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“Where Love and Need Are One”  

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

January 11, 2015 

 

“Two Tramps in Mud Time” (excerpt) by Robert Frost 

Out of the mud two strangers came  

And caught me splitting wood in the yard,  

And one of them put me off my aim  

By hailing cheerily "Hit them hard!"  

I knew pretty well why he had dropped behind  

And let the other go on a way.  

I knew pretty well what he had in mind:  

He wanted to take my job for pay. 

Nothing on either side was said.  

They knew they had but to stay their stay  

And all their logic would fill my head:  

As that I had no right to play  

With what was another man's work for gain.  

My right might be love but theirs was need.  

And where the two exist in twain  

Theirs was the better right--agreed. 

But yield who will to their separation,  

My object in living is to unite  

My avocation and my vocation  

As my two eyes make one in sight.  

Only where love and need are one,  

And the work is play for mortal stakes,  

Is the deed ever really done  

For Heaven and the future's sakes. 

 

 

 

It was the last week of spring semester.  Senior year.   I just turned in my thesis.  It 

was cruel twist of fate:  there was one more paper to write.  But I had run out of 

juice.  “I can’t do it”, I thought.   

But I wondered:  what CAN I do?  
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It was an odd class.  The professor was brilliant, with a sharp but cynical sense of 

humor.  He was actively alcoholic – sometimes drunk in class.  It was so 

uncomfortable … and so sad.  And so, although I’d spent an entire semester in 

his classroom, I didn’t feel like I knew him at all.  

But I knew myself and I knew I couldn’t write a paper on Andrew Marvel and the 

literature of revolution.  Instead I sat at my typewriter … the glorious clicking my 

gleeful soundtrack … and wrote about the three pieces of literature that I had 

been holding close as I stood on the cusp of the next part of my life. 

I loved writing that paper … even though and knowing full well that that paper 

could very well wreck a perfectly fine grade.  I attached a note:  “No 

disrespect… I promise to read Andrew Marvel someday … just couldn’t write it 

… But this is the one I COULD write …”    

And with that, I slid the final paper of my college career under the professor’s 

office door. 

Wooooshhhh … 

And in some mysterious way I felt another door open.  My adult life was about to 

begin. 

That’s kind of how I felt last Monday when I contemplated the sermon I said I’d 

preach today.  There was no juice.  I can’t do it.  What CAN I do instead? 

And the feeling was oddly familiar.  And I remembered that paper.  A paper 

about The Little Prince, Winnie-the-Pooh, and Robert Frost’s poem, “Two Tramps 

in Mud Time”. 

So here we are. 

My 22 year-old self wanted so badly to “unite my avocation AND vocation as 

my two eyes make one in sight.”  I wanted love and need to be one … for my 

work to feel like joy.  But did I have a right to such a dream?  Because it was 

somewhat unheard of in my family of origin.  First and foremost, you did what 

you needed to do in order to support yourself and your family.  You strived to live 

with dignity.  If you were lucky, and love and need were one; well, good for you.  

And actually, my mother and father, a medical technologist and educator 

respectively, were lucky as they enjoyed and loved their work.  But I was 

emerging as a horse of a slightly different color and I had the sense that in the 

horse race that is life, to set out with a Frost-y attitude would be considered self-

indulgent.   

Work is such a complicated topic.  On any given Sunday, there are Souls who 

are gainfully employed, unemployed, underemployed, or unemployable - all for 

a variety of reasons.  There are those – especially in these turbulent times – who 
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question their job’s stability, who mistrust their employers or who feel they cannot 

make a move for fear of losing benefits or lack of alternative opportunity.   

And there are those fortunate ones who thank God, their lucky stars, their good 

fortune, or their blessings those who have managed to pull off the too elusive 

dream:  that one’s avocation and vocation are one in the same. 

I am one of those fortunate ones.  Sure, there were stretches of time I when did 

what I needed to do in order to do what I loved.  That was fine, good for me, 

even.  But I never lost hope that someday my work would be done for “the 

future and Heaven’s sake.”   

I loved being a health educator and advocate.  But when I knew I was done, I 

also knew I needed to reckon with a long felt sense of call to ministry.  You know 

how that turned.  I get to be a minister.  And every day I thank God, my lucky 

stars, and my good fortune that I get to serve this joyful, beautiful, hilarious, 

righteous, compassionate congregation.   

Let’s pause for a word about compassion.  That’s what I thought I would be 

talking about before I jumped ship.  And then Neal Overstrom sent me a few 

links that led to a few TED talks. These are brief, jewel-like presentations given by 

smart and creative people who inspire others with their smarts and creativity.  

The TED talk motto is:  “Ideas worth spreading.”  The links Neal sent me were on 

compassion. 

Many of you listen to Krista Tippet’s show “On Being”.  She’s a journalist who has 

won many an award for her thoughtful conversations about what it means to be 

alive and human.  In her TED talk she described compassion as kind, curious, 

empathetic, forgiving and reconciling, as showing up, being present.  She said 

that compassion is as simple as listening closely to someone.  That it’s not about 

agreeing with the person you’re listening to or even liking that person.  It’s 

merely about acknowledging their humanity. 

It’s merely about acknowledging their humanity. 

And now I’m going to insert a plug for small group ministry here right in the 

middle of the sermon because it’s my last sermon for four months so I think I can 

be a little bit messy.  So here’s the plug:  Do yourself a favor:  get yourself to a 

small group.  Be present to your own humanity by acknowledging the same in 

another Soul.  If you are a parent with young children or adolescents at home, if 

you are an elder, if you live alone, if you’re not female, or if you are a young 

adult.  Small Group Ministry is a remarkable opportunity to practice your 

compassion.  To nourish a deeper compassion.  To be the recipient of 

compassion.   

End of plug. 
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Tippet says we should be teaching compassion much like we teach any other 

important topic.  I heartily agree.  And for the first class I nominate the members 

of the 114th Congress.    

I think that by being part of a faith community, this one, actually, you are 

learning greater compassion.  And that’s why in particular and most of all that 

my job is both vocation and avocation.  I get to witness both emerging and 

enduring compassion.  I get to challenge myself to do my best to be that same 

kind of compassionate person I see all of you being and trying to be.   

And there’s more. 

I get to sing.  And tell stories.  And read and write (and write and write and 

write).  I get to cook.  And be part of one of the few bastions of community that 

is truly multigenerational.  I get to sit at the table and do the work with Souls who 

care as much as I do.  I get to sit with you and hear amazing stories.  Jaw-

dropping and funny and joyful and sorrowful.   

I get to pull up in the parking lot thrilled with my new Tony Bennett & Lady Gaga 

recording, unable to get out of the car and lo!  There’s Spencer Johnson 

coming out the front door.  I get to call him over and make him listen to “I Can’t 

Dance” and tell him he best not turn his nose up at the thought of Lady Gaga 

because, “Wait till you hear” and then watch as joy comes over his face as he 

does a little dance step right there in the parking lot, next to my car. 

This is the joy that is my vocation.  This is the joy that is my avocation.  And I 

wanted to tell you about it before I’m away for four months.  Months during 

which I will miss you all so much my heart will ache.  And alongside that ache, I 

will be deeply happy to be temporarily free of the blessed and holy pressures 

that are parish ministry.  

And now a word about Sabbaticals (Erik Wingrove Haugland will be saying a bit 

more about sabbaticals next week.) 

Sabbaticals are kind of like powering down the photocopier when it cannot do 

what you need it to do any longer.  You click it off completely hoping that when 

you click it back on it will magically snap back into shape and do what you 

need it to do.  The powering it off and then on again seems to mysteriously 

realign the planets. 

There’s nothing particularly mysterious or magical about a sabbatical.  But it 

does allow the spirit to ramp down.  Take stock.  Imagine a new way.  I will take 

time to take stock of my ministry with and to you.  What’s bringing me joy?  

What’s working well?  And conversely, what might I let go of?  What’s not 

working so well?   
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And sometimes those answers only come in the quiet.  When we are ramped 

down, for when the power is off comes more powerful insight.  When there’s 

more time for dreaming , as our friend Leo learned.* 

Now I am on the cusp of another chapter for who knows what sabbatical may 

bring.   

“Where are we going?  The ring doves coo, ‘We do have beautiful things to 

do.’” 

I do. I do.  And you do.  You do. 

This is a sermon that answers a paper written 33 years ago that a brilliant but 

broken professor somehow saw reason to grant an exhausted but hopeful 

student an A+ in the class - with honors.  For me, it was his greatest teaching. 

My blessings to you as we each of us strike out in the four months until spring 

comes again.   

May it be for you a time of promise and joy.   

 

* A reference to the Story for All Ages:  So Few of Me by Peter H. Reynolds 


