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“One Wild & Precious Life” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

February 24, 2013 

 

The Summer Day    Mary Oliver 

Who made the world? 

Who made the swan, and the black bear? 

Who made the grasshopper? 

This grasshopper, I mean- 

the one who has flung herself out of the grass, 

the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, 

who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down- 

who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes. 

Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face. 

Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away. 

I don't know exactly what a prayer is. 

I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 

into the grass, how to kneel in the grass, 

how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 

which is what I have been doing all day. 

Tell me, what else should I have done? 

Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 

Tell me, what is it you plan to do 

With your one wild and precious life? 

 

A provocative question:  “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild 

and precious life?” 

Will you live your life as a prayer?  Falling down into the grass to pay attention?  

Losing track of time because how else would you live?   

Will you live your life in wonderment and awe?  Who made the world?  The 

black bear?  The swan? 

Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life? 

Let me ask you another question.  If money were no object, tell me, what is it 

you would plan to do with your one wild and precious life? 
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Once upon a time, the vision I held for my life was constrained by this question.  

Mine was a small, small vision for my one precious life.  Let me tell you the story 

about how that began to change.   

It changed at church one Sunday morning 18 years ago.   

Lynn, one of the church leaders, gets up to share her determined concern.  

“I’ve just returned from China where my friend adopted a baby girl.  At the 

orphanage I noticed many older girls watching as families cradled the infants 

who they were bringing home.   

What about those older girls? 

‘Too old to be adopted’ I was told.  They were two and three years old!” 

And then she holds up five photographs.   

“I don’t care who you are.  I don’t care if you are rich or poor, gay or straight, 

young or old.  If you could offer a home to one of these girls, see me after the 

service.” 

Realization jolts through me:  I know what I have to do.   

Later in the week Lynn and I meet for tea and talk.  I learn about the bottom 

line, that is, what I consider to be a bottom line.  It’s going to cost about $12,000.  

We don’t have the money and I say so.  “But”, I say, “I’ll help you find the 

families who do have the money.” 

We go away for a week and come home to an answering machine full of 

messages from Lynn.  “Are the two of you onboard?”  “We’re really moving 

forward.”  “Hey!  Can we count you two in?” 

A little confused – because I’m pretty sure that I said in no uncertain terms, “We 

don’t have the money.” – I call back but before I have a chance to say, once 

again, “We don’t have the money.” Lynn says, “Joan gave us $10,000 to get us 

started!  I had tea with her and she said that she’d given her college enough 

money.  So this year she’s giving US money!”   

As Joan was a well respected elder, I witness as her gift inspires others to give 

what they can until four families each receive $5000 to defray the adoption 

costs.  A domino effect begins:  Social workers reduce their fees.  The airline is 

willing to adjust the fare.  Friends pitch in to help.  Kate and I are able to save 

more money than we ever thought possible.   
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A year goes by and on May 9, 1996 we are at JFK boarding a plane to China.  

To China!  To bring home a three-year old little girl!  And as I board that plane, 

my one wild and precious life begins.   

Connect the dots and they lead directly to another plane, this one headed to 

California and the Pacific School of Religion because now my vision is as 

expansive as the human heart.  I weep tears of joy and gratitude through my 

first seminary class.  I have claimed my wild and precious life and it all began at 

the Fourth Universalist Society of the City of New York.  I was sitting in the pews 

one Sunday morning - just as you are sitting in this sanctuary this Sunday morning 

- when I was jolted by possibility.  But as quickly as that, the dream was dashed 

by none other than me.  That is, I dashed the dream until I learned how a wild 

and precious life is possible.  It is possible through the power of community and 

by stretching beyond fear.   

I was afraid of money.  Afraid of not having enough.  It started at church, in the 

pews, the lesson that said that money must neither be object nor obstacle when 

pursuing one’s wild and precious life.  Now, when pursuing “stuff” – “stuff” that is 

not needed, “stuff” that will not fill an empty heart – it is right that the lack of 

money should be object AND obstacle. But that’s not what we’re talking about.   

I didn’t have a lot of money when this story began eighteen years ago.  But 

that’s not what hindered my vision.  My vision was hindered by fear born from 

that of my kin - ancestors who, God bless them, labored in sweatshops, butcher 

shops, and who tended home gardens from which vegetables were canned in 

order to feed a family of nine on a janitor’s salary.  From that generation came 

college educated children: my parents, my father a teacher, my mother a 

medical technologist.  Their 22 year-old daughter had wild dreams - and even 

less money than her immigrant grandparents before her.  The latter – the part 

about the money - hadn’t been part of the plan.    

I call home, my voice drenched in relief.  “I got food stamps!”  (My weekly pay 

at the theater is $75/week.)  My father says:  “Your grandfather is flipping in his 

grave.”  My mother says:  “When you pick up the food stamps, I want you to 

wear a shirt that says, ‘The Auburn Civic Theater doesn’t pay me enough to buy 

food.’”  I don’t care because I’m thrilled with my life.  My parents:  not so much.  

They are afraid.  And before long, I am also afraid and that fear drips into my 

heart like water from a leaky faucet:  seemingly innocuous but in time, the basin 

overflows.  The vision of a wild and precious life is sunken and then dies for lack 

of air.   

Until I went to church. 
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It’s not every Sunday morning that one feels a jolt of possibility run through the 

heart.  So on that Sunday when it does – or for that matter on Monday or 

Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday or Saturday – you best pay attention.  

Like the poet, you may not know what a prayer is, but you best learn how to pay 

attention.   

Pay attention to a congregation that comes together to dream big big big.  

One hundred and thirteen years ago our ancestors here at All Souls did not 

dream of “stuff”, of steeples in the sky.  Rather, they held a dream of a 

communion of Souls trying to live each day as a prayer in accordance to a 

radical theology that said that God is love and all souls are blessed.  They held a 

dream of one wild and precious life.   

The dream still lives and will continue to thrive so long as we hold fast to that 

same commitment and trust that together, money will be neither object nor 

obstacle.  That anything is possible with the power of community.  That anything 

is possible if we stretch beyond fear.  The money is here.  In this room.  Among 

these people of this generation.  I never doubt it.   

Together we will continue to make real a vision and mission to create a 

welcoming, caring, and justice-seeking community within and beyond our walls 

today and for generations to come.  And the world will be transformed as we 

are transformed by our one wild and precious life.   

 

Amen.   

 

 


