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“Do the Little Things Matter?” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

January 9, 2022 

 

From Becoming Fully Human by Joan Chittister   (Caitlin) 

 

There is a secret to the spiritual life.  It takes long in learning – and too often 

comes late in life.  But it is central.  And it is key. 

 Every spiritual master in every tradition talks about the significance of small 

things in a complex world.  Small actions in social life, small efforts in the spiritual 

life, small moments in the personal life. All of them become great in the long run, 

the mystics say, but all of them look like little or nothing in themselves. 

 The Zen master says, “The seed never sees the flower.” 

 The Talmud tells the story of the well digger who said to the rabbi, “I am as 

great a man as you.” And the rabbi said to him, “And how is that so?”  And the 

well digger answered him, “When you tell the people to drink water that is 

ceremonially pure, it is I who provide it for them.” 

 The Hindu says, “Just as a flower gives out its fragrance to whoever 

approaches it, so love within us radiates toward everybody and manifests in 

service.” 

 The Sufi say, “Two reeds drink from one stream.  One is hollow; the other is 

sugarcane.”  

 To the Christian, Christmas itself, the birth of Jesus, is the call to recognize 

the significance of smallness: to realize what each of us can and must become 

if we are ever to be fully human.   

The significance of smallness.  Joan Chittister calls us to recognize it.  It’s an 

important call right about now when life feels overwhelming.  To concentrate on 

the small things is to become fully human – as the title of Sr. Joan’s book, the 

one that inspired this sermon series – calls us to do.  She asks,  

 

Are we ourselves really leading a good life?  Here in the morass of 

every day, here where we feel overwhelmed and powerless and 

confused, with what do we measure our own lives? 

… so few even attempt to talk about the deep-down little things 

that make the difference between an active person and a spiritual 

person, between the life of the body and the life of the spirit. 

 

Conversations like this one endeavor to integrate the life of the body and the life 

of the spirit, an integration that Sr. Joan – and theologians, philosophers, and 

other wise ones – name as “fully human.”   

 

“The deep-down little things”.  This morning’s mission roll – the images that roll 

ahead of the call to worship and the service’s formal start – included images of 
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simple pleasures.  Here are a few: (three slides: taking a nap … star gazing … 

sowing seeds) 

  

These are simple, little things that settle our hearts.  That offer a sense of serenity 

and whole-heartedness.  These are little pleasures that must never be taken for 

granted or overlooked because in times of overwhelm, it is precisely these little 

pleasures that may well help to get us through.   

 

But the greater focus this morning is the little things that make the world a better 

place.  Yes: the whole world – because go big or go home, right?   

 

Said Sr. Joan: 

 

We are not here to feed off the world.  We are here to complete 

the world.  And what is that exactly? – she asks.  To answer she 

quotes the wisdom of Goethe, the German writer and 

statesman(whose name I finally learned how to pronounce just so I 

could share this quote with you.) Goethe, who in response to the 

question: “What, then, is your duty?” Answered quite simply: “What 

the day demands.” 

 

What the day demands.  

 

“I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a stone across the waters to 

create many ripples.” Said Mother Teresa. 

 

Whatever the day demands, whatever needs emerge, we are each capable of 

creating many ripples in response. That’s what we’re talking about this morning:  

the power to plant a small seed and to watch that small seed sprout and over 

seasons of time become the strong and beautiful tree about which we 

dreamed.  Or, as wisdom also inspires: we also have the power to plant trees, 

under whose shade we do not expect to sit. (Nelson Henderson)  

 What ripples are you creating?   

Doom scrolling through social media platforms informs – maybe – but it has no 

ripple power.  Expressing outrage about unjust social and political systems 

without doing something is righteous – maybe – but it has no ripple power.  

You’ve got the power, dear Souls.   

Remember that quote we harken back to quite often, the one that says, “I am 

only one, but I am one.  I cannot do everything, but I can do something.  And 
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because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can 

do.”  Edward Everett Hale 

This morning serves as a reminder that we all – no matter our financial position, 

no matter our physical ability, no matter how much time we do or do not have 

to spare – we all have “ripple power.”  We all have the power to first pay 

attention to what the day demands and then to do some little thing.  All by 

ourselves we have that power.  And when we actually tap into that power – 

every single one of us – so many little things put together create a better world.  

And in the immediate, so many little things put together create healthy 

relationships and connected, communities.   

Some of you know or may remember Reverend Florence Clarke of Walls Clarke 

AME Zion Church. Pastor Clarke graced our pulpit several times. She is now 

retired and last summer shared with a shocked Clergy Association that she 

would be moving to Virginia, where indeed, she now lives. Before she moved, 

my local colleagues and I gathered at my home to honor Florence, so beloved, 

and to wish her Godspeed.  She spoke to us at that gathering about what her 

50-plus years of living and working and worshipping in New London has meant 

to her and basically about – I realize now – being fully human.   

You can hardly rest your gaze anywhere in New London without seeing some 

good that Florence helped to create.  Her benevolent spirit looms large over this 

city.  So, I was kind of shocked to hear her frame her life and work here by 

saying that being part of this community has been a great blessing in her life, 

knowing that in her own way she could and did indeed make a small difference 

in this little corner of the world.   

But by her saying as much, my heart settled somehow, knowing that it is 

precisely the little things that Florence so faithfully tended that sent ripples of 

good into the world:  welcoming white teenagers into her home for a meal in 

order for them to experience Black culture through her hospitality; serving as a 

chaplain on the police force thereby connecting their work with the community 

they serve; being one of the only women to preach at Shiloh Baptist church at 

the annual MLK service; serving on Boards of local organizations; preaching the 

Word and loving her people; teaching in local schools and referring to every 

student she walked with as “My kid” – my own kid is included in that category for 

which I am deeply grateful.  

So do not be fooled into thinking that it is only global luminaries such as Mother 

Teresa who have ripple power – it is the likes of Florence Clarke and each and 

every one of you, who equally possess the power.  Alleluia!  
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I am not sure why Sr. Joan would have named the final chapter of her book, 

“Do the Little Things Matter?” posing it as a question.  There is no doubt in my 

mind that the little things are the only things that matter.  I hope you feel the 

same way.  And as importantly, it is through a consistent faithfulness to the little 

things that we gather the confidence to take bigger leaps of faith as individuals 

and as a congregation.  I witness All Souls doing all sorts of little things that add 

up to vast numbers of ripples that are felt within these walls and as importantly, 

beyond.  Over the years so many of those little things led to bigger leaps and 

commitments – deciding to become a sanctuary congregation; buying a house 

that became our House of Hope to provide safe harbor for refugees, asylum 

seekers, and immigrants are two recent examples.     

All of this work took vision and our combined effort.  Combined effort. None of 

our big ideas come to fruition without – again – our combined effort of dozens of 

little – and sometimes not-so-little – things.  Although our volunteer infrastructure 

of late is a bit of a fallow field, we are finding new ways for what will be and is 

already a new day and new ways of claiming our ripple power.   

I‘ve always loved the prayer of St. Francis for its simplicity, for its attention to little 

things, for centering the person offering up the prayer as having the ability to do 

what the day demands.  And then I came upon a twist on the prayer that even 

more appeals.  Please join me in a communion of prayerful reflection: 

Lord, make me a channel of disturbance. 

Where there is apathy, let me provoke. 

Where there is compliance, let me bring questioning. 

Where there is silence, may I be a voice. 

Where there is too much comfort and too little action, grant disruption; 

Where there are doors closed and hearts locked, 

Grant the willingness to listen. 

When laws dictate and pain is overlooked … 

When tradition speaks louder than need … 

Grant that I may seek rather to do justice than to talk about it.  

For it is in giving that we receive 

It is in walking-with that we truly understand. 

It is in challenging evil that we achieve justice. 

It is in the struggles of this life that we touch eternity. 

Lord, make me a channel of disturbance. (P Lavercombe) 

 

 

Amen.  Blessed be.   
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