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“Building Community Together Any Way We Can” 

Sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

January 24, 2021 

 

The Shaking Bag* may seem like a fantastical story.  Magical.  Folklore.  It’s all of 

these - and at its heart, it is deeply true.  Generosity begets generosity.  There’s 

actually no magic in that.  Raven says to Miss Annie Mae: “Because you have 

been so generous, the bag will never be empty.”  

 

Well, we know that for some people the bag is too often empty.  That’s when a 

faith community’s ministry could help in any number of ways.  Currently at All 

Souls, we opened our church to the Homeless Hospitality Center as they were in 

need of overflow space this winter.  Next door at our House of Hope, an 

immigrant family is building a new life in their new country.  As a faith 

community, we make effort to keep everybody’s shaking bag full.   

 

This sentiment is particularly true when we join our money with other people’s 

money.  Here’s a story for you.  A few months back I preached a sermon on the 

meaning of work in this pandemic time.  You may remember that I told a story 

about getting together last March with 30 of my college friends the majority of 

whom had lost their jobs and freelance work. Fast forward to this past 

December.  Every year at the holidays we make a scholarship donation to our 

alma mater.  I hesitated for a moment wondering if I should even bring it up this 

year.  That lasted only a moment.  I figured that even if we raised half of what 

we normally do, it still helps.  The invitation was put out there.  I was deeply 

moved when this year’s donation totaled $2200 – far more than previous years.  

We reached that high mark largely because more of us participated than ever 

before.  Each of us put our money in the shaking bag to shake, shake, shake 

some theater student free of crippling debt.  

 

Because nobody’s bag should ever be empty.  We build community together in 

many ways – and one of those ways is putting our money together with other 

people’s money.   

 

I’m not one who goes in for themes for campaigns, the focus of which is 

obvious.  For example, when I was a chaplain at CT College, there was the 

annual angst around the Baccalaureate’s theme.  The theme is obvious!  I’d say 

with an implied stamp of my foot and a not-so-implied but rather clear eye roll. 

Equally so, there’s every year an implied stamped foot from me as we 

contemplate the annual stewardship campaign.  

 

Not so this year.  “Building Community Together Any Way We Can” is our theme 

because last year was the uniquely devastating year that it was. That’s the 

name of this service, this sermon - and I think it’s great.  It has the scrappy tone 
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that so well suits us here at All Souls.  When we get stuff done, it’s not always 

pretty – but stuff gets done – any way we can.   

 

Never more so than this past year.  I’ve emphasized to the staff and to Caitlin 

that our goal this current church year is singular and simple:  get through it.  Get 

through it while holding this congregation together as best as we can – and any 

way we can.  It has demanded from each of us, all of you, the staff, and your 

ministers, flexibility, creativity, risk-taking, patience, and faith.  And all of those 

attitudes apply to the congregation’s financial health.   

 

The current year’s budget was crafted with crossed fingers and a wait-&-see 

attitude.  Because of our recent-past treasurer Tina DuBosque’s tenacity, we 

applied for and received a Paycheck Protection Program grant.  It carried us 

through the first months of the pandemic and All Souls’ previous fiscal year that 

was drenched in fiscal uncertainty.  In the midst of the shutdown, this current 

year’s budget was crafted.  And then revised.  Finally, the budget was 

decreased by $80K.  As Rob Casey, of blessed memory, would say “There isn’t 

an ounce of fat in this budget.”  (Rob would, of course, add an expletive.)   

 

Now, 10 months later, here’s what’s happening.  Your financial commitments – 

pledges – are being fulfilled at a higher rate than in the previous three years – to 

the tune of 15% higher as of December.  We’ve already reached the goal set 

for our offerings – donations that typically are placed in the offering basket on 

Sunday morning – half way through the year.  The ministers discretionary fund – 

typically replenished at the Christmas Eve service – has received offerings all 

through the year totaling over $10,000. That’s more than double the amount 

that’s usually in that fund.  It has allowed me on your behalf to make significant 

donations to organizations doing work that reflects our values. For example, 

through that fund, All Souls donated $1000 to the Community Foundation to 

support the effort to close the “opportunity gap” in NL public schools. Never 

have I been able to write such a large check for such a noble cause.   

 

This service kicks off our annual stewardship campaign even as our capital 

campaign heads toward its third and final year. Because you have been so 

generous all through this past year, All Souls’ shaking bag continues to pour out 

good works and care within and beyond our walls.  And we look to our future 

with the hope that we will climb back to pre-pandemic levels of financial 

support.  When all of us participate in building and maintaining community any 

way we can, All Souls continues to be a beacon of progressive religious light in 

southeastern CT.   

 

Amen and blessed be.   

 

*Reference:  The Shaking Bag by Gwendolyn Battle Lavert   


