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“Calling” by Rev. Caitlin O’Brien 
All Souls Unitarian Universalist Congregation New London CT 

November 12, 2017 
 
 
Choral Anthem:  “The Rainbow Connection” by Williams and 
Ascher 
 
Reading: 
 
“Start Close In” by David Whyte 
 
Start close in, 
Don’t take the second step or the third. 
Start with the first thing, close in,  
The step you don’t want to take. 
 
Start with the ground you know, 
The pale ground beneath your feet, 
Your own way of starting the conversation. 
 
Start with your own question, 
Give up on other people’s questions, 
Don’t let them smother something simple. 
 
To find another’s voice, follow your own voice. 
Wait until that voice becomes a private ear listening to 
another. 
 
Start right now  
Take a small step you can call your own 
Don’t follow someone else’s heroics,  
Be humble and focused, 
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Start close in. 
Don’t mistake that other for your own. 
 
Start close in, 
Don’t take the second step or the third, 
Start with the first thing, close in, 
The step you don’t want to take. 
 
 
 
When I think of calling, and the calling to be a minister, I have 
to say that I was not consciously aware of this call throughout 
most of my life.  You could look back and connect some dots, I 
suppose.  Like, you could look back at me as a little girl, who 
would ask her best friend, Hope, to play “Eucharist” for fun.  
We used pretzels.  And we knew that it was sacreligious to say 
“Body of Christ” about the pretzel we were “consecrating”, so 
when I rested it on Hope’s tongue, I would say “The blah blah 
blah blah” and she would receive it, and then we would 
administer communion to our Cabbage Patch dolls. 
 
When I was in middle school, our Catholic church started to 
allow girls to altar serve on an underground basis.  So I would 
hold the cross and lead the procession to start mass, with my 
two brothers holding candles behind me.  It was very 
meaningful to me – that close access to the ritual.   
 
But the bishop found out about us, and we girls were all asked 
to step down.    
 
Thankfully, I knew that this was wrong and that it had nothing 
to do with me.  I wrote the bishop about my disapproval.  And I 
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would later go on to argue in my Catholic college for women’s 
ordination.   
There was a conservative fellow who approached me one day 
there at Holy Cross, saying that he needed some of the books I 
had taken out of the campus library, because he was writing a 
paper against women’s ordination.  I agreed to share them 
with him, and we would meet to trade books every couple 
days, and we’d argue with each other at each hand off.  It was 
kinda fun.  But I was never aware that I was arguing for 
myself…for my ordination.  I was gonna be a professor or a 
lawyer for my career.  To me, the fight for women’s ordination 
was simply about what was right. 
 
Connecting another dot, I do remember a line from a poem I 
wrote Senior year in college, a rewriting of a Biblical psalm, 
where I said, “Let me pour your wine, O Israel, and bless your 
newborn babies.”  For me, last week’s Child Dedication was 
(and is every year) a very sacred experience.  But I had no idea 
that I was aching for that privilege when I wrote that poem 
years ago. 
 
But enough about me!  I just wanted to share a bit of my story 
only to make the point that callings are sneaky.  They can 
arrive not necessarily with a thunderbolt, but with whispers 
that come and go, and then they can get hard to ignore.  And 
before you know it, the choir is singing “Here I Am Lord” at 
your Unitarian Universalist ordination service, and you know 
you’re where you need to be.   
 
I’d like to explore with you how calling has taken shape for a 
handful of Souls who shared with me about their lives. 
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Let’s consider Nick Evento and his leadership of a 200-mile 
Peace Walk from New London to Newtown and back, in honor 
of those killed at Sandy Hook Elementary School.   A teacher 
himself, Nick said, “I needed to do something for the children 
and teachers who were so tragically lost.”  He told Reverend 
Carolyn about his idea to do a meditative peace walk, and she 
encouraged him to bring others into this journey.  
  
This conversation, Nick says, was a point of no return for him.  
Now he had named the calling (to Carolyn Patierno, no less!) 
and now he was going to have to follow it through.  But he had 
no experience in leading something like this.  What would it 
look like? Where would they sleep?  What was their message?   
 
But remember the poem earlier:   start close in, don’t take the 
second step or the third; start with the first thing, close in…Nick 
started talking to people he knew, and his walking group grew 
from those intimate conversations…Vic and Janet Marolda and 
Glennys Ulshak were part of the core group, and many others 
joined them for parts of the experience.   Here’s the team in 
front of the support van that Ed Walker drove alongside them.  
[Photo 39] 
 
Before they stepped off, we blessed them here at All Souls.  
[Photo 40]  In fact, the children of All Souls held and blessed 
rocks for the walkers to leave in our name at special places 
along the path, such as playgrounds that were built in memory 
of Sandy Hook victims.  
 
As each mass shooting happens in our country, many of us are 
worried that we are getting too used to it.  That life goes on as 
if it’s normal.  Take any 30-day period in recent history, and 
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there are multiple shootings to name.  Just this last month 58 
dead in Las Vegas, 26 dead in Sutherland Springs.   
 
This is disgusting, and we cannot become calloused and numb 
to it.  I think of Martin Luther King Jr.’s concept of being 
maladjusted.1  We’ve gotta stay strongly maladjusted to this 
horror.  Maladjusted to any leader who wastes our time and 
divides us into the group that thinks this is about sensible gun 
control and the group that thinks it’s about mental health 
infrastructure.  I come from the group that knows it’s about 
both of those and more, and that knows we’re smart enough 
and capable enough to work on all angles of this issue with the 
tenacity and resources we would put toward any other public 
health crisis!  Each of us can pick the factor we’re most 
passionate about, inform ourselves on it, and get to work. 
 
As the poet says, “Take a small step you can call your own 
Don’t follow someone else’s heroics.  Be humble and focused, 
Start close in.” 
      
Now, Nick and his team did not walk with a banner telling us 
what to do about all this.  They walked to invite dialogue.  And 
as I interpret it, they walked to sound a distress call.  This is not 
okay and so we are coming out of our routines to engage.  Like 
beached whales might signal distress in the ecosystem, folks in 
green t-shirts walking a long the highway was out of the 
ordinary, a distress call.  Gloria Steinem has said, “The future 
depends entirely on what each of us does every day; a 
movement is only people moving.”  [Photo 41]  
 

                                                        
1 King, Martin Luther Jr. “The Current Crisis in Race Relations,” New South (March 
1958: 8-12) 
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And so they moved, and along their journey, Nick and his team 
built bridges through conversations with strangers about 
economics, and yes – guns and healthcare infrastructure, but 
mostly about the basic struggle to live in peace.  Nick says it felt 
good to connect, and it felt holy to walk on the playgrounds 
built for those who won’t be forgotten.  [Photo 42]    He said to 
the New London Day, "Ultimately, I believe that, if you do what 
you need to do…, and do it with passion, good things will 
happen." 

Do what you need to do…what you’re called to do.  This 
morning’s anthem whispers to us, 
 
Have you been half asleep?  And have you heard voices?   
I’ve heard them calling my name… 
 
Sing with me…   
 
I’ve heard it too many times to ignore it 
It’s something that I’m supposed to be 
Some day we’ll find it, the rainbow connection. 
The lovers, the dreamers and me. 
 
I like to think I’m one of the dreamers…I tend to believe in 
progress.  But we’ve lived through a very long year, friends.   
 
A year ago, many women across the country were sure the man 
caught on tape boasting about assaulting women would never 
win this country’s highest political honor.  And when he did, 
there was a sense of betrayal for many of us.  And a sea of 
women and allies descended upon our nation’s cities and 
towns to sound the distress call.  On our bus from All Souls to 
the Boston women’s march were Nancy Mello-Miller and her 6 
year old daughter Helen.  [Photo 44] The day was incredible 
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and emboldened many of you here to feel accompanied in your 
values.  [Photo 45]  
 
At a Groton democrats meeting, when they needed folks to run 
for the Representative Town Meeting (or RTM), Nancy felt a 
nudge from a leader sitting next to her.  “You should do that,” 
she said.  And then more nudges came, and before she knew it, 
this self-proclaimed introvert was knocking on doors asking 
for voter support.  (Photo 46).   A roller coaster ride, down to 
the very last moment, ends with Nancy taking a seat on the 
RTM, “to be in the room where it happens.” 
 
And as it was for Nick, she says a great benefit of following her 
call has been the people she met along the way.  Nancy says, “I 
found my tribe.”  And another great reward is that her children 
have been watching.  Watching her be brave, watching the ways 
that their father is rooting for her, watching her “chase her 
dreams.”  (photo 47)  In this photo, Nancy wears a t-shirt that 
says, “first we marched.  Now we’re running!” 
 
Nancy is in good company here at All Souls – our Kate Richards 
ran for her first time and will serve on Groton’s RTM, Joyce 
Werden ran and maintained her seat on Norwich’s board of 
education, and Mirna Martinez ran to maintain her position on 
New London’s board of education.  Mirna won the 7th seat by 
nine votes, leading to a recount we’ll hear about this week.   
 
I asked Mirna what it’s like waiting for this recount.  She said, “I 
just feel that now is the time to be in this work.  I can only do 
my best – if I fail in this moment, it still sets me up for the next 
stage of it…and I’m open to what that next step is.” 
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 “don’t take the second step or the third; start with the first thing, 
close in… Be humble and focused.” 
 
The stories we’ve touched on so far involve a sense of call that 
leads to a public response.  With Nory Oaks’ permission, I’d like 
to share a final story of a call that came closer to home – her 
call to walk very intimately with her mother in her final 
months of life.  [photo 48]  Nory will be the first to tell you that 
her relationship with her mother over the years was not simple 
and not always positive.  They differed in ways that were 
difficult for them both.  But when her mother’s cancer took 
hold and the family knew she had months to live, Nory felt a 
call to bring her mother into her home.  I asked Nory if she had 
any doubt about taking this on, and before I could finish that 
sentence, her answer was No. 
 
For her, the clarity was felt in her heart.  And she sensed an 
opportunity to be of service and to connect with her mother in 
a way that might be as she termed it “redemptive” for them 
both. 
 
Even before the dying process became personal in this way, 
Nory had felt strongly that in our society, death isn’t handled as 
openly as it could be.   
 
In between the tasks of caring for her mother’s needs, Nory 
also sat with her to listen to the stories of her life, and to hear 
her wishes about her death.  To hear all of this with the new 
ears of a daughter whose heart, she said, “was melting for her 
mother.”    
 
 “start close in..to find another’s voice, follow your own voice, 
wait until that voice becomes a private ear listening to another.”  
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Nory helped her mother with her bucket list, including a ride 
on a hot air balloon. 
   
And she asked her mother what her wishes were for burial and 
services.  Her mother wanted to be cremated in a simple pine 
box.  Through a relative of Nory’s brother-in-law, a pine box 
was built.  They placed it in the livingroom, and Nory’s mother 
helped to identify the color of the material that Nory sewed for 
its lining. 
 
On a day that is the stuff of rich story telling, Nory, her dear 
friend, and her sister completed the coffin with her mother 
there to consult, and then with giggles of humor, each woman 
took a turn to lay inside the coffin, her mother included.  They 
laughed, and they also felt heavy.  It was as silly and as sacred 
as it could be.  For Nory’s mom, it was a comfort to know and 
play a role in her resting place…and to talk about what she saw 
as her soul’s next adventure.   
 
And with the help of Suzanne Wingrove-Haughland, Nory and 
her family held a ritual celebrating her mother’s life while her 
mother was still with them.   
 
These months were an intense, sad, and beautiful time for 
Nory.  She says that the reward she deeply felt was the 
“gratitude from her mother, and the chance to redeem their 
relationship in a way that honored them both.”  
 
Calling.       [Photo 49] 
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Some of you know I’m taking a course in a kind of spiritual 
counseling called Spiritual Direction (it’s one of the things I’ll 
be focusing on during my sabbatical).  In this course, I’ve 
learned that many things in life will push us to do this or that.  
The question we must ask ourselves is what is pulling us?  What 
is calling to us?   
 
There are countless demands on our time in this life, but 
callings are few and far between.  They pull you into a task that 
is daunting yet somehow irresistible.   
 
A calling pulls you to figure out lodging  

for a pack of walkers at faith communities across CT,  
or to knock on a stranger’s door and talk about what matters 
most, 
   or learn to sew the inner lining of your mother’s coffin while 
she looks on with gratitude.   
 
A call asks you to do something that’s hard for a really good 
reason.   
 
It marks a chapter in your life that changes you for the better.     
 
May you always listen for what is pulling you, calling you…to 
be the “someone that you’re s’posed to be.”   
 
And know that here at All Souls, we believe in you. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


