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“The Power of Vulnerability” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

March 5, 2017 

 

From an essay titled:   “How Does It Feel” by Patti Smith 

Published in the December 14, 2016 issue of “The New Yorker” 

 

As if in a fairy tale, I stood before the Swedish King and Queen and some 

of the great minds of the world, armed with a song in which every line 

encoded the experience and resilience of the poet who penned them.   

 

The opening chords of the song were introduced, and I heard myself 

singing.  The first verse was passable, a bit shaky, but I was certain I would 

settle.  But instead I was struck with a plethora of emotions, avalanching 

with such intensity that I was unable to negotiate them.  … 

Unaccustomed to such an overwhelming case of nerves, I was unable to 

continue.  I hadn’t forgotten the words that were now a part of me.  I was 

simply unable to draw them out.  … It was not lost on me that the 

narrative of the song begins with the words, “I stumbled alongside of 

twelve misty mountains,” and ends with the line “And I’ll know my song 

well before I start singing.”  As I took my seat, I felt the humiliating sting of 

failure, but also the strange realization that I had somehow entered and 

truly lived the world of the lyrics.   

 

When I arose the next morning …. I was greeted by many of the Nobel 

scientists.  They showed appreciation for my very public struggle.  They 

told me I did a good job.  I wish I would have done better, I said, No, no, 

they replied, none of us with that.  For us, your performance seemed a 

metaphor for our own struggles.  Words of kindness continued throughout 

the day, and in the end I had to come to terms with the truer nature of my 

duty. … It is above all for the entertainment and transformation of the 

people.  It is all for them.  The song asked for nothing.  The creator of the 

song asked for nothing.  So why should I ask for anything?   

 

Looking to the future, I am certain that the hard rain will not cease falling, 

and that we will all need to be vigilant.  The year is coming to an end … 

and all the things I have seen and experienced and remember will be 

within me, and the remorse I had felt so heavily will joyfully meld with all 

other moments.  Seventy years of moments, seventy years of being 

human.   
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It’s early Friday morning and I am eager to begin the task.  There’s a pot 

of tea at my side and a cozy prayer shawl wrapped around my shoulders.  

Ideas have been floating through my mind and heart that I will now coax 

to the page.   

 

But lo!  I’m feeling a bit vulnerable tasked with preaching about 

vulnerability. Brene Brown, the researcher whose life work is studying 

vulnerability and shame, speaks of the difficulty of doing so largely 

because we don’t like to admit to vulnerability.  

 

In retrospect, I wouldn’t title this sermon, “The Power of Vulnerabity”.  I 

don’t know if vulnerability is powerful.  But I do know that every powerful 

action comes to fruition only when courage pushes through vulnerability 

like a parent lunging to a child once lost, now found.    

 

Let’s start with the big picture.   

 

It’s not in our nature to contemplate vulnerability. By “our” nature I mean 

our American nature.  We are told repeatedly that we live in the most 

powerful country in the world.  This narrative makes no room for 

vulnerability and in fact, it seeks to beat back any suggestion of a chink in 

the armor.   

 

We’ve experienced a spike in fear and suspicion since September of 2001 

largely because we can’t stand the idea that we may vulnerable.  No 

matter how much of the federal budget is spent on the military, we can’t 

deny vulnerability.  We are – and have always been vulnerable.  

 

But this morning we’re taking it down to consider our own individual lives.  

To do so we need to acknowledge the ways that we are most certainly 

affected by the larger culture in which we live - a culture that values 

absolute power while desperately seeking to obliterate the fact of 

vulnerability.   

 

But nevertheless, and of course, plenty of Americans are not so assured.  

We know that people of color; queer Americans; the poor; those with 

physical, cognitive, or mental disabilities – basically, most of us feel some 

sense of bewilderment at the claim that power guarantees safety.  And 
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still, the uniquely American insistence that vulnerability must not be part of 

the fabric of life makes it hard to integrate vulnerability as a fact of life.  As 

a fact of humanness.  Yet it is vulnerability that stands between ourselves 

and leading courageous lives.   

 

Vulnerability.   

 

I’ve learned a few things about vulnerability in the past few years.  Here’s 

one of those things.   

 

I am part of a weekly study group that meets at St. Francis House every 

Tuesday morning.  The front door opens into a foyer and then a hallway 

leads to the room where we gather. Those who arrive a few minutes early 

sit around the big table and one by one hear friends arrive.  We are each 

known by the sound of our footsteps.  Mine, I am told, are brisk, sure and 

confident.  That’s how I move through the world.   

 

Until I didn’t.   

 

Next week will mark five years since I was diagnosed with ovarian cancer.  

Cancer comes with its own special study guide and the first lesson is 

learning what it means to be a new kind of vulnerable that bores right 

down to the very way that you physically move through the world.   

 

No longer brisk or sure and certainly void of my trademark confidence I 

had to reckon with a new vulnerability heretofore unknown to me. I am 

not someone who has ever had a hard time asking for help but this time 

my need hailed from a place of serious diminishment.  I had to depend on 

others for most everything.   I was a vulnerability poster child.   

 

Let’s take a moment to hear from the poet Ted Kooser by way of his 

poem entitled, “At the Cancer Clinic”:   

 

She is being helped toward the open door 

that leads to the examining rooms 

by two young women I take to be her sisters. 

Each bends to the weight of an arm 

and steps with the straight, tough bearing 

of courage. At what must seem to be 

a great distance, a nurse holds the door, 

smiling and calling encouragement. 

How patient she is in the crisp white sails 



 

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

4 

of her clothes. The sick woman 

peers from under her funny knit cap         

to watch each foot swing scuffing forward 

and take its turn under her weight. 

There is no restlessness or impatience 

or anger anywhere in sight. Grace 

fills the clean mold of this moment 

and all the shuffling magazines grow still. 
 
Here’s what everyone who has ever been really sick comes to know if 

they’re lucky.   With the inescapable vulnerability that comes with illness 

comes a glowing, stunningly beautiful depth of intimacy.  There is no 

restlessness or impatience / or anger anywhere in sight.  /  Grace fills the 

clean mold of [those moments].   

 

I am sitting in the infusion chair one afternoon.  Everything has come off 

the rails. I am a bucket of vulnerability and cannot stop a wave of tears.  

Face to face with my vulnerability my nurse kisses the top of my head and 

kneels down before me, looks me in my weepy eyes and reminds:  “This is 

just a bump in the road.”  Every nurse who stands at the door in the sails of 

their crisp white – or crazily colored – scrubs is the answer to your 

vulnerability.  Every loved one who stands beside you holding you up is 

the answer to your vulnerability.  Intimacy is the answer to a question you 

didn’t even realize vulnerability asks.   

 

Eventually my brisk, sure, confident stride comes back but there is always 

a vestige of that particular vulnerability resting in my body.  You make 

your peace with it.   

 

So there is this:  If while you are ill or injured you attempt to grit your teeth 

and go it alone and get all New England Yankee “I can do this myself” 

about it, a whole raft of goodness will float right on by.  You will miss out on 

the intimacy that helps with the loneliness that is a serious side affect of a 

serious illness or injury.  You will miss out on beauty not to mention missing 

out on a certain quality of care.   

 

Actually, loneliness is a serious side affect of our seriously isolating lives. 

And make no mistake, if you are well and you attempt go it alone and 

get all New England Yankee “I can do this myself” about it – and by “it” I 

mean your life, you will miss out on exactly the same:  beauty, care, and 

yes, intimacy.     
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The willingness to show up in all our vulnerability is essential to intimacy in 

our relationships with our partners and spouses, our children, our parents, 

our friends,  … our fellow Souls.  The willingness to show up and be truly 

seen while moving through all sorts of obstacles – Brene Brown names 

shame as one of those obstacles – is a central tenant of an intimate 

relationship.   Healthy, fulfilling relationships are more likely if we will 

accept vulnerability as a matter of fact.  As a matter of humanness.   

 

Artists are perhaps our greatest examples of a willingness to show up and 

be seen.  To lean on a cliché, we may not know much about visual art, 

music, or theater but we know what we like.  And we like what we like 

because we are moved by what we like whether being moved means we 

are entertained or we are transformed.  Art – beauty - has that power.   

 

Carrie-Mae Weems is an artist, a photographer.  My spouse, Kate, and I 

went to see her show at the Guggenheim Museum a few years ago.  Just 

a month or two later, Weems happened to be a guest artist at our 

daughter’s college. Along with all of the studio art majors, Lillian had a 

private audience with the artist and the amazing opportunity to have 

Weems critique their work. Weems said of Lillian’s work that although she 

had excellent technique, her work could only be described as “pretty”.  In 

other words, apart from “pretty” there was no “there” there.  About this 

critique Lillian said, “It cut to the bone.”  But it had the desired effect on 

my daughter, a young artist.  It inspired her to reckon with her stifling sense 

of vulnerability.  She began to pour what mattered most to her into her 

work and her work was and is better for it.  It has less pretty and more 

meaning. 

 

That’s what we all want out of our lives, right?  Less pretty.  More meaning.   

 

And in our pursuit of less pretty and more meaning, we are inevitably 

going to “stumble alongside twelve misty mountains”.  Some of us will do 

so on more public stages than others but those with more public stages 

will teach us an important lesson:  these will be a metaphor for our own 

struggles, said the scientist to the artist.    

 

Let’s take a look at the epic moment of vulnerability that Patti Smith writes 

about.   

 
http://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/patti-smith-on-
singing-at-bob-dylans-nobel-prize-ceremony    
 

http://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/patti-smith-on-singing-at-bob-dylans-nobel-prize-ceremony
http://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/patti-smith-on-singing-at-bob-dylans-nobel-prize-ceremony
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Important to note that she finishes to a deeply moving rush to 

appreciation, many of the audience were moved to tears not just for the 

weight of the lyric but before the great artist’s willingness to start again.  To 

name her vulnerability and simply ask to start again.   

 

What do our lives call us to do?  As Smith asks:  what is the nature of our 

true duty?  It certainly isn’t to be perfect.  It’s only to show up:  to do 

kindness, love mercy and walk humbly (some would say with their God).  

And in this, we must reckon and make peace with our vulnerability.   

 

In those moments of acute vulnerability, when it is the only thing standing 

between you and a deeply lived life, I encourage you to call up scenes 

from All Souls.   

 

Candles raised high on Christmas Eve; 

Flowers raised high and swaying to the music at our Flower Communion; 

Reaching out for each other when our worship service has ended but our 

work is not yet done; 

Voices joined together, “And all the trees of the field shall clap their hands 

… as you go out in joy.” 

 

May memory of this congregation of welcome, care, and justice seeking 

help conjure in you the strength to integrate vulnerability and show up in 

all of your glory. 

 

Blessed be.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


