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“A Sense of Place” 
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October 20, 2013 

 

"Where I'm From"  by George Ella Lyons 

 

I am from clothespins, 

from Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride. 

I am from the dirt under the back porch. 

(Black, glistening, 

it tasted like beets.) 

I am from the forsythia bush 

the Dutch elm 

whose long-gone limbs I remember 

as if they were my own. 

I'm from fudge and eyeglasses, 

from Imogene and Alafair. 

I'm from the know-it-alls 

and the pass-it-ons, 

from Perk up! and Pipe down! 

I'm from He restoreth my soul 

with a cottonball lamb 

and ten verses I can say myself. 

I'm from Artemus and Billie's Branch, 

fried corn and strong coffee. 

From the finger my grandfather lost 

to the auger, 

the eye my father shut to keep his sight. 

Under my bed was a dress box 

spilling old pictures, 

a sift of lost faces 

to drift beneath my dreams. 

I am from those moments — 

snapped before I budded 

leaf-fall from the family tree. 

 

 

 

 

“Where are you from?”   
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I’m leading a workshop and there are people sitting around a table getting 

acquainted.   The invitation is extended:  “Let’s go around the table, each of us 

sharing where we’re from.” 

 

Syracuse!  Minneapolis!  New Jersey!  El Paso!  Chicago!  Charlotte!   

Pennsylvania!  Portland! Mobile!  On and on and one by one we go around … 

until … 

 

we come to a woman who seems to be visibly shrinking.  She’s stumped and 

says, “I don’t know what to say.  Do you mean now?  Or where I grew up?  Or 

the places I’ve been from between then and now?” 

 

I think I remember that story because honestly, at the time it just annoyed me.  

The internal trainer whined, “Just answer the question”  You’ll be glad to know 

that when I responded it was my internal nicer person who showed up:  “Tell us 

all of them!”  Clearly, all of them were a part of her.  

 

For better or for worse, we tend to ask such limiting questions when we’re trying 

to get to know each other – even though all of so many things are a part of us.  

Where’re you from?  What do you do?  Married?   

 

And all of those questions?  Fraught.   

 

   You wouldn’t think so but try being a military, diplomatic, homeless family and   

            answering:  Where’re you from?   

 

And try being a home-maker or recently laid-off or under-unemployed or   

   doing work that you’re not particularly passionate about and answering:   

                      What do you do?   

 

 Try being single or divorced or widowed and fielding the relationship status 

questions.   

 

But we’re talking about a sense of place today.  A sense of place in the context 

of describing who we are. 

 

So, I’m from New Jersey.  I know what you’re thinking:  “What exit?”  Being from 

New Jersey may conjure some ideas about who I am.  Some of those ideas are 

no doubt spot-on.  But here’s where I’m from, really: 

 

I’m from macroni on Sundays 

I’m from everybody talking at once 

I’m from my grandmother singing in the kitchen 
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I’m from the ride on the school bus, imagining my life after New Jersey. 

 

You get the gist.   

 

We are influenced by a sense of place.  The places we are from have a hold on 

us but most times it has less to do with the place itself than what happens in that 

place. 

 

Think about it: the poet says nothing about a house.  Or an apartment.  The 

block she lives on.   

She mentions a tree.   

 

Yet, faith communities have what is sometimes called an “Edifice Complex.”  

(The psychology & mythology geeks among us will get the joke:  Oedipus / 

Edifice.  It’s a fancy joke.)  Look at any New England congregation’s letterhead 

and what image is likely right up there in the corner?  The white-pillared church 

building complete with the steeple.   

   

As though the building is the congregation.  All Souls’ letterhead reflected the 

same not so long ago – that is, the building, minus the pillars and a steeple.  The 

building our forebears dreamt and built over 100 years ago reflects the lives they 

led.  It reflects the theology by which they lived.   

 
And on December 3, 2006 the congregation walked from that building to this one.  

Before we filed out and around the block and through the parking lot to sound of 

drums and singing – there was a sermon.  Here’s a part of what I said: 

 

I said:   

 

We give thanks for this sanctuary … this historic building – the home so many of 

us have loved and sought out in times of joy and in sorrow, for better or for worse. 

…  These rafters have held and absorbed so much life.  One can feel it upon 

entering.  The first time I walked into this sanctuary was during my pre-

candidating weekend.  It was February in the late afternoon.  The western light 

was beautiful – the stained glass window was shimmering.  All of this sanctuary’s 

details were carefully considered – the pulpit, the chancel seat, & communion 

table were all integral aspects of the architect’s overall design.   

 

…. [I]t was love at first sight.  … This sanctuary’s beauty lends itself to our sense of 

place and that sense runs deep.  …. 

 

All true…. 
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….. and the transition from that place to this one took a looooong looooong time.  

Eighteen months, I tell colleagues who ask.  That’s how long it took for this congregation 

to say with a modicum of sincerity, “We’re home.”   

 

At the conclusion of one particularly devastating memorial service, one Soul says to me, 

“Now it’s home.  Now that we have dedicated our children and buried our dead, now 

it’s home.” 

 

Because we’re from “mourning the death and celebrating the life” of our dearly 

beloved.  We’re from “We bless you with this water gathered from all corners of the 

world.”   

 

All Souls is frequently praised for our sense of self.  “They know who they are.”  That’s 

high praise for a Unitarian Universalist faith community, Friends.   

 

Let’s imagine that we are as poetic and brilliant as the 8, 9 and 10 year-olds among us.  

As an All Souls congregant, would you answer the question:  “Where are you from?”   

 

And here are a few of the responses offered by Souls that morning: 

 

I am from knowing I need to look for the tissue boxes like emergency exits 

I am from reading #417 

I am from music for my heart and soul 

I am from right here 

I am from the old space and the new space 

I am from a long journey to find God and community 

I am from “the stirrings of compassion” 

I am from “Spirit of Life” 

I am from our close proximity to the children 

I am from the feeling of not being judged 

  

That’s where we are from.  That’s who we are.  And who we are is not 60 Huntington 

Street.  Or 19 Jay Street.  But we worship here and lead most of our congregational lives 

here at 19 Jay Street and not 60 Huntington Street because the Souls who make up this 

congregation lead with their nicer selves - the selves that take seriously a commitment 

to accessibility and an open, efficient place for our children to nourish their souls and a 

sanctuary that reflects our theological diversity and commitments.    

 

And a vision that there will be a next generation who will keep on, who will keep up this 

beacon of liberal religion here in SE CT.   

 

So in case you missed it: we are selling the building.  We’re selling the building that 

many Souls love.  A building that others love less.  A building with which still others have 

absolutely no connection.   

 

It is also the building that for the past 6 ½ years held “The Drop” – the daytime 

Hospitality Center where thousands of guests seeking shelter and hospitality laid down 
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their burdens.  And last week, at a Dedication Ceremony that boasted hundreds of 

well-wishers, the Homeless Hospitality Center made their way home – to a different 

sense of place.  I wish you could have all been there.  It was an amazing day. 

 

And we knew this day was coming.  And we wondered how to integrate our campus 

once the day came.  And so we considered the possibilities in a year-long and mindful 

conversation and to remind, this is where we landed:  Capital Campaign to pay down 

the mortgage.  Sell the Huntington Street Building.  Capital Campaign to build an 

accessible Community Room and additional classroom and office space.   

 

So, the building will soon be for sale.   

 

But what is NOT for sale … what will NEVER be for sale is where we are from. 

 

Because where we are from is who we are:  Welcoming. Caring.  Seeking.   

 

Because who we are has just a little to do with our sacred spaces – rather, the spaces 

are made sacred by what we create within.  Within our walls and within our hearts.   

 

Amen.   

 

   

 

 

 

  

 

 
 


