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“Soul Support” 

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

September 20, 2015 

 

“What I learned from My Mother”   By, Julia Kasdorf 

 

I learned from my mother how to love 

the living, to have plenty of vases on hand 

in case you have to rush to the hospital 

with peonies cut from the lawn, black ants 

still stuck to the buds.   

I learned to save jars large enough to hold fruit salad for a whole  

grieving household, to cube home-canned pears 

and peaches, to slice through maroon grape skins 

and flick out the sexual seeds with a knife point. 

I learned to attend viewings even if I didn’t know 

The deceased, to press the moist hands 

of the living, to look in their eyes and offer 

sympathy, as though I understood loss even then. 

I learned that whatever we say means nothing, 

what anyone will remember is that we came. 

I learned to believe I had the power to ease 

awful pains materially like an angel. 

Like a doctor, I learned to create 

from another’s suffering my own usefulness, and once 

you know how to do this, you can never refuse. 

To every house you enter, you must offer 

Healing: a chocolate cake you baked yourself, 

The blessing of your voice, your chaste touch. 

 
 

 

Hear these expressions of gratitude:    

 

This a recent Facebook post:   

 

Our church family is amazing. Cooking Love in a pot for a gluten-free, soy-

free household is not easy, but our Caring Committee is knocking 

themselves out. I don't think anyone would even know that the food is 

allergen-friendly. It's so delicious! Thank you All Souls!” 

 

I had never planned a memorial service before and I was in shock when 

my mother died.  Thanks to the entire congregation for all you did for my 
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mother’s memorial service.  The service, the choir, the food - all were 

wonderful.  My mother would have loved it.   
 

 

What do these exclamations of gratitude have in common?  If we 

followed the breadcrumbs back to the little house in the woods, we would 

find there someone who had the courage to actually ask for help.  And 

because they asked for help, the woods were no longer shadowy and 

scary and isolating because the person who asks for help is on the way to 

connection and safety.  The person who asks for help is on the way home.   

 

So, let’s lift up the difficulty we have with asking for help.   

 

Today we’re starting a new thing at All Souls.  I hope that you’ve heard 

about it by now; we’re calling it “Soul Support.”  We’re optimistic.  We’re 

hopeful.  But all the optimism and hope in the world won’t matter a whit if 

we don’t collectively quiet the voice that says with a stiff upper lip or 

worse, that says with disgust:  

 

“Suck it up, Buttercup.”   

 

Whose voice is that?   

 

It’s the harshest critic in your life, the one who stands firmly between you 

and a sense of peace and well-being.  That voice would be yours.  Yes.  

That would be your own voice that resists the need – the human need – 

for help.   

 

I hear it all the time.  This is how that dialogue typically goes: 

 

Me:   Why didn’t you call when you knew things had gotten so bad?  Stop 

being so hard on yourself. 

 

Some struggling Soul: I know!  I know!  Why do I do that?  I hate that I do 

that.   I need help.  Nothing wrong with that.  So why don't I just ask?  Why 

am I so hard on myself?   I hate that!   

 

Me:  Well, now stop being so hard on yourself for being so hard on 

yourself.   

 

Aren’t we exhausted already?  
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To be fair, we have all, after all, been conditioned by a culture that has 

turned rugged individualism into a saintly pursuit.  It is a particularly 

American pursuit – because it doesn’t matter where you are from, you 

can be from New England frozen or Midwest nice or west coast cool or 

the too sweet south – it doesn’t matter.  If we are united in one sliver of a 

way in this fractured country it is around the twisted idea that we are 

each of us aokay on our own.   

 

 I don’t want to be a bother.   

 

I don’t want to be a burden.  

 

     United we stand … alone.    

 

This sermon would preach from any pulpit in our fair country. 

 

So, how did we land here?  There are likely a thousand reasons but clues 

to at least one of the sources of this folly lie in the writings of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson.  I know I tread on dangerous ice here because Unitarian 

Universalists love our claim to St. Ralph Waldo.  “He’s one of us!!” – we 

shout from our “Famous UU” tee-shirts.  Except that he quit.  He quit the 

Unitarian ministry and he quit the church all together.  And for all the 

soaring beauty of his writings, take for example these quotes from “Self-

Reliance”:  

 

“Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.  Nothing can bring you 

peace but the triumph of principles.” 

 

“Trust thyself:  … every heart vibrates to that iron string.”  

 

“A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.” 

 

For all its soaring beauty the essay also gives us a false sense that 

independence is infinite as though that were remotely possible.  Or rather, 

we mistakenly take his words to mean that self-reliance denies the truth of 

our interdependence.  So, way back in the 19th century, Emerson lays the 

groundwork for an ideal that was anything but.   

 

Long after Emerson is long gone, we can all be grateful that the Unitarian 

merger with the Universalists in 1961 brought with it the Universalist 

theology of interdependence.  As well can all be grateful as well that our 

7th principle that names our commitment to the interdependent web of 

which we are all a part highlights our own inevitable need for connection.  
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And in that interdependence, because of that interdependence, we 

must know that occasionally, we need help and we best get over 

ourselves and ask for it.  

 

You have a pillar of powerful theological affirmation upon which to lean.   

And a powerful culture of rugged individualism to push away.   

 

Push away.   Ask for help.   

 

And remember, you are worthy of said help.  Consider the inverse.  If 

called upon, who among you would refuse to help? 

 

None of you.  Not a one.   

 

There are plenty of vases on hand and in your cupboards should you 

need to fill them with flowers for the broken hearted. 

 

There are jars on your shelves lying in wait for the sustenance that will feed 

a whole grieving household. 

 

There’s the truck in your driveway, available to the Soul who needs to 

move their lives.   

 

You know to press your hand into the hands of those who mourn.  To look 

into eyes that search only for your presence because in the end, no one 

remembers what you say only that you were there.  

 

Really.  Helping is about showing up more than anything else.  And if 

asked, all and each of you would show up. 

 

Showing up brings with it connection.  Connection to the grieving. 

Connection to those who suffer.  And in that connection there is solidarity 

because we all grieve at one time or another.  Or always.  We all will 

suffer.   We will all be broken or sick at one time or another.  And perhaps 

one of the greatest lessons of being broken or sick is learning how to 

gracefully accept our own fragility and how to accept help from others.   

 

We help others knowing that we are one small part of the human circle of 

love and care and help that responds to fragility and vulnerability and 

suffering.  
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And most things that we do that are of worth are about help.  About 

service.   

 

Today we step up and participate in public witness in the Black Lives 

Matter movement because we have been asked to help.  As people of 

faith, we have been asked to help.  Specifically, as a majority, but not 

entirely, white congregation, we have been asked to help because the 

world will not change if we do not.  And mostly, this witness is about 

showing up.  This is about our presence.  This is about recognizing and 

naming vulnerability where there should be none.  This is about standing 

with. 

 

We have prepared for this moment as a congregation for over a year and 

really, for about 20 years.   Some may not be here yet.  That’s okay.  But 

you can still help.  You can help by staying in the conversation.  By 

offering to hear the stories that will emerge. 

 

Stories will emerge.  Yours and the one we share as a congregation. 

 

But no one will be able to say that All Souls New London stood by.  We will 

be the ones that Reverend Dr. Cornel West named as strong in spirit.   The 

ones who will go down swinging – like Ella Fitzgerald.  Like Mohammad Ali. 

 

Together, we are learning to create 

from another’s suffering our own usefulness, and once 

we know how to do this, we can never refuse. 

To every injustice we encounter, we must offer 

healing: the blessing of our voices, our chaste touch.   (adapted) 

 

Peace.  Shalom.  Salaam.  

 

Amen.  Blessed be. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


