wolf, or the Great Whale, Record Keeper 

 of time before, time now, time ahead.   

We bowed down to terriers and shepherds and Siamese cats. 

 Fields of artichokes and elegant strawberries. 
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And we sang.  And we sang a verse or two twice because something was 

happening.  Something was moving.  It was a kind of grace that lessened 

the weight of our souls.  So we could go on.  Kit felt it.  So he kept on.  And 

we sang.   

 

And when we stopped there was a silence that was as much of a relief 

and a release as is a deep and long cry.   

 

Kit sat down beside me in that front, left pew.  I turned to him and said, 

“That was intense.”  It was just what we needed. 

 

No such thing happened at the second service.  It was lovely, yes.  But 

that moment of grace – of undeserved blessing – was particular.   

 

Two weeks ago I reflected on who we may be as instruments of peace … 

of the peace we must make within our own hearts and souls in order to 

then turn that peace out to a world all too prone to violence. 

 

The next step – being peace in the world - takes backbone, backbone 

that Henry David Thoreau lamented was lacking in the 19th century.  Hear 

his words: 

 

Oh for a man who is a man, and … has a bone in his back which 

you cannot pass your hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the 

population has been returned too large. How many men are there 

to a square thousand miles in this country? Hardly one.  HDT  “Civil 

Disobedience” 

 

What of my backbone?  What of yours? To believe that peace is possible 

… to live one’s life in accordance to that belief … is to push up against a 

significant force:  the U.S. government and culture.  You may remember 

that Thoreau refused to pay his taxes.  He thought the war in Mexico was 

unjust.  He thought that most wars were unjust.  He spent a night in jail for 

his refusal.  Of his imprisonment was born a philosophy of civil 

disobedience - one that Gandhi, the Danish resistance during WWII, those 

fighting against Senator McCarthy’s tirade, and Dr. King leading the civil 

rights movement all looked to for instruction and inspiration.  These 

individuals and movements sought to stop what seemed unstoppable:  a 

government that easily chugged along so long as most of its citizens were 

placated by a sense of peace and security despite others’ suffering.  Then 

as today, some citizens feel hopeless to affect any real change in the 

face of such overwhelming power. Others are unwilling to give up some 

privilege and comfort in order for the machine to stop.   
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Thoreau encourages us: 

 

Let your life be a counter friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is 

to see … that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn. 

 

How am I complicit in the way that I choose to live my life?  What won’t I 

give up?  Thoreau would say that a responsible citizen questions his or her 

government.  Sacrifices for just cause.  Recognizes the ways in which we 

are complicit with unjust means toward an equally unjust cause.   

 

What matters to the Unitarian Universalist is that “if we join spirits as 

brothers and sisters the pain of our aloneness will be lessened.”  Through 

restoration will come a lasting and just peace. 

 

And we do what we can in community because in community we see 

that we are not alone.   

 

It was as a community that we marked the anniversary of the war in Iraq 

by filling a bus with Souls who said no.  We sought to join other people of 

faith who interpreted their values differently than others who have for too 

long claimed the higher moral – and religious – ground.  Kit was there.  

With his drum, in fact.  And Becky was there with her penny whistle.  I had 

helped in the planning of this witness with others who believed that to sing 

would be inappropriate, let alone to drum.  I was outnumbered and I told 

Kit so.  We were bewildered.  He brought his drum anyway.  And Becky 

brought her penny whistle anyway.   And when at a certain point of the 

witness, when we were waiting an interminably long time for the police to 

arrive to arrest several of the protesters, Kit began to beat the drum.  And 

Becky began to play the penny whistle.  And the Souls who were present 

… and many others who stood with us … began to sing.  And we were 

waiting a long, long, time and so we sang a lot of songs that bitter, cold, 

rainy day. 

 

And my fellow activists had to say, finally, that it was a good thing that the 

music was there for us to rest in. 

  

Two weeks ago, I talked quite a bit about a sense of overwhelm that we 

too easily get sucked into.  It’s a big system that we push against, after all.  

But it’s been a big system since Thoreau took to the Concord woods to 

gather his thoughts.  Another American gathered his thoughts once upon 

a time.  It was in 2004 – ten years ago.  He is a proud American.  Known as 

a war hero.  A powerful Senator.  In other words, respected as a patriot.  

And this powerful, respected patriot pushed back in an unexpected way 

and said the following about the matter of torture: 
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We must … remember the principles by which our nation conducts 

its affairs.  America is a nation of laws, and we hold ourselves to a 

higher standard than those of the terrorists.  We distinguish ourselves 

from our enemies by our treatment of our enemies.  Were we to 

abandon the principles of wartime conduct to which we have 

freely committed ourselves, we would lose the moral standing that 

has made America unique in the world.  …   We must … fix our gaze 

on those individuals who perpetuated abuses at Abu Ghraib.    “The 

Wall Street Journal” June 1, 2004 

 

And he said it in “The Wall Street Journal” – hardly known as a peacenik’s 

paradise.  And his name is John McCain, hardly a peacenik.   

 

So, we all have a voice that we may join with other voices when we see 

that the direction in which our country is going is far from our deepest 

values.   

 

And we must keep at it, friends.  As each week goes by, we hear the 

names of fewer and fewer soldiers dead in the wars fought in our names.  

But it doesn’t mean that a just peace has been secured.  It does not 

mean that we can be complacent.   

 

It means that we must beat the drum.  Blow the penny whistle.  Sing 

“Kumbaya”. 

 

Pray to whoever we each kneel down to.  Every day.  When we’re hungry 

or tired.  On the way to the mailbox.  Every day.   

 

Because every day, someone is crying, my Lord. 

 

And together, we are capable of wiping away the tears of world. 

 

Amen.   

 

 


