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“In the Presence of Still Water: Resisting Depair” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

October 18, 2020 

 

“The Peace of Wild Things” by Wendell Berry 

 

When despair for the world grows in me 

and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, 

I go and lie down where the wood drake 

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 

I come into the peace of wild things 

who do not tax their lives with forethought 

of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 

And I feel above me the day-blind stars 

waiting with their light. For a time 

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free. 
 

 

 

Said the poet:  Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.   

 

Clergy are taught to keep their emotional trials under wraps.  Generally, it’s a 

good rule of thumb.  But this morning I am going to thumb my nose at the rule of 

thumb.   

 

Tell me about despair.  I will tell you mine.  (Mary Oliver) 

 

This past week I had my annual physical.  It was supposed to be last March but 

you know what happened.  Like everything else, it was canceled.  Twice.   

 

My doctor is a good woman.  She’s kind and compassionate.  She’s a church 

lady so we talk shop. Years ago, when she learned of my cancer diagnosis, she 

called me to tell me that she would be praying for me. About the weight I’ve 

gained she said, “You and everyone else.  You’re healthy.  Just be glad.”  And 

months of worry melted away.  (If not the weight!) She has that kind of stealth 

power.  So, when I finally saw her this week, I felt a relief akin to getting out of 

the too-intense tide and safely to shore. So much so that when I left the office I 

had to rush through the lobby to the exit because I felt a wave of tears about to 

hit.  I sobbed as I walked to my car.   

 

What was that all about?  It was despair.   
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Despair will surprise you.  In that way, it’s kind of like its close relative:  grief.  

You’re just clipping along in the midst of a local crisis within a national crisis 

within a global crisis thinking, “Yeah.  Sure. I’m okay.”  And then your doctor is so 

kind and in the time it takes to walk through the lobby, you’re a despairing 

puddle.  

 

At least my little breakdown came on the eve of a sermon on despair.  Right on 

cue!  Right? 

 

Not quite. 

 

I wanted to talk with you today about despair, yours, because the threat of 

despair is thick right about now.   

 

Despair:  the complete loss or absence of hope.   

 

The religious imperative is to keep hope kindled.  You’ve heard me say it a 

thousand times, if I’ve said it once.  Here’s the rub:  there have been many 

moments when I’ve sat at the table with you and you have trusted me with your 

despair … your edging toward hopelessness.  Sometimes I’ve asked how your 

faith sustains you – specifically, your Unitarian Universalist faith.  On too many 

occasions you have looked at me as though this is a trick question. 

 

A Unitarian Universalist theology is broad.  What of your faith may you count on 

when despair threatens – as may more likely happen, say, in the midst of a 

pandemic.  In the midst of a tortured election season.  In the wake of the 

cancer diagnosis.  When your marriage is fraying.  When your mother has died.  

Any personal heartbreak on top of the country and the world’s sorrow will 

threaten the fragile balance. 

 

How do we resist despair?  The answer to this question requires a life time of 

learning.  It requires the kind of discipline that steels you from the clutches of 

hopelessness. It requires the careful listening to the ancestors whose voices trip 

upon the breeze:  

 
Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Do not become bitter or hostile. Be hopeful, be 

optimistic. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in good trouble, 

necessary trouble. We will find a way to make a way out of no way.  Said 

Representative John Lewis 

 

So there’s that:  get into some good trouble.  

 

There is the salve that is beauty:   
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When despair for the world grows in me / and I wake in the night at the least sound / in 

fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, /  I come into the peace of wild 

things  /  I come into the presence of still water.   

 

So there’s that:  to rest in the grace of the world.   

 

When a child is dedicated in our congregations, we profess that within each of us there 

is a spark of the divine. As the child grows; so does that spark.  You witnessed it in last 

week’s Coming of Age service.  And I witness that divine spark in each one of you. 

 

I crossed the parking lot and got into my car and got ready to drive home.  When I 

arrived home I went straight to my little home / closet office and flipped on my laptop 

and went straight to Zoom where the All Souls Board of Trustees was meeting.  There 

they all were – and Perry and Ann and Andy – all lined up in a row.  One spark of the 

divine gleaming forth.  

 

So there’s this:  other people help us to resist despair.  People we trust.  People who 

show up for the task.  People to laugh at our foibles. People who show up for a board 

meeting on their birthday and the others who sing happy birthday to him – laughing at 

the cacophony that is Zoom singing.   

 

And there’s this:  A children’s story will dissipate despair.  A story that reminds us that 

despite everything, life is beautiful.    

 

And this: a hymn sung quietly at home.  A hymn sung quietly at your home and in the 

homes of so many Souls here gathered.  A quiet hymn that nevertheless reckons with 

evil  --  evil that every day is now flaunted.   

 

With laughter drown the raucous shout and though these sheltering walls are thin, may 

they be strong to keep hate out and hold love in.  (“May Nothing Evil Cross This Door”) 

 

Tell me about despair, yours.   

 

Indeed, that’s what community is for.  To share joy and sorrow.  To bear witness to each 

other’s lives – especially when despair threatens to close in on the strength we need to 

keep hope kindled.   

 

These are spiritual muscles that need your dedicated attention.  You are not alone in 

that endeavor, dear Souls.  Look around and see within all you meet that spark of the 

divine in every heart.  Yours, too. 

 

Rest in grace and peace, dear Souls. 

 

Rest in the presence of still water. 

 

Amen.  Blessed be.   

 


