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“Do Not Lay Waste Your Power:  Reflections on Where We Go From Here” 

Sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

November 13, 2016 

 

Remember last week I spoke with you about trauma and responsibly 

witnessing and supporting those who experience trauma by inviting them 

to remember what was happening in their lives just before the trauma was 

unleashed upon them? 

 

So, Beloveds …  

 

I invite you to remember last Sunday.  Remember we sang “Answering the 

Call of Love”?  Dedicated and blessed 12 children? Sang “This is My 

Song”?  and generally held onto each other? 

 

Remember we gathered with others in our community the next day, 

Monday.  We passed the peace with our neighbors and sang “America 

the Beautiful” together.  We were lifted up by Madry Temple’s choir as we 

were invited to join them in singing, “Lift Every Voice and Sing”.   

 

And then it was Tuesday.   

 

And I’ll stop there and encourage you to harken back to what came 

before Tuesday and today, to contemplate where we go from here.  

 

From this pulpit last week I preached a sermon that I stand by this week:  

we’re going to be okay.  I believe that.  With caveats galore, I believe 

that.  In fact, this sermon is basically caveats to last week’s claim of 

“We’re going to be okay.”   

 

So … here we go … 

 

First we will be okay but do not for one second misunderstand me. I am 

not with blind faith and an utter lack of responsibility saying that 

everything is going to be o-key doe-key in Okey-Doekeyville.   Because it’s 

not.  Already, things are not okay and we have to name that in no 

uncertain terms so that we may integrate our grief and fear and rage to 

which the election results have given rise and then use our grief and fear 

and rage as righteous fuel for all that we must do in the next four years.   

 

So there’s that.    
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We’re going to be okay but I don’t say that in any kind of wishful / 

magical / conciliatory spirit towards an oppressive ideology with which 

there can be no compromise.  The president-elect made promises that 

will violate the human rights of many in this sanctuary and many beyond 

our walls and borders. It would be foolish not to take him at his word.  We 

must believe he will do all in his power to make good on all of his promises.  

That acknowledgment is the starting point. 

 

And resistance and response is the start of ultimately being okay.   

 

So, we take our place in what is our nation’s new reality.  We the people 

have elected an autocrat as our president.  

 

Just in case, here’s a little refresher: 

 

Autocrat:  noun 

1. an absolute ruler, especially a monarch who holds and exercises 

the powers of government as by inherent right, not subject to 

restrictions. 

2. a person invested with or claiming to exercise absolute authority. 

3. a person who behaves in an authoritarian manner; a domineering 

person. 

 

Masha Gessen is a writer who grew up in Russia immigrating with her 

family to the U.S. in 1981.  She holds dual citizenship and writes extensively 

about Vladimir Putin.  This past week she wrote an essay for the NY Review 

of Books entitled “Autocracy: Rules for Survival”. She lists 6 rules and the 

first one is “Believe the autocrat.”  As I said, we have absolutely no reason 

to believe that the president-elect will not make good on his campaign 

promises.  And his making good will not be good for immigrants, the 

environment, health care and most especially reproductive health care 

and rights.   

 

I know this because I read President-elect Trump’s plan for the first 100 

days of the his administration.  (I’ll include a link this sermon’s online 

manuscript.)  You must read it, too.     

 

Here is one other of the survival strategies Gessen encourages: 

 

Remember the future.  She says: 

 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/masha-gessen/
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Nothing lasts forever. Donald Trump certainly will not, and Trumpism, 

to the extent that it is centered on Trump’s persona, will not either.   

 

We must keep our eyes on the prize, Friends.  And the prize is the future – 

our own and that of future generations.   

 

To do so, we must not lay waste our power - not our power as individuals 

to support each other and not our power as a faith community whose 

values push back on the rise of a president and a movement that has at 

his center values that threaten so much of what we hold dear.   

 

We must learn how to propel ourselves into the world more boldly than 

ever before.  We must be willing to use our power to serve in the Spirit of 

Love … and resistance.   

 

In Alice Walker’s novel, Possessing the Secret of Joy, the main character 

comes to realize that the secret of joy is resistance.  We may have moved 

through this past week fearful and despairing but resistance will restore in 

our hearts and souls a sense of joy.   And we must resist with joy in our 

hearts.   

  

This is how I know this is not only true but also effective.  As many of you 

know, I worked in the AIDS movement for 10 years – the really hard, 

before-the-drug-cocktail years.  The years when everyone died pretty 

quickly.  When families abandoned their children.  When our government 

– Ronald Regan’s White House – cared not a whit about this plague.  

What brought us joy through those years?  Resistance.   And families we 

created.  I count so many comrades of those dark days as my beloved 

family friends.  With thousands of others, we changed the world.  And did 

so in community health centers and in schools and in the halls of Congress 

… and in the streets.   

 

And it is in the streets that we are now seeing the first sparks of resistance 

in the face of all that threatens all the progress that has been achieved.   

 

So, a word about protest.   

 

Peaceful, civil protest must not be confused with insurrection.  It should be 

named only as peaceful, civil protest and carried out as such. The loyal 

opposition has every right to protest.  And that’s who we are:  we are the 

loyal opposition.  And our opposition and resistance is out of loyalty to an 

ideal, not yet fully realized in our country:  life, liberty and the pursuit of 
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happiness as inalienable rights.  And in this chapter of our country’s 

history, the one that is about to be lived, resistance – ours – must be at our 

center: stubborn, clear-eyed, and righteous.   

 

Am I freaking you out?  I fear that I may be freaking you out.  Too much 

too soon.   Too dire and not hopeful enough.  Pushing you beyond your 

comfort.  You need more time to grieve.  I know.   

 

If I’m freaking you out, consider this shared story.  Some of you remember 

that I had been organizing with a group of folks called, “Reclaiming the 

Prophetic Voice.”  We organized peace witnesses throughout the state 

during height of the wars in Afghanistan and then Iraq. On the fifth 

anniversary of the war in Iraq, we organized a witness that took place in 

Hartford.  It was an elaborate witness taking us through the streets; setting 

up boots with names of the fallen; a cairn with the names of the Iraqi 

citizens who had died; spilling a blood-like substance on the ground in 

front of a federal building and ending with several folks being arrested in 

an act of civil disobedience.   

 

And this congregation rented a bus that took 60 Souls to Hartford to 

participate in that witness.  For many of the Souls who did so, it was the first 

time you’d ever participated in an action like this one.  Many of you told 

me that you found the courage to do so because you were going to be 

with other Souls. I waited outside of the UUC church that was the starting 

point for the witness.  The moment that that bus pulled up in front of the 

church was one of my proudest moments as your minister.   

 

Years later rented another bus that again took us to Hartford to demand 

sane gun laws.  That was in 2013 just after Sandy Hook. Another 60 people 

were onboard.    

 

Our country needs you to be onboard, on be bus … and quickly.  And All 

Souls is offering you the company of others who like you may be shaking 

in their boots but are determined to raise their voices.   

 

Lift every voice and sing.  Till earth and heaven ring, ring with the harmony 

of liberty … 

 

Here’s a story. 

 

I had a lot to tend to on Wednesday.  There was a mid-day service at 

Connecticut College where I am a chaplain and then we hosted a 
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gathering here on Wednesday night.  (Which was so heartening.  60 Souls 

showed up many of whom brought treats to share – unsolicited.  David 

and Ben brought their banjo and guitar, respectively – also unsolicited.)  

My day was full and so the devastation didn’t begin to fully seep into my 

bones until Thursday.  On a late afternoon phone call, I spoke with Paul 

Shaffer who with voice full of lament expressed his deep concern about 

the earth’s welfare.  He hoped we could do something as a congregation 

in the face of all that threatens the environment with a president that 

doubts climate change.   I hoped so, too … and I wondered how.   

 

As soon as we hung up I began to crave whatever soup Fiddleheads was 

offering up.   

 

Let me pause here to say that if you haven’t checked out the soups at 

Fiddleheads of late, I commend them to you.  We’ll all need a lot of 

comfort food for the next four years.  I recommend the Italian wedding 

soup.  It’s good for what ails ya.  

 

Back to the story …  

 

I walked up the hill and as I did Laura Natusch was walking down.  As so 

many of us have done this past week, we commiserated and held each 

other in the light of community.  Laura expressed her deep concern about 

the impact this presidency will have on the environment, as the president-

elect is a climate-change denier.  And like Paul had said not five minutes 

earlier, Laura said that she hoped that All Souls would take a lead on this 

front.   

 

I had shared my own concern about access to reproductive health 

services and as I did, nipping at my racing heart was a slew of issues, now 

threatened: 

 

Peace, immigration reform, LGBTQ rights, fair wages, tax reform … my 

mind race along side my heart … just as your own minds and hearts have 

been racing … 

 

And I began to feel the weight of this past week: the work that has been 

taken on out of necessity, commitment and concern.  And out of this 

concern I heard myself telling Laura that over the past 15 years, I’ve 

learned that All Souls is most effective when we take on one or two social 

justice issues at a time and give our all to each of them, as we’re now 

focused on anti-racism as well as helping with refugee resettlement.  



 

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

only. 

6 

 

And then, practically hyperventilating, I said this to Laura.  I’m 

embarrassed to admit that I said this even if I was practically 

hyperventilating: 

 

We’re a small church.   

 

But you will be relieved when I tell you that I heard myself say it and 

immediately it was as though I came out of my own body and kicked 

myself in the backside.  I recovered quickly and said: 

 

But we all have to do more now than we ever thought possible.  We all 

need to amplify our voices and join them together.   

 

I came to my senses.  And I hope that you are there, too.  I hope that you 

know in your heart of hearts that as a congregation we must do more 

than we ever thought possible.  Because we are powerful together.   That 

we WILL do more than we ever thought possible because we are a tough 

people with a tough faith for these tough times.   

 

And we will not lay waste our power.   

 

So that means that no one here is going anywhere – not to Canada, not 

anywhere and further, consider this: mightn’t it be the height of privilege 

to even jokingly threaten to pack up and head for Canada? (Although I 

do think it’s funny that the Canadian Immigration Website crashed from 

the traffic overload.  And interested that our foreign neighbor to the south 

– Mexico – that that country’s immigration website didn’t similarly crash.) 

 

No, we’re staying put because this is our country and our country – and 

the world – needs us to stay put and resist.  Our country needs us to not 

lay waste our power either by fleeing or by hiding in full sight.  The bullies 

need to be called out.  We need to be the coolest kids in school. *  

 

Where do we go from here? 

 

Soon, we will be considering how we may go forward as a congregation 

more boldly, more courageously as these times call us to be more bold 

and more courageous.  We are working on a long range plan – which 

may to many of you sound like the driest of endeavors.  But certainly not 

when the plans are being laid for the next, yes, four years.  In every nook 

and cranny of that long range plan will be how we will respond to our 
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president’s autocratic rule.  We’re going big, because we must.  We’re 

going high because we know that there’s going to be a lot of low in our 

future.   

 

We welcomed seven new Souls into membership this morning.  It’s a good 

time to join this faith community.  I encourage all of you to deepen our 

commitment to this congregation that holds you and all people at the 

center of our endeavor:  to keep hope kindled.   

 

Let’s keep hope kindled with great intention.   

Make soup and share it with your neighbors.   

Break bread with your family, some of whom may’ve voted in ways that 

make you shudder.  

Sing. 

Remember life before the trauma.  Remember the future.  

  

Watch old movies with unforgettable lines such as this one: 

 

Said Margo Channing in All About Eve (1950), “Fasten your seatbelts.  It’s 

going to be a bumpy [ride].” 

 

Indeed, Beloveds.   

 

And as importantly, this line from the 2015 version of Cinderella:  “Be kind.  

Have courage.” 

 

And then, with clear-eyed resistance, with courage and kindness as we 

answer the call of love, only then can we hope that our country and its 

people – you and me and all of our neighbors – are going to be okay.   

 

We will not lay waste our power. 

 

Amen.   

 

 

Let us prepare with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s words: 

 

One: This is where we are. 

All: Where do we go from here? 

  

One: First, we must massively assert our dignity and worth. 

All: We must stand up amidst a system that still oppresses and develop an 
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unassailable and majestic sense of values… 

One: What is needed is a realization that power without love is reckless 

and abusive, 

All: and that love without power is sentimental and anemic. 

One:  Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, 

All: and justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands 

against love. 

One: And this is what we must see as we move on. 

Martin Luther King Jr., adapted     From Lifting Our Voices Beacon Press 

 

 

Masha Gessen article: 

http://www.nybooks.com/daily/2016/11/10/trump-election-autocracy-

rules-for-survival/ 

 

100 Days Action Plan: 

http://www.npr.org/2016/11/10/501597652/fact-check-donald-trumps-

first-100-days-action-

plan?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=

npr&utm_term=nprnews&utm_content=2037 

 

 

Also of interest: 

https://www.facebook.com/ElizabethWarren/videos/10154227328463687/ 

 

 

 

 

* Reference to the Story for All Ages The Coolest Kids in School  by Sheila 

Murphy Adams   Illustrations by Ed Murphy 
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