
 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission 

only.  

1 

 

 

“How Our Cups Brim With Good” 
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“Invitation” by Mary Oliver 

 

Oh do you have time 

   To linger 

      For just a little while 

         Out of your busy 

 

And very important day 

   For the goldfinches 

      That have gathered 

         In a field of thistles 

 

For a musical battle, 

   To see who can sing 

      The highest note, 

         Or the lowest, 

 

Or the most expressive of mirth, 

   Or the most tender? 

      Their strong, blunt beaks 

         Drink the air  

As they strive 

   Melodiously 

      Not for your sake 

         And not for mine 

  

And not for the sake of winning 

   But for the sheer delight and gratitude – 

      Believe us, they say, 

         It is a serious thing 

  

Just to be alive 

   On this fresh morning 

      In a broken world. 

         I beg of you, 
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Do not walk by 

   Without pausing 

      To attend to this 

         Rather ridiculous performance 

  

It could mean something 

   It could mean everything. 

      It could mean what Rilke meant, when he wrote: 

         You must change your life. 

 

 

 

 

 

Let’s call the start to the sermon:  “Nice work if you can get it.” 

 

It’s Friday morning.  Friday is the day I continue on in the crafting of what 

will eventually emerge as this sermon.  But first, I’m getting my haircut.  I 

am in Westerly because that’s where I get my haircut.  My beloved hair 

stylist, Jessica, is one of my favorite people in the world.   

 

Here’s some unsolicited advice from your minister who focuses only on the 

most important aspects of this thing called life:  If you don’t love and have 

respect for the person who cuts your hair; then find someone else to cut 

your hair.  Your relationship to and respect for the person who cuts your 

hair is as important as your relationship to and respect for your therapist.  

Do not settle.   

 

But I was saying, I grab my laptop as I’m heading out the door, just in 

case.  (Just in case what?  I wonder to myself.) 

 

And then Jessica reminds me that a new bookstore / café has opened in 

Westerly, right around the corner, in fact.  “It’s beautiful!” she says!  And I 

think, “Hmmm … good thing I grabbed my laptop!”   

 

Which is how I came to be sitting in the most beautiful bookstore I’ve ever 

seen in my life, sipping on a latte, staring out the window, and writing this 

sermon.   

 

 “Nice work if you can get it.”    
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For, this is my work:  at the very top of a minister’s job description is this:  

“Pay attention.”  If the minister is NOT making …. 

 

……………….   time 

   To linger 

      For just a little while 

         Out of [her] busy 

And very important day 

   For the goldfinches 

      That have gathered 

         In a field of thistles 

 

… or, maybe lingering not for the goldfinches exactly 

 

… although, who can ignore goldfinches of late?  You’ve likely seen them!  

They are so good at expressing their mirth!  They strive melodiously out of 

sheer delight and gratitude.  Hail to the goldfinches, Friends, from whom 

we have much to learn!  

 

But I was saying ….  

 

If the minister is not making time for the goldfinches, exactly, or if she’s just 

not making time in general, she is likely not doing her job in a way that 

helps bring grounded reflection to the likes of all of you on Sunday 

morning.   

 

But God knows, sometimes my nose is too much to the grindstone and my 

head not near enough to the clouds. And it is at those times that I pray to 

remember the poet’s wisdom that  

 

    It is a serious thing 

  

Just to be alive 

   On this fresh morning 

      In a broken world. 

 

The world begs for us to look up!  Look up!  To pause from our busy and 

very important days … 

 

Do you think that the poet may be dipping that line in a big ole bucket of 

sarcasm?  It depends on the reading, I suppose.  But read like this:  

(dripping with sarcasm)   
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Oh do you have time 

   To linger 

      For just a little while 

         Out of your busy 

  

And very important day 

 

If read like that; we would most definitely call it sarcastic.  Have you ever 

heard an interview with Mary Oliver?  There are precious few.  I’ve heard 

one once.  I think Mary Oliver is being sarcastic.   

 

Hear! Hear! Mary Oliver! 

 

You’ve heard it before from this pulpit:  we wear “busy” like a twisted 

badge of honor.  Apparently you get two gold stars for “crazy busy”.  Why 

do we aspire to “crazy busy” much less claim to be so with a snooty sense 

of pride? 

 

If you’re so busy that it’s actually making you feel crazy … maybe Rilke is 

the poet to read … Rilke who concluded a poem with the line that Oliver 

concludes hers:  “You must change your life.” 

 

So, I can’t share the Oliver poem without knowing anything about the 

Rilke poem.  So I stop writing to do some detective work because we 

need context for “You must change your life”.  I find the poem.  The poem 

is called, “Archaic Torso of Apollo”.  I read the poem.  I read it again.  I 

decide there’s no way to incorporate “Archaic Torso of Apollo” into the 

sermon but nevertheless, I follow the trail that leads me to about 100 

photographs of about 50 classic sculptures of whom I’m guessing is 

Apollo.  And just down the road apiece I find photographs of Rilke. Some 

are photos of him with his wife.  I remember that he left her quite abruptly.  

But I learn something that I hadn’t known which is that she was a sculptor. 

And I wonder: “Did Rilke’s abruptly- jilted wife ever sculpt an archaic torso 

of Apollo?” 

 

But I was saying; if you’re so busy that it’s actually making you feel crazy I 

offer this wisdom from not one but two poets: “You must change your life.”  

The Rilke poem doesn’t provide much in the way of straightforward 

illumination, so here’s a straightforward idea: 

 

“Busy” demands consistent “RE-creation”.   RE-creation. “Recreation” is 



 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission 

only.  

5 

nice.  But allow me to put in a good word for RE-creation.  

 

I grew up in a house in the New Jersey suburbs that was built in 1965.  Like 

other (white / Italian) families taking flight from cities like Newark and 

Passaic at that time, (a sermon for another time) my family did not know 

from a room called a “Recreation Room”.  But there it was.  Named by 

the developers, no doubt.  There it was downstairs in our brand new, shiny, 

suburban house.   A“recreation room”?  What the heck is a “recreation 

room?”  I imagine that for my parents the thought of a “recreation room” 

presented vision of a grand room certainly big enough for a billiard table 

(and not a lowly pool table).  But our recreation room was where our TV 

lived. There were couches and chairs for relaxing and watching the 

game, the show.  But soon, as is the way in NJ, the “recreation room” 

became the “rec room”.  Which sounds exactly like the “wreck room” 

which defeats the purpose.   

 

There are also places called “Rec Halls” which can also be easily 

confused with “wreck hall”.  I’m guessing a “wreck hall” must be the 

place to which one is banished after declaring with that snooty pride that 

you are “crazy busy.” 

 

Enough.  

 

I want to reclaim the word “recreation”.   We sing it in the way it should be 

spoken:   

  

Mine is the sunlight,  

Mine is the morning,  

Born of the one light Eden saw play. 

Praise with elation, praise ev'ry morning,  

God's re-creation of the new day. 

 

RE-creation.  God, if you will, re-creating the new day so that it may be 

filled with mirth, gratitude, and delight.  Filled with these not by the 

goldfinches – although we certainly can take our cues from the 

goldfinches – but filled by we mere mortals.  Filled with mirth, gratitude, 

and delight so that we may ourselves experience re-creation.  Because 

we need time to rest and restore just as the day needs the night.   

 

We sing, “The sweet June days are come again, the birds are on the wing; 

bright anthems in their merry strain, unconsciously they sing.  Oh how our 

cup o’er brims with good these happy summer days, for all the joys of field 
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and wood we lift our song of praise. 

 

And now:  a pop quiz.  What Christmas carol uses this tune as an 

alternative to the traditional?   Answer:  “O Little Town of Bethlehem”! 

 

But I was saying … 

 

These are the days of distraction … of meandering down the path of one 

delightful thought and being taken down a different path entirely.  Of 

following the bright shiny things.  Of attending to the poet’s wisdom (and 

sarcasm) when she says, 

 

 Do not walk by 

   Without pausing 

      To attend to this 

         Rather ridiculous performance 

  

It could mean something 

   It could mean everything. 

      It could mean what Rilke meant, when he wrote: 

         You must change your life. 

 

These are the days of “but I was saying” … over and over again.   

 

The world is broken and beautiful.  And although there is plenty of 

suffering within and beyond the beating of our own hearts, still; our cup 

o’er brims with good for which we lift our song of praise.   

 

Look up, Friends! 

 

Pay attention. 

 

Re-create your soul in these sweet days of summer.   

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

And I include here the poem for which there was no place in the sermon: 
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Archaic Torso of Apollo, By Rainer Maria Rilke 

 

We cannot know his legendary head 

with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso 

is still suffused with brilliance from inside, 

like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low, 

 

gleams in all its power. Otherwise 

the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could 

a smile run through the placid hips and thighs 

to that dark center where procreation flared. 

 

Otherwise this stone would seem defaced 

beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders 

and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur: 

 

would not, from all the borders of itself, 

burst like a star: for here there is no place 

that does not see you. You must change your life.  

 

 

http://www.poemhunter.com/rainer-maria-rilke/poems/

