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“The Wide Belonging ” 

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

May 17, 2020 

 

“We Bid You Welcome”  Richard Gilbert  

We bid you welcome who come with weary spirit seeking rest. 

Who come with troubles that are too much with you, who come hurt and 

afraid.  

We bid you welcome, who come with hope in your heart. 

Who come with anticipation in your step, who come proud and joyous. 

We bid you welcome, who are seekers of a new faith. 

We bid you welcome, who enter this hall as a homecoming 

Who have found here room for your spirit.  Who find in this people a family. 

Whoever you are … wherever you are on your journey, we bid you welcome.   

 

   

 

As we met to plan worship last week, the staff all agreed: Richard Gilbert’s words 

are a great call to worship. But you were already joyfully called to worship. In this 

moment Gilbert’s wisdom will serve a different function.   

 

I have seen you cross Unity Hall’s threshold many times and I know you are out 

there this morning.  Some of you are weary and seeking rest while others come 

with a light step and hope in your heart.  It is today as every Sunday past.  We 

gather wearing our hearts on our sleeves and some of those hearts are broken 

and others newly mended – all more resilient for coming to church and resting in 

a sense of belonging for the strength of that communion is in part, wrapped up 

in a sense of belonging.    

 

When the peace is passed from Soul to Soul in the cacophony of welcome and 

greeting … when voices are joined together in song … when those voices join in 

song and the song goes off the rails and when we start all over again or change 

the hymn all together … or when the singing is so beautiful that we are 

transported to greater heights … when the children rush from the sanctuary to 

their faith formation classrooms … when we reach for hands in a show of 

connection and commitment to the strength of our communion … all of these 

moments aim to solidify that sense of belonging to a wider circle that circles 

round the Souls who gather up and together for better or for worse, in good 

times and in bad, in sickness and in health.   
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A covenant binds us one to another, we of differing perspectives and 

sensibilities.  We who are so beautifully human and flawed.  And on this day we 

celebrate those who choose to deepen their relationship to All Souls and to 

Unitarian Universalism and the long-timers who have been steadfast these many 

years. We honor the yearning that moves us to belong to each other as 

belonging to each other is a way to peace and good will among all people.   

 

Mother Teresa reminds us of that:  If we do not have peace it is because we 

have forgotten that we belong to each other. 

 

On Sunday morning at All Souls we are reminded that we belong to each other.  

We are reminded that the real test of belonging comes the first time you find 

yourself disappointed, angry, frustrated by your fellow Souls – some little thing 

that just rubbed you the wrong way and you so know that you are so right that 

your way was the so right way.  Your belonging deepens when your internal 

response to all that is, “Right.  Wrong.  Whatever.”  These people are my people.  

And they are beautifully human and flawed.     

 

That’s what belonging is all about and it is – as I say often – not for the faint of 

heart.  It is for the strengthening of heart. 

 

And all of what I just described is largely about our being in that place on the 

east coast of our country, in New England, in CT, southeastern CT, in New 

London, at 19 Jay Street in the sanctuary that is Unity Hall.   

 

But you are not there now and neither am I. A few days ago the Unitarian 

Universalist Association recommended that for worship and for all the ways that 

we gather that we do so only virtually through to May 2021.  We can be grateful 

that leaders at the UUA are grounding their recommendation in sound public 

health science and a concern for the most vulnerable. They are truthtellers.  That 

said: one year from now.  One year.  I know that time is feeling pretty surreal of 

late but I think we can all agree, one year from now is a very long time.  

 

I’m going to pause for a moment so that we can all take a very deep breath.  

 

I will not minimize the heartbreak that this recommendation causes. Similarly, we 

cannot minimize just exactly what is at stake: actual human lives.  We already 

knew that the we will be livestreaming worship services through the summer. 
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That decision was made several weeks ago.  Add to that livestreaming through 

the summer, our building project that is scheduled to break ground in October 

and that means that we have quite a bit of uncertainty and disruption ahead.  

Through it all, we will be paying close attention to national and local projections 

and recommendations for when we can gather up again.    

 

We enter into this chapter of our shared history with the kind of humility that 

signals the care we have for our fellow humans.  We belong to each other. 

Together yet apart … and yet offering a wider belonging than ever before in All 

Souls’ 113 year history as there are many more Souls who make their way to 

worship each Sunday. 

 

And so our perfect call to worship takes on a whole new meaning. We bid you 

welcome – all who gather here from far flung places on Earth, you who have 

found here room for your spirit.   

 

Whoever you are … and now, more importantly, wherever you are on your 

journey, we bid you welcome.   

 

Wherever you are, we bid you welcome. The joy that was generated in Unity 

Hall for so many Sundays was never meant to be contained.  The joy that was 

generated within was meant to be shared beyond our walls, far and wide 

because we always knew you were out there, in the woods walking your way to 

the holy.  We knew you were at home or in the hospital, the shelter. We know all 

about you who are curious but shy.  You who were wounded by a faith 

community where you did not fit.  We missed you when you moved away.  We 

heard you when you said, “If only I lived closer.”  We always knew you were out 

there.   

 

We know you are out there now, you who come weary and afraid that this 

brave new world in which we find ourselves will make obsolete work that you 

loved and did with pride.  You who are mourning so many losses and thought, 

“What the heck.  Maybe I’ll find some respite there at All Souls, livestreaming, for 

my aching heart.” 

 

I hope you have found here room for your spirit to rest, space to lay your burden 

down, time to be reminded that we belong to each other in this wider 

belonging.   
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We can now see so clearly that we are all part of a wide belonging that makes 

the circle whole. This world-wide crisis has served as a reminder of our 

connectedness. The children of our children will learn about this time and 

perhaps – and I hope – that part of the story will be about the ways our 

connection and caring for each other deepened.  That we gathered up more 

intentionally, listened more intently.  That we understood and felt part of a wider 

belonging.   

 

And remember, that in time, this part of the story will end but the wider 

belonging will remain, if we commit to remembering that we belong to each 

other.   

 

I will remember.  I know that YOU will remember.   

 

We will remember that “We are single cells in a body of nearly 8 billion cells.  The 

body is humankind.” (Norman Cousins) 

 

We will remember to keep the circle whole. 

 

Amen. 


