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“Return Again” 
Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 
May 31, 2015 
 
Fair Exchange - Mid-April - Maine 
By, J. Barrie Shepherd 
 
Gun metal gray the sky this morning 
and along the shore at dead low tide an on-shore wind 
blows spume across the wave tops. 
Rain before dark, they say, and e1ven some late snow 
to dash our dawning dreams of green and blossoming. 
Undaunted, a new pair of mallards - 
splendid headed male and female - inaugurate  
the new-thawed pool beside the dog run 
of our ocean-front retirement home. 
Silent, they move across, now venturing 
among the reeds to break their migrating fast, 
and seek a secure nesting place to lay the future. 
Blessing their ancient quest, I call to mind one week ago 
on this same daybreak walk, I was surprised, 
almost alarmed, by one great, stately snow-white egret, 
with his mate, also foraging among the weeds, 
as the larger of them rose, spread his quite angelic wings, 
and wafted a bright unexpected blessing to my aging head, 
as he moved on in search of richer waters. 
The last four months were chock full of bright, unexpected blessings that for me, unlike 
the poet, took awhile for me to understand as such for at first these blessings came 
dressed as grief and disappointment and crisis.   But ultimately, it all became clear, as 
so many things do, with time.   
 
Here’s how it started:  the night before my last Sunday with you, Kate and I received 
word that my beloved mother-in-law, Kate’s step-mother had died.  That’s another story 
for another day but for  today, know that I was led into my sabbath by profound grief.    
 
So in the wake of this sad loss, I was particularly grateful that my time apart would begin 
in retreat. I headed up to MA on Sunday night and then on Monday morning, with 
warning that an apocalyptic blizzard was on its way, I turned around and headed right 
back home.  Retreat cancelled.  Once settled in at home, it became clear that I was 
getting sick.  Regardless, two days later I flew to CA for a conference I had long 
anticipated … and, alas, spent much of it in my room, coughing. 
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Granted, I have a slightly twisted sense of humor, but at this point, it just starts to sound 
funny, right?  I began to feel sabbatical-haunted remembering that last I was on 
sabbatical the story was very similar.  Suffice to say that the whole rest of my sabbatical 
basically danced to this syncopated rhythm.  
 
And it was wonderful.   
 
There was time - night time and weekends - spent with Kate.   
There were trips to NY and NJ and Pittsburgh and CA for visits with my dearly beloved.   
There were meals cooked … pies baked … 
There was a 60th birthday dance party with, “I got all my sisters with me …” 
And of those said sisters … one was nominated for a Lammy Award … another for a 
Tony Award … there was an article in “Science” magazine … the studio art department 
award was bestowed upon my daughter …  So there has been much hard work and 
talent to celebrate …  
 
There was my brother’s back surgery and that particular and slightly surreal experience 
of sitting in a hospital waiting room for 12 hours 
 
There was my newborn nephew’s bris.   
There was my daughter’s college graduation and news of her first job as an 
independent adult.  In Japan.   
There was, another trip to CA this time for my mother-in-law’s memorial service. 
 
There was the Andy Warhol Museum, the Florence Griswold Museum, the MA Museum 
of Contemporary Art and the Roerich Museum (and what a story I have for you from that 
one.). 
 
There was reunion with a friend for whom I have yearned but have not seen in over 30 
years.   
 
And moments of alarm and surprise …  
Things noticed that brought bewilderment:  
Like the young man walking a squirrel on a leash. 
 
That brought delight: 
The little girl walking on the boardwalk with a pack of friends who, quite suddenly, 
turned a cartwheel and then kept walking. 
 
There was the unbelievable kindness of a stranger, whose generosity brought me and 
Kate to a beautiful log cabin in Vermont for a weekend.  More on that later. 
 
More on so much more of it later … 



 

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

 

 
For now, this story is the most important story to share with you.  The one that brought 
the most profound learning of all.   
 
First, you’ll remember that I had committed to working with Church of the City on their 
plans for an Immigration Center here in New London.  I did that.  And it didn’t go as 
expected and I was forced to have a very hard conversation with my colleagues there. 
 
And I bet many of you read about or heard about and at least one of you was smack in 
the middle of the crisis at Connecticut College.  In my role as chaplain there, I became 
very involved at its start helping to plan a response and then spending time with 
students suffering in the midst of all the hurt and confusion.    
 
And my denominational work with the Worship Arts Team continued.  To remind, this 
commitment began last year and endeavors to support the worship arc at General 
Assembly.  I happen to chair the Worship Arts Team and truth be told, last year I didn’t 
pay attention to the amount of time that this undertaking demands.  But as I was on 
sabbatical THIS year, it occurred to me in a big way:  “Hmmm.   This gig certainly takes 
a lot of time.” 
 
So there you have it.  In the midst of all the quiet and joy and true sabbatical, there was 
a good amount of work / crisis / disruption. 
 
But here’s the crux of the story and ultimately of my sabbatical learning.   
 
I was in CA the second time for my mother-in-law’s memorial service when Caitlin 
contacted me to share the tragic news that Brian Love, Phil and Lynne Love’s son, had 
taken his own life.  As I was confident that Caitlin and Rebecca were providing the 
Loves with the support that they needed, and as I didn’t not want to interfere with their 
ministry, I said that I would bring and leave a card for the family - a family that I dearly 
love - and that I would arrange to visit Phil and Lynne the following week.   
 
So, in the early morning on the day of Brian’s memorial I drove to the church to drop off 
the card in the Vail Library, where families gather before the memorial service.   
 
I was on my way to bring Lily Jun back to school so, she was with me and waiting in the 
car.  When we pulled into the parking lot, it had not been plowed.  I was worried.   
 
I started into the building. 
 
I stepped in and I found that my hand went immediately to the white board, erasing 
information needed for activities the day and night before…  
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…the night before, when folks met in the library for an Al-Anon meeting, the chairs now 
askew bear witness to their gathering.   And I find myself bringing the chairs back to 
place … and bringing the box of tissues from the bookshelf to the table … and I spied a 
beautiful flower arrangement in my office, surely sent by loved ones to the Love Family.  
And then I find myself unlocking the door and taking the flowers from my office and 
setting them on the library table. 
 
But my next task brings with it a sense of shock: I must walk out the door.  All of the 
other gestures came so naturally.  No thought required.  All of those little tasks were 
among the dozens of things that need doing before the memorial service. I had been led 
by the powerful force that I quickly understood was my call to ministry.  
 
“Wake now my vision of ministry clear / brighten my pathway with radiance here / 
mingle my calling with all who will share / work toward a planet transformed by our 
care.” 
 
I walked out the door and it hit me as dramatically as did the cold winter air:  that 10 
minutes of ministry was more deeply fulfilling, was more closely aligned to my sense of 
call, than the hours and hours of time that I was dedicating to good causes and 
important work beyond these walls. 
 
It was a grace-filled moment.  And all of you were there.  In spirit, all of you were there.  
 
But you know who was really there?  Betsey Fox.  It was hours before the memorial 
when she pulled up, her car full - FULL - of baked goods.  Lily Jun and I helped Betsey 
get tray after tray out of the car and into the building.   
 
And when I reemerged from the building Alan, our plow guy, was there too, plowing the 
parking lot.  I waved, relieved to see him.   
 
I took my leave knowing that you are all always in the capable and loving hands of all of 
the Souls that create All Souls in times of tragedy and devastation … when there is “late 
snow [that] … dash[es] our dawning dreams of green and blossoming.”  It was a long 
and lonely winter, Friends. And still, there was joy here.  Hope kept kindled until spring 
came again.  All of which is part and parcel of all that is our lives.   
 
And how full our lives will be in the three weeks to come:  Rebecca’s ordination next 
week … Religious Education Sunday the following week … and the week after that the 
Flower Communion, the crowning glory of the church year.  It is good to be together in 
the fullness of our shared mission and vision. 
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We return again - Peace Walkers, you, me - to the home of our souls born and reborn 
again - changed for the the lessons learned along the way and prepared for the week 
and the life and the blessings to come.  
 
Thank you for welcoming me home.    
 
 
Blessed be.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


