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What a pleasure it is to join you all for the 10th anniversary celebration of shared 
ministry between All Souls Unitarian Universalist Congregation and my dear colleague 
Rev. Carolyn Patierno. I’m not sure if you are aware that your partnership has inspired 
people far beyond New London. People are talking about you – UU lay leaders and 
religious professionals, and folks like me on the denominational staff. We’re on the 
lookout for fabulousness. And we’re looking at you. 

As the District Executive for 118 UU churches in Massachusetts and Connecticut, it’s 
my job to help congregations and their leaders figure out how to be bigger, better, and 
more exuberantly faithful to the potential of Unitarian Universalism. I also hang out with 
congregations in deep doodoo, who are mired in conflict, stuck in a rut, and make 
dubious decisions. Our sister congregations have taught me a few things about what 
makes congregations hum with vitality and flow with good health. 

I say these congregations have taught me a few things and not everything because we 
have no idea what the perfect recipe for success is. That’s because there are as many 
variables in congregations as there are people and relationships. It’s also hard to know 
the perfect recipe because bidden or unbidden Spirit is present in the mix. Something 
ineffable and mysterious and incomprehensibly deep transforms everyday life at All 
Souls and every other healthy congregation into something indescribably big and 
beautiful. Something that surpasses all our understanding, and yet is rooted, firmly 
rooted, in us. In our gifts and dreams and longing. 

What happens at All Souls and in all dynamic congregations is akin to alchemy, the 
ancient practice that seeks to transmute everyday stuff like lead and clay into something 
precious. Alchemists searched for the universal solvent: the substance into which every 
other thing would melt and merge. They took base materials, galvanized it with energy 
and heat and fervent wishes, and watched for transformation. Expected it. They worked 
at the intersection of the material and the metaphysical worlds, deliberately played with 
the boundaries between the two. Conjured the transcendent and dared it to show up. 
They had faith, and created their own evidence. 

You do that at All Souls. No one knows the recipe to make gold from lead. But at All 
Souls you create joy out of suffering, connection out of alienation, wholeness out of 
fragmentation, and beauty out of a broken world. You refuse to respect the boundary 



 

 
Sermon © Reverend Sue Phillips. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission only. 

 

between the material world – the world of our bodies and brains – and the sacred world 
– of hearts and souls. You play with spiritual fire. You conjure the holy.  

Is this any less of a miracle than creating gold from lead? Are you all any less of a 
miracle? 

You alchemize vitality and dare I say Love, and oh man do I wish we could bank your 
Soulful gold and disburse it to spiritually poor people everywhere. (Forget the Federal 
Reserve. And corporate bailouts, and hedge funds and worthless derivatives. Forget 
commercial banks. To the rest of the world I say let All Souls Occupy our hearts, and 
we’ll all get rich!) Perhaps the truest miracle of all is that it isn’t luck or dumb faith that 
got brought you this power. You haven’t always succeeded at everything you’ve tried, 
but your success has not been accidental. You are doing it on purpose. You are BEING 
a certain way.  

Unlike the ancient alchemists you are indeed creating something precious and real in 
the cauldron of your congregational life. Here’s what I see you doing. Here’s how I see 
you being. 

You take risks. Smart risks. But still, risks that could have crashed and burned. You left 
your old building. Do you have any idea how rare it is for a congregation in New 
England to leave its old, beautiful, but too-small building? It’s almost unprecedented. 
You did it.  

And you bought a used car dealership for God’s sake. (For God’s sake!) I mean really? 
You had the audacity to spend a million and a half dollars and re-tool a space that 
couldn’t even sustain a worldly dream? Amazing. And while I don’t want to gloss over 
the very real sacrifices you have made in time and money to realize that dream, you first 
had to have the imagination to conceive it, then the savvy to make it work, and now the 
vision to grow into it. You have risked living on the edge – the leading edge – stepping 
right up there to that sharp drop-off and saying It’s beautiful up here. Let’s hold hands 
and go for it. 

And that’s another tool in your alchemists’ toolkit. Risk-taking becomes mere 
foolishness when it is un-tempered by exuberant possibility. You have to have hope to 
take risks. Wasn’t Carolyn completely untested when you called her? What on earth 
were you thinking??? But I know… You were thinking something like: new is good, 
soulful ministry is the key to our future, we want to change and get bigger in Spirit, and 
get serious about our faith. Revolutionary thoughts, my friends. Risky, exuberant ones. 
And look what happened. 

You are a spiritually audacious bunch, but you are not reckless. You have a pervasive 
sense of possibility and optimism, but you are also humble. You fail sometimes: you 
don’t always meet your budget; you are still growing your religious education program; 
you haven’t been able to support the District and Unitarian Universalist Association the 
way you’d like. You know that you aren’t yet all that you are called to be. Possibility and 
humility live together here, a combination that fuels a faithful depth I have sensed since 
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my first contact with your congregation’s leaders. And it mirrors the combination of joyful 
aspiration and rough reality that every longing heart carries into your sanctuary. I’m 
convinced that’s part of why you have grown so fast. You are collectively what every 
soulful person wants for themselves individually: to be hopeful and humble both. To live 
in a world of possibility that also honors the limitations of our everyday lives. 

Instead of a reading this morning I want you to hear another story. But Rev. Carolyn has 
to tell it… 

So, big Italian family from New Jersey. My family is every loving, crazy stereotype that 
that conjures. (Minus the Sopranos which I have never watched in my life.) 

Every Sunday we have dinner together. After mass. There is my family which numbers 
5 and my aunt and uncle and my three cousins, my grandmother and grandfather. My 
grandmother was the most amazing cook ever. So there would be the general chaos. 
We would finally sit down and there would be the inevitable yelling for my grandmother 
to come out of the kitchen and join us already. 

And there would be the toast, "Here's to us. Who's better than us?" 

Truth be told, the toast didn't happen every Sunday. But it was said enough to be 
ingrained in our hearts. It had just the right proportions of humility and pride. 

Just the right mix of humility and pride. And a deep sense of identity. Greetings and 
thanks to Rev. Carolyn’s family, especially to her parents who are here today, for giving 
Carolyn such a deep sense of who she is and where she belongs in the order of things. 
She’s carried that sense of identity with her right into All Soul’s.  

And because I’ve heard that Carolyn wears a habit under her robe, I want to testify that 
All Souls also carries around a sense of what our Catholic friends call charism. 
According to the Dominican sisters, Charism is the “distinct spirit that animates a 
religious community and gives it a particular character… It is “part of the permanent 
heritage of a community… which includes the mission, history and traditions” it keeps. [i] 
Charism is mission and identity and benevolent Spirit all rolled into one. 

The strongest congregations know who they are, and where they come from. 
Congregations who aren’t sure don’t give up their old buildings and move into a used 
car dealership. They need the old, too-small sanctuary to tell them who they are. You all 
didn’t. The transitional object between the old and the new was you as a community, a 
living bridge of charism honoring the past, protecting the legacy of your ancestors, and 
yet minding the future too. Do you understand the magnitude of the All Soul’s miracle? 

You haven’t relied on your physical space to tell you who you are and transmit that 
identity to newcomers. I think of Rev. Carolyn’s sermon last spring reflecting on the 
choir’s conversation about what song to sing at Easter.[ii] Do you remember that? There 
was debate about whether the choir should sing the Alleluia chorus and if they should 
change the words. In the end the choir tended their relationships with each other, the 
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congregation, and All Souls’ mission. No one quit, or walked away from the 
conversation, or refused fellowship, which trust me happens a lot at unhealthy 
congregations. But not here. At All Souls the choir sang their song. Together. And Rev. 
Carolyn declared “That’s the way things work around here.” That’s the way things work 
around here. 

Your congregation and its leaders have a priceless sense of identity and purpose that is 
the beating heart of every spiritually vital congregation. 

The story of the choir’s faithful engagement with one another hints at another essential 
part of who you are, which is a sense that no one is going to be left behind. This is not 
to say that people’s feelings never get hurt, or that there aren’t ever misunderstandings. 
But somehow you have created a relational core together that seems to respect 
individual voices and yet still keeps the community’s collective needs at the center. In 
other words, you have found a way to balance the individual and the community. If there 
is a single challenge that keeps Unitarian Universalism from growing, it’s our propensity 
to sacrifice collective vision on the altar of individual autonomy. You, my friends, have 
not made this mistake. Another miracle I pray the rest of us will learn from. 

This notion that no one will be left behind extends to your children and youth. You 
refuse to be less than all of who you are. Today’s dedicated offering is just the latest 
example of your commitment to multigenerational ministry. 

I brought with me a check for $500 to support your vision of lifespan faith development. 
This gift is not from me, though, and it’s not even from the Clara Barton District, of which 
All Souls is a member. It’s from the 54 congregations of the Massachusetts Bay District 
in the Boston metropolitan area, a gift that is made in solidarity and with deep gratitude 
for your vibrant example of faithful Unitarian Universalism. This gift says we see you! 
Our faith needs you! We want to learn with you. And we’re watching you. 

Do you realize that? Our movement is watching what you are doing down here in New 
London. The rest of us have chosen you as one of our favorites. The Leap of Faith 
program you’ve been hearing about lately? You are one of only 16 congregations in the 
entire country who were chosen to participate. Why? Because you’re awesome. 
Because we want to learn what you know, and because we believe you can become 
even awesomer. (Is that a word?) So the next time you are feeling isolated, remember 
the 1100 other UU congregations who are relying on you and wishing you well. 

OK. So you take risks. You have just the right mix of humility and optimism. You have a 
strong sense of mission, purpose, and identity. You are held by the larger community of 
Unitarian Universalists even as you hold a vision of wholeness within your own 
congregation. Amazing materials to work with. And yet. And yet. This congregation’s 
potential would never have been realized without the skillful hand and beautiful heart of 
a master alchemist.  

Carolyn, I honor you. When I reflect on the depth of your leadership I return to the 
concept of charism, which describes any spiritual gift that flows from God’s benevolent 
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love.[iii] There are spiritual graces that are practiced in solitude but this is not one of 
them. Charism names those special gifts bestowed to individuals whose purpose is to 
build up the entire community. And oh my dear, Carolyn, your gifts build us all up. Not 
only people in your congregation, dayenu (that would be enough), but everyone who 
meets you. This – all this – is the sound of many voices singing together. But your One 
Voice is at the sacred center. Yours is a song for every one of us. 

You, dear colleague, have been blessed with all of the spiritual gifts of charism: wisdom, 
the ability to inspire people to greater faith, the gift of prophecy, of bridge-building 
across different tongues. You are a preacher, teacher, spiritual healer, and leader of 
people. You are quite simply one of the best ministers I know. I am so grateful for your 
spiritual leadership not only as a clergy colleague, but as a sister in faith. Heartfelt 
congratulations on ten years of amazing ministry here at All Souls. Here’s to you, 
Carolyn. Who’s better than you? 

The ancient alchemists tried for hundreds of years and in almost every culture to turn 
everyday material into something precious. Every single one of them failed: lead never 
once became gold. But you, my dear brothers and sisters in faith, you have succeeded 
in spiritual alchemy beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. Not just because your 
congregation is growing when almost every other religious institution is shrinking. Not 
just because you refused to allow your imagination to be contained by the limits of your 
old building, or even because you found a way to give yourselves cookies in the middle 
of a service. And not just because you had the good sense to call Carolyn Patierno as 
your partner in ministry. Somehow, at almost every turn and by the grace of all that is 
holy, you have said yes time and time again. Yes to being deeper, bigger, and more 
faithful together. You have said that yes together, as a congregation, and in your own 
beautiful hearts, that each of you have placed in service of this good place. 

Here’s to all of you Souls! Who’s better than you? 

Amen! 

 

Endnotes 

[i] Dominican Sisters of St. Cecilia “Characteristics of our Charism” @ 
http://nashvilledominican.org/Charism/Characteristics_of_Our_Charism  

[ii] Rev. Carolyn Patierno, “Alleluia! What Song Will We Claim?” a sermon preached on April 10, 2011 at All Souls. 

[iii] From the entry “Charism” in Wikipedia, which in turn is from an entry in the Catholic Encyclopedia: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charism 

 


