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“Rowing Through the Middle Time with Grace” 

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

January 5, 2014 

 

From Stitches by Ann Lamott 

I learned over the years …. to waste a lot more time, which is the opposite of the 

fourth thing you’re told after you’re born:  Don’t waste time.  (It comes right after 

Go clean your room.)  The fifth rule is Don’t waste paper, but in order to become 

who I was meant to be, I learned I had to waste more paper, to practice 

messes, false starts and blunder:  these are necessary stops on the route of 

creativity and emotional growth.  …  I had to accept that contrary to my 

parents’ terror of looking bad, almost everybody worth his or her salt was a mess 

and had been an overly sensitive child.  Almost everyone had at one time or 

another been exposed to the world as being flawed and human and that’s 

good for the development of character and empathy, for the growth of the 

spirit.  Periods in the wilderness or in the desert were not lost time.  You might find 

life, wildflowers, fossils, sources of water.   

I wish there were shortcuts to wisdom and self-knowledge: cuter abysses or 

three-day spa wilderness experiences.  Sadly, it doesn’t work that way.   …….   I 

so resent this.   

 

A New Year! 

A new chapter! 

A clean slate!   

Clear the deck! 

Turn the page! 

Forward march!   

The exhilaration of beginning! 

And there’s this:  “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step” (Lau 

tzu)   

So, you take the single step that begins the thousand miles.  You’ve bravely 

begun when you no sooner remember that actually, the journey is no walk in 

the park.  
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Between the exhilaration of beginning and the satisfaction of concluding 

is the middle time of enduring … changing … trying … despairing … 

continuing … becoming … Author unknown 

Mostly, we live in the middle time: enduring, changing, trying, despairing, 

continuing, becoming.  Only after all of that becoming is there the satisfaction 

of concluding.  And even then, you wonder. 

A wise friend advised:  stop writing once the thing you’re writing is at 95%.  The 

last 5% is unobtainable.  Whether you’ve merely flirted with perfectionism or 

have had a long-term relationship you know that my friend was right:  there is 

little satisfaction in perfection’s pursuit for its tantalizing scent leads only to more 

winding roads that will inevitably wind up your nerves.   

So to be clear, we’re not talking perfection here.  A life of meaning does not 

have as its goal perfection or even completion as in: completing and perfecting 

the book / poem / play / sermon / paper you’re writing; completing and 

perfecting the child you are raising; pie you’re baking; business you’re starting; 

peace you’re negotiating; addiction you’re keeping at bay.    

You can count on the fact that none of these endeavors will conclude – 

although they may get to 95%.   We’re talking about the hope we hold for sweet 

days … meaning making … hoping for days, as the story goes, that “whenever 

one door closes, you follow your noses and never lose sight of what you’re 

searching for until you find another open door!  Those open doors are the doors 

you need!”  (from the Story for All Ages:  I Hope You Dance by, Mark D. Sanders 

and Tia Sillers)  However creaky or scary those doors may be.  We’re talking 

about faithfully enduring the middle time with grace.  For life is by and large, the 

middle time.  

We mortals are always in process.  We are constantly becoming.  If we are 

watching out for meaning as we go, stopping to investigate the stone wall’s 

nooks and crannies, in time we may well come to discover that we have been 

transformed.  In life, though often we know not the path, nevertheless we sing as 

we go, “It will be hard, we know.  But we’ll get there. Heaven knows how we will 

get there. But we know we will.”   

The middle time is the desert, the wilderness that we must pass through.  

Remember Ann Lamott’s wry encouragement:   

Periods in the wilderness or in the desert [are] not lost time.  You might find 

life, wildflowers, fossils, sources of water.   
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 I wish there were shortcuts to wisdom and self-knowledge: cuter 

abysses or three-day spa wilderness experiences.  Sadly, it doesn’t work 

that way. 

 I so resent this.   

We may well share her resentment.  But ultimately, we come to accept and 

perhaps embrace the desert part of the journey.  We may even laugh.  Poke 

fun:  “Just what I need.  Another growth experience.” 

But you know that it is precisely what you need because you are alive.  And you 

wish to live a life of meaning - that examined life that Ralph Waldo Emerson 

highly recommended.  And there’s no cute way around it.   

So, how do we endure?  How do we endure the middle time with grace?   

My friend Don Southworth has been in our pulpit.  Those of you who remember 

him may remember his exuberant spirit.  So when he shared an article entitled, 

“The 16 Habits of Exuberant Human Beings” (Kate Bratskeir syndicated from 

huffingtonpost.com, Dec 27, 2013) I took notice.  I’m only going to share a few 

of these suggestions offered through what was a meta-search of scientific 

literature.   

Martin Seligman is a psychologist.  His life’s work has been focused on “positive 

psychology” or “a psychology of positive human functioning.” In short, Seligman 

accentuates the positive, eliminates the negative, latches on to the affirmative 

and he doesn’t mess with Mr. In-between.   (Johnny Mercer … adapted) 

Seligman describes three different kinds of happy lives: the pleasant life; the life 

of engagement; and the meaningful life.  Here at All Souls, we’re interested in 

the latter, the meaningful life, which Seligman defines as using your highest 

strengths to belong to and in the service of something larger than you are." 

In other words, living with grace as we move through the middle time is the 

making of a meaningful life.  

See what you think about just a few of these habits.   

Get spiritual.  There is a bevy of research sited for each of these habits but I’m 

going to site said research only on this particular one.  The journalist reports that: 

 

“Studies point to a link between religious and spiritual practice and mirth. Habits 

like expressing gratitude, compassion and charity and asking the big questions 

helps to give our lives context and meaning.  

http://www.dailygood.org/search.php?op=auth&name=%20Kate%20Bratskeir
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/16/happiness-habits-of-exuberant-human-beings_n_3909772.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Seligman
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/11/how-this-harvard-psycholo_n_3727229.html
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/stress-relief/SR00035
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The experience of sacred time provides a time apart from the “profane time” 

that we live most of our lives.  Setting time apart from work and the demands of 

daily life serves to reduce stress and have a positive, healing, restorative effect, 

especially if they are built in to one’s daily, weekly, and seasonal cycles of 

living.”  (adapted)   

But you all know this.  Just a reminder.   

Cultivate resilience.  As the Japanese proverb goes, “Fall seven times and stand 

up eight.” 

Be mindful of the good. Give attention to small victories. Here’s a bright, shiny 

example:  my friend Nancy has a car and lives in Brooklyn, NY.  On the first day 

of the New Year she wrote, “I got a parking space! It's going to be a great 

year!”   

Appreciate simple pleasures.  Find meaning in the little things and practice 

gratitude.   

Devote some time to doing good for others, which in return, does some good for 

the do-gooders themselves.   

Smile.  I’m reminded of Thich Nhat Han’s smile meditation.  He said,  

To meditate well, we have to smile, a lot… a smile can be a practice, a 

kind of yoga practice. Yoga of the mouth: you just smile even if you don’t 

feel joy and you’ll see after you smile that you’ll feel differently. Sometimes 

the mind takes the initiative and sometimes you have to allow the body to 

take the initiative.  Sometimes the spirit leads, and sometimes the body 

can lead. 

Laugh out loud.  Often and from the soles of your feet. It’s good for your heart. 

 

Listen to music.   

 

Unplug. .. Need I say more? 

 

And finally:  

 

Lose track of time.  Get caught up.  Carried away.  In Lamott’s words, waste 

time … and paper for “in order to become who you are meant to be, practice 

messes, false starts and blunder for these are necessary stops on the route of 

creativity and emotional growth.” 
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These ways of living in the middle time are habits of grace … all of which are 

part and parcel of a life of meaning … all of which lead us home. 

   

Let’s conclude with memory of Thursday’s sky.  All day long the sky was shades 

of gray and at times nearly black.  There was no break in the clouds that held 

forth the promise of sun.  Wednesday’s sky was a hopeful one.  But Thursday was 

sky’s way of embodying the middle time.  The sky seemed to echo our interior 

lives  … a voice in our heart that asks, “What’s going to happen next?” 

Even though we all knew this sky was the prelude to the storm, we wondered.  

How intense will it be?  How cold?  We went to the grocery store, (if we were 

lucky).  Stocked up.  Got ready. 

And through the night the storm rolled through.   

We will roll through this New Year and all the days it holds:  “enduring … 

changing … trying … despairing … continuing … becoming …” 

We will live in the middle time, pursuing a life of meaning.   

Happy New Year, Friends.   

Amen.   

 


