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 “Work Apart From Worth” 

Reading, reflection and a few other elements of the service 

Reverend Carolyn Patierno & Reverend Caitlin O’Brien 

August 2, 2020 
 

Welcome:  Introductions, Centering:  Reverend Caitlin O’Brien 

So, we wilted this week…at least I did...in steamy high temperatures, and in 

response to our country in continued crisis.  The health of our public -  and the 

health of our democracy - are at risk.  This continues to be a frightening time, a 

bewildering time, an electric time.  All I want to say to you is come here, come 

sit with us.  It’s good to be with you in the ways that we can. I welcome you to 

All Souls, where all souls are welcome.  You are joyfully called to worship. 
 

I invite you to settle in with excerpts from Marge Piercy’s poem, “To Be of Use” 

 

I love people who harness themselves, an ox to a heavy cart, 

who pull like water buffalo, with massive patience, 

who strain in the mud and the muck to move things forward, 

who do what has to be done, again and again. 
 

I want to be with people who submerge 

in the task…[who] move in a common rhythm 

when the food must come in or the fire be put out. 
 

The work of the world is common as mud. 

Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust. 

But the thing worth doing, well done 

has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident. 

Greek amphoras (Amfawras) for wine or oil, 

Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums 

but you know they were made to be used. 

The pitcher cries for water to carry 

and a person for work that is real. 

 

Intro to Reading: Reverend Carolyn 

Where am I going? I don't quite know. 
 

It is a phrase many of us may turn over in our minds and hearts as the days roll 

out before us.  In early May, still in the deep days of compassionate distancing, 

several Souls recommended one particular essay to me all thinking that the 

essay would preach.  They were right.  Because there is a profane word in the 

first part of this essay’s title, I can only share the second part which is: “The Bread 

is Over”.  I commend this essay to all of you – profanity and all.   

  



 

Sermon © Reverends Carolyn Patierno and Caitlin O’Brien.  All right reserved.  Reproduction 

by permission only. 

 

1 

We are living in a profane time, after all.  So much of what we hold sacred is 

being threatened.  The threat is real and existential.  You know the list:  the earth, 

democracy, and for our attention this morning:  work.    

  

The writer is a scholar of fairy tales and a creative writing teacher.  She sought a 

college professorship for a long while – her most recent interview in February just 

before the world was put on high alert.  At the time when this essay was 

published, millions of Americans had already lost their jobs. The writer reflects on 

that staggering reality … as well as the fact that there’s no flour to be had, sad 

news for the bread baker that she is.    

 

The following is an excerpt from  “ … The Bread Is Over.” An essay that 

appeared in the Paris Review 5.7.2020  By Sabrina Orah Mark   
 

What does it mean to be worth something? Or worth enough? Or worthless? 

What does it mean to earn a living? What does it mean to be hired? What does 

it mean to be let go? 

In fairy tales, if you don’t spin the straw into gold or inherit the kingdom or devour 

all the oxen … you drop out of the fairy tale, and fall over its edge into an 

endless, blank forest where there is no other function for you, no alternative 

career. The future for the sons who don’t inherit the kingdom is vanishment. 

What happens when your skills are no longer needed for the sake of the fairy 

tale? A great gust comes and carries you away. 

Over the years I have applied for hundreds of professorships, and even received 

some interviews. I’ve wanted a job like this for so long, I barely even know why I 

want it anymore. I look at my hands. I can’t tell if they’re mine. 

“Of course you can tell if your hands are yours,” says my mother. “Don’t be 

ridiculous.” 

“I have no real job,” I say. “Of course you have a real job,” she says. “I have no 

flour,” I say. “[The hell with] the bread,” says my mother. “The bread is over.” 

And maybe the bread, as I’ve always understood it, really is over. The new world 

order is rearranging itself on the planet and settling in. Our touchstone is 

changing color. Our criteria for earning a life, a living, are mutating like a virus 

that wants badly to stay alive.  

… [For so long] I wanted an office with a number. I wanted a university ID. I 

wanted access to a fancy library and benefits and students and colleagues and 

travel money. I wanted the whole stupid kingdom. “And then what?” says my 
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mother. “And then nothing,” I say as I jump off the very top of a fairy tale that 

has no place for me. “You’re better off,” says my mother. I look around. I’ve 

landed where I am. 

It’s day sixty of homeschooling. Eli asks me to remind him how to make an aleph. 

I take a pencil, and draw it for him very carefully. “It’s like a branch,” I say, “with 

two little twigs attached.”  “You know what, Mama?” he says. “You’d make a 

really good teacher.” “Thank you,” I say.  

Reflection:  “Work Apart From Worth” Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

It is March.  A beloved college friend gets the idea – new and fun at the time – 

that our whole circle of Beloveds should get together on Zoom for a check in.  

Everyone is game. There are 30 of us on the screen. Thirty big lives / 30 big 

personalities each confined to one small block of screen real estate.  Each takes 

a turn.  

 

The majority of those gathered are creatives:  costume designers / lighting 

designers / actors / makeup artists / directors / coaches / producers.  Of the 30 

of us, 20 have lost all or most of their work.  It is breathtaking.    

 

Meanwhile, at All Souls we chart a course toward sustained connection. Caitlin 

and I agree that during their calls, the pastoral visitors will ask about job loss.  I 

know that others are similarly concerned because donations to the discretionary 

fund come pouring in.  (There’s never been as much money in that fund as 

there is right now.) 
 

There is so much to worry about.  There’s this, for one:  that those who were 

already vulnerable financially before some mysterious virus blew everything out 

of the water are even more vulnerable now.  Systemic racism and the cracks in 

our economic system needed to have been fixed long, long ago in order for this 

current economic disaster to have been averted.  It is clear that it is a disaster 

built on layer upon layer of disaster.   
 

So, there’s that.        And there’s this.   
 

Early on one Soul expressed fear that work she loves and is good at may be 

gone gone gone for a long while … and she quietly feared:  forever.   
 

The wise woman reminds us that in fairy tales if a character loses their form – who 

they are in the story’s arc – they lose their function … and vanish.  Fairy tales live 

on through the ages for a reason: they resonate.  So, on top of every other 

worry, now lurks the one that says that without work “a great gust comes and 

carries us away.”  … the fear that in some very real way; we will simply vanish. 
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Like the writer of the exquisite essay we ask ourselves:  What does it mean to be 

worth something? Or worth enough? Or worthless? What does it mean to earn a 

living? What does it mean to be hired? What does it mean to be let go? 

The air is heavy with these questions.  If you are one who is struggling with job loss 

or underemployment; if you were just about to launch yourself into a new 

chapter and find your future story has vanished; or even if this isn’t you but it IS 

your grown child, your partner, your parent, your dear friend, take heed.  Millions 

upon millions of Americans are in the same boat navigating the same choppy 

waters longing for a work life to steady the days.  No one is alone in that boat 

and all previous hiring / employment / career trajectory / making-a-living norms 

are now sunk.   

 

Remember the writer’s wisdom: 

The new world order is rearranging itself on the planet and settling in. Our 

touchstone is changing color. Our criteria for earning a life, a living, are 

mutating. 
 

The criteria for earning a LIFE – is simply being alive.  The touchstone for earning 

a living is simply doing the best you are able with what is mutating criteria.  

And let go of the lie that tied worth to some fairy tale of a living.  Do what you 

have to do to support yourself – your family - in this brave new world and let go 

of the rest.   
 

I have to say, I love Sabrina Orah Mark’s mother.  Her presence is that of a 

Greek chorus, pointing out the obvious in the particular way that particular 

mothers do. She moves the story – she moves her daughter – forward with these 

observations: 
  

“Of course you can tell if your hands are yours,”  
 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 

“Of course you have a real job,”  
 

 “[The hell with] the bread. The bread is over.” 
 

“And then what?”  
 

And finally, in the face of her daughter’s evaporated hopes and dreams:  

“You’re better off”  

 

That’s some down-to-earth perspective there.  
  

With that, the writer leaps from the fairy tale she’d held onto for so long.  She 

looks around and says, “I’ve landed where I am.”She’s free from the fairy tale.  

She’s landed where she is and still has function …. and work. 
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For we are always engaged in the work of the world no matter how or IF we 

earn a living.  No matter if the job, the career vanishes.  For the “work of the 

world is common as mud.”   

 

Our work now is to get ourselves and to help get others in tact through this 

public health crisis; to get through to a place where economic and democratic 

systems are equitable & just; to help our kids know resilience and trust that 

together we will keep on; to tend to the garden and share the harvest.   

 

Our work now is to be patient with ourselves and with others.  To cobble 

together a living enough to get through and to deeply integrate what has 

always been true but never more obvious than it is now: the measure of our 

worth has nothing to do with sure footing; the corner office; the corner 

treatment room; the stage in the theater where only the ghost light shines.    

We have landed where we are, our work laid out before us.  That is all.   

 

Hold these words close to heart, Dear Souls: 

 

Where [are we] going? [We] don't quite know. 

What does it matter where people go? 

Down to the wood where the blue-bells grow- 

Anywhere, anywhere. I don't know.   

“Spring Morning”  A.A. Milne 

 

The work of the world is as common as mud.  

  

You are alive.   

 

You are worthy.  

 

You are needed.   

 

Go forth and earn your life. 

 

Blessed be.  Amen.      

 

 

 


