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“To Face the Hungry Ghost:  A Stewardship Reflection” 

Readings and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

February 5, 2017 

 

 

“Transformation” by Michael A. Schuler From: The Growing Church:  Keys 

to Congregational Vitality  edited by Thom Belot 

 

A growing number of Americans feel disquieted and spiritually adrift.  They 

sense that the assumptions undergirding our outwardly prosperous 

civilization have failed to produce the fulfillment we have been taught to 

expect.   

 

Until recently, the nation’s political leadership has made tax relief an 

entitlement and repeatedly reassured us that any alteration in or sacrifice 

of “the American way of life” is wholly unnecessary.   

 

The culture at large continues to conjure a vision of the good life that 

appeals to our self-indulgent and acquisitive instincts.  But paradoxically, 

during the 60-year period since [World War II] ended, opinion polls have 

shown a steady decline in American happiness.  … For all our privileges, 

that all-important sense of inner satisfaction has lessened and, in many 

cases, now eludes us.   

 

… Buddhism has coined an apt metaphor for what ails us:  the “hungry 

ghost.”  Eager for happiness and the experience of true contentment, this 

benighted creature subsists on the deceptively thin fare our culture 

provides, easily appropriated pleasures that dull the cravings but do not 

satisfy them.  The habit of happiness - beauty that is more than skin-deep, 

and caring, trustworthy relationships - lie beyond the ghost’s reach and 

are usually beyond its ken.  It hasn’t acquired the tools or the self-discipline 

to tap into these wellsprings of nourishment.   

 

What seems to make human beings reliably happy are … decent health, 

dependable relations, personal integrity, altruistic service, feelings of 

belonging, a sense of calling, and the ability to savor the moment without 

regret or anxiety.   

 

 

 

This sermon is about what happens when imagination partners with faith. 
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First a story about another Unitarian Universalist church, the church I 

attended when I lived in NYC, the Fourth Universalist Society.  This 

congregation was a small one, about 125 members.  There was in the air 

we breathed a downtrodden sense of resignation for we couldn’t seem to 

get out of our own way.   We were like bunny hill skiers who accidently 

wander onto the black diamond, mogul-laden trail.  In that sense we 

were not infrequently careening down, downhill.  And yet, however 

difficult the life we shared, I loved this church and so every Sunday I’d 

make my way to the corner of W. 76th and CPW.   

 

It is another Sunday morning but this one will be unlike any other for on this 

Sunday morning my life is about to change.  During the sharing of joy and 

sorrow, Lynn Clarke, a congregational leader who resurrected the 

religious education program, stands before the congregation with fire in 

her eyes.  She’s just returned from China where a friend of hers adopted a 

baby girl.  She says that when they went to the orphanage where the 

baby had been cared for, she noticed several older girls, toddlers, playing 

outside.  She inquired after them and to the question, “Will they be 

adopted?” came the dismissive answer:  “Oh no.   They’re too old.”  With 

the implied: “No one wants them.”   

 

Lynn Clarke would have none of it.   

 

She stands before that congregation five photographs held high: 

 

“I don’t care who you are.  I don’t care if you’re young or old.  Gay or 

straight.  Rich or poor.  If you can offer a home to one of these girls, see 

me after the service.” 

 

A lightening bolt hits me.  I think, “This is what we should do.”  Lynn and I 

get together a few days later to discuss the idea.  Early in the 

conversation I ask her what it will cost to adopt one of the little girls and 

she tells me, $10,000 – 12,000.  And out of hand, I drop all hope that one of 

these girls might be our daughter.  We don’t have that kind of money, I tell 

Lynn.  But I as share her passion to find these girls homes, I make a 

commitment to do all that I can for the cause.   Lynn says that she 

understands and we part. 

 

The next day, Kate and I leave town for a week.  When we return, our 

answering machine is blinking wildly.  (Remember coming home to wildly 

blinking answering machines?)  Lynn has called many times leaving 

versions of the same message, “Hey!  I’m calling to see if you two are 
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onboard!  Things are moving fast!  Call me!”   I’m bewildered because I 

know I left her apartment a week ago clear that we couldn’t swing it.   

 

I call her back and I say, “Lynn, I told you:  we can’t do this ….”  She 

interrupts me:  “We’ve gotten a large donation.  It’s not enough but it’s a 

start.  We’ll raise the money.”   

 

One of the church matriarchs had asked to meet with Lynn.  The two of 

them sat down together a few days after Lynn and I had met.  Unsolicited, 

Joan pulled out her checkbook and wrote a check for $10,000 saying, 

“My college has gotten enough money from me.”   

 

And so it began.  Four more individuals come forward to adopt the 

children: another member of the congregation and three others who 

were congregants’ friends.   

 

For weeks and with crowns on their heads Ann, Catherine, and Deborah 

mill around during coffee hour soliciting donations to help defray 

adoption costs.  Lynn finds a social worker that will do the home studies at 

a reduced rate.  Actually, she does all kinds of research that helps bring 

down the cost.  Until finally, each household is gifted with $5000 and a 

reduced cost.  Kate and I manage to save the rest. 

 

And one year later, on May 9, 1996, we are boarding a plane to China to 

pick up our 3 year-old daughter who we will name Lillian and who many 

of you know as Lily Jun.   

 

That congregation learned something about ourselves and all that we 

were capable of accomplishing together.  We learned something about 

being faithful to each other as we pursued a common goal.  We grew 

stronger as a congregation.  And five families were made complete with 

the addition of their beautiful children.   

 

And the tide turned when one matriarch put her money down.   

 

And let me tell you a story about another congregation:  this one. 

 

Once upon a time All Souls lived in an old, beautiful building that our 

ancestors dedicated in 1910.   Three generations later in March of 2007 

faithful UUs dedicate a new building – this one – beginning a new chapter 

– this one.   
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A matriarch is the first to write a check to assure that the dream becomes 

a reality. Jean Hanor’s $25,000 turned the tide.   

 

And years go by.  The congregation grows in spirit, mission, maturity and 

yes, in numbers.   

 

But that’s only a backstory for the central story.  It’s this one. 

 

In time, the house next door is on the market.  Tom Lescoe & Mark Robel 

wonder out loud, “Shouldn’t we take a look?”  And we do and soon 

enough this opportunity seems as though it will fulfill a need.  The need is a 

home for refugees.   

 

But we’ve been operating with deficit budgets for the past two years.   

 

Enter:  a corporation that seems to answer that dilemma by offering what 

would be for us a passive income stream.  There is both support and 

objection among us.  There is dialogue and discernment until finally it 

becomes evident that dealing with this corporation over the course of the 

many years the long-term lease would require would be like dealing with 

the devil. 

 

We do not deal with the devil. 

 

The question resurfaces:  how will be pay for 25 Jay Street ministries 

including the cost of maintaining the house itself? 

 

And then a devastating blow to our efforts:  the new president signs an 

Executive Order banning the inflow of refugees from two of the countries 

that Start Fresh has already settled families.   

 

In the week since this Executive Order came down, this congregation’s 

response is faithful and true to our values.  In many quiet conversations 

throughout the week the same sentiment is expressed.   We loved this 

house back to life with time and treasure and hard work and now it is truly 

a House of Hospitality.  While we mourn for countless refugees unable to 

flee the devastation in their home countries, we know that there will be 

others who need safe harbor and who will find it at 25 Jay Street.  All that 

good work is not for naught.   
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This common goal brought us closer together as a community.  We were 

reminded – yet again – that together, we are capable of remarkable 

feats of outreach.  Of ministry.  Of power.   

 

And you know what happens next:  the Syrian family who arrived right in 

the nick of time, for whom 25 Jay was previously deemed unworkable are 

now ready to move in.   

 

Congregational Leaders meet with Start Fresh leaders.  The arrangement 

that is offered vanishes our financial burden.   It’s going to be okay.  Better 

than okay. It’s going to be better than we ever dared to dream.   

 

And do you know why?  Because this congregation never loses sight of 

what we are here for:  we are here to transform lives. We are growing 

because, as the wise man said, a “growing number of Americans feel 

disquieted and spiritually adrift.  They sense that the assumptions 

undergirding our outwardly prosperous civilization have failed to produce 

the fulfillment we have been taught to expect.”  We are here to respond 

to a growing rejection of a long held understanding of what an 

“American way of life” means to us.  We are here to faithfully reject the 

hungry ghost.   

 

As the years have gone by we have become bolder in our ministries within 

and beyond our walls.  So when you hear this year’s Stewardship theme: 

“All Souls now more than ever” hear in that slogan an even greater 

courage to resist the forces that would dismantle not only our democracy 

but also our deeply held values that start with honoring the inherent worth 

and dignity of every human being.     

 

This past week alone All Souls has been at the center of a postcard writing 

campaign held here in Unity Hall, thanks to Nancy Parent and Kate 

Richards and the fifty people who showed up to write those postcards.  

There were meetings to work out the lease agreement with Start Fresh 

ahead of the Syrian family moving in to our House of Hospitality.  And I 

personally spent hours helping to organize the press conference called by 

New London’s Mayor reaffirming the city’s commitment to all our residents 

regardless of immigration status.  I hope you read about in “The Day” or 

saw on your local newscast Thursday night.   

 

And the choir rehearsed.  The Worship Team tended to our worship life.  

The Humanist Discussion Group discussed.  The crafters wove deeply their 

friendships and care.  The February newsletter went out. 
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The Stewardship Committee met … and met … and met to plan this 

year’s campaign holding all of us in the center of their work.    

 

And Spencer Johnson died.  And the congregation came together, as we 

always do to send a beloved Soul to rest.   

 

And all of us – congregation, staff, ministers – toiled in the vineyard 

knowing that what matters most is what we harvest here:  dependable 

relations, personal integrity, altruistic service, feelings of belonging, a sense 

of calling, and the ability to savor the moment without regret or anxiety. 

 

So when you hear:  “All Souls now more than ever”, be reminded of this 

goal:  to maintain and grow our legacy as a religious liberal voice in SE CT.  

To build staff capacity to support the congregation and this goal.  

 

Here’s the plan:  Our Associate Minister, Caitlin O’Brien, her portfolio will 

shift.  She will be responsible for pastoral care, which will include the 

formation and subsequent support of a pastoral associates program.   She 

will also preach more frequently.   

 

We will hire a Director of Lifespan Faith Formation who will be responsible – 

as the title suggests – for religious education opportunities for adults as well 

as children and youth.  This staff person will also have responsibilities 

related to membership integration.   

 

Arlene Stoltz will continue to serve as the religious education administrator.   

 

All of which will allow us to do what we are called to do in this era of 

threatened values that threaten all of us but already vulnerable 

communities most especially.  Yesterday at Spencer’s service we 

welcomed many people from the region.  Many of the people I met for 

the first time thanked me for All Souls’ leadership in advocating for 

refugees, immigrants, our homeless neighbors, the LGBTQ community, and 

on behalf of the Black Lives Matter movement.  We were thanked for 

organizing the buses that took us and many others to Boston for the March 

for Women.  As I have been reminding: we’re at the start of a marathon.  

And we need staff capacity to stay in the race.   

 

And please hear me when I say this:  we need everyone – whether you 

are a formal member or not – we need everyone to financially support this 

goal.  All who attend and participate are considered congregants here.  

You are all the Souls that make All Souls what we are together.    
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You may not be the matriarch able to make a $10,000 or $25,000 gift.  

That’s okay. (And it’s okay if you ARE!)  When I say that every contribution 

is important, I mean that sincerely.  You are putting your money together 

with other people’s money and together, we are more powerful.   

 

And besides, it feels good.  Last year on Giving Tuesday I posted that I was 

giving to OutCT, the Homeless Hospitality Center, and my alma mater.  I 

asked which institutions others were supporting.  It was so much fun to see 

the long list of worthy causes line up.  To see where people’s value’s led 

them.   

 

So see the ways that we are facing down the hungry ghost. 

 

So you are being invited to faithfully face down the hungry ghost by 

committing to this faith community just as this faith community commits to 

you.  You are all invited to participate in cottage gatherings to hear more 

about this year’s campaign and as importantly to share your own vision 

for All Souls’ future.  We’re looking ahead and your own vision is needed 

to join with others’ as we craft our new Long Range Plan.   

 

We have witnessed what happens when we partner imagination with 

faith.  The possibilities are limitless.   

 

Said our beloved Spencer Johnson:  “We are limited only by our 

imagination”.     

 

Blessed be.  Amen.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


