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“The Change We Choose,” Rev. Caitlin O’Brien, March 17, 2013 

There’s an episode of Modern Family where the old fashioned patriarch Jay 

chips away at his homophobia with the help of his son Mitchell, and 

homemaker Claire chips away at her technophobia by learning to program 

the tv remote.  As the episode wraps up, Mitchell, says, “Can people 

change? I don't know. People are who they are. Give or take...about fifteen 

percent. That's how much people can change if they really want to. 

Whether it's for themselves or the people they love, yeah, it's fifteen 

percent. But sometimes, that's enough.”   

How much we can really change is one of the great mysteries of the mind.  

I spoke about this with an expert on free will, philosopher Robert Kane.  

He’s a professor at UT Austin.  It was easy to get an interview with him 

because he’s my father-in-law!  He feels that we can change more than 

15%.  He told me about Eric Kandel, a neuroscientist and psychiatrist who 

won the Nobel Prize in 2000 for showing that when we learn, the individual 

neurons in our brains alter their structure and strengthen the synaptic 

connections between them.  This goes on until the day we die. 

So we’ve got a “both and” situation here.  We are born with certain genes.  

In that sense, we are who we are.  But, through neuroplasticity, what we do 

and how we think can actually influence whether or not a gene expresses 

itself.  Robert said, “we can actually shape our brain anatomy and behavior 

in ways that are not determined by our genes.”   

With our free will, we can do this for better or for worse.  For example, 

addictive habits create “brain maps” that can become fixed for certain 

patterns of behavior that are very hard but not impossible to change. 

Researchers have actually created computer games that help people to 

change the way their brain functions, and this is being used with success 

by children with dyslexia and newly by people battling addiction.   

So, yes, you are who you are, but who you are is also in process.  This 

“both and” situation makes it hard to know what’s truly changeable.  What’s 

fair to expect of yourself or of your loved one?      
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Enter the serenity prayer:   

God grant me the serenity  
to accept the things I cannot change;  
courage to change the things I can; 
and wisdom to know the difference.  

The wisdom to know the difference.  This is the challenge – to discern what 

each situation or relationship is calling us to do:  are we to stand at the bow 

of the clipper ship pointing the way forward with gusto, or are we to 

surrender to what is – to accept it, to let it be.  To be most at home in this 

world, I believe we have to move between both of these states with the 

grace and willingness of a surfer on the shifting waves.  Leaning forward for 

change when life calls for it, leaning back for acceptance when life calls for 

it.   

Let’s talk a bit about when life calls us to lean forward for change.  For the 

past 15 years, my ministry has been outside of the parish setting.  I’ve 

worked with exploited immigrants, rape survivors, domestic violence 

survivors, people facing addiction, people living homeless, and people 

facing illness and death.  One thing that all these ministries have in 

common is that they routinely brought me into contact with people having 

the worst day of their life.  This is very sacred ground, where I saw despair, 

yes, and also resilience, and sometimes the churning of the human spirit 

towards a will for change.   

At Project Place in Boston, I worked with a client I’ll call Jake.  He grew up 

being told he was dumb and different because of learning challenges.  His 

family was unstable.  Over time, his most loyal friend was a beer.  Things 

spiraled out of control for Jake, and he eventually hit what he called his 

“rock bottom.”  He said he had received what folks in Alcoholics 

Anonymous sometimes call “the gift of desperation.”  He surrendered to his 

higher power, chose change, and from a certain moment on, he was clean 

and sober.  It’s been several years now that he’s been living the life on the 

other side of that choice.   
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Jake got a solid job, a place to live, and came to have a real peace about 

him.  He would tell you that’s a new thing.  It started with one choice, and 

continues with daily choices, one day at a time.   

Clients like Jake often pan-handled before they came to Project Place.  

They’d summarize their situation on cardboard for strangers to read.  I 

often wondered, what if we all had to be so public about how we’re doing?  

What would your cardboard sign say if you had to write it and hold it up? 

Maybe…”Please help:  I can’t seem to shake this sadness.”  OR 

 “Please help:  I don’t love what I do.”  OR 

  “Please help: Demands on my time are relentless.”  OR 

“Please help:  I can’t bring myself to forgive.”  OR 

“Please help:  I’m lonely a lot of the time.” 

But most of us don’t have to be so public with our vulnerabilities.   And 

maybe that privacy helps us to stay stuck, enables us to muddle along as 

is.   

Don’t you sometimes have this nagging feeling that you’re not living into 

your potential or nurturing your wellness in some way or another?  Anais 

Nin said, “Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.”  I gotta 

agree with that one. 

The courage to change starts with intention, and is made a reality through 

ordinary discipline, plus some support from the cheer leaders we confide in.  

Because we’re human and flawed, we might back-step some, but our 

overall trajectory can remain forward toward new ground.  Toward the 

change we choose with our free will.   

Now, having said all that, let me put on the brakes… 

…because there are also times when our most reflective and wise self has 

discerned that a situation is not calling us to act for change.  Our silent 

listening or talking with a trusted friend has helped us discern that life is 
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instead calling us to lean back and accept.  It may be a health diagnosis.  It 

may be a trait of yours that you can’t change, but can only be aware of.  It 

may be someone in your life whom you can’t change.  That’s a biggie.  

Let’s settle in and spend some time on that one! 

Al-Anon, as many of you know, is a support program for people who are in 

a relationship with someone who struggles with addiction.  A close friend 

who is in Al-Anon mentioned to me the reversal of the “don’t just sit there, 

do something” phrase.  For those of us who have someone in our life who 

isn’t choosing wellness for themselves, the Al-Anon mantra is “don’t just do 

something, sit there.”  Don’t try to fix.  Don’t get pulled in. 

Ya see, we just want the person we love to snap out of it.  If they’d only 

move through the laminated checklist we put together for them, they’d be 

fine.  We watch in agony as our loved one stumbles, impacting not only 

their life but ours as well.  We know things could be so much better.  Take 

for example, Michael Jackson, whose song the choir so beautifully sang 

earlier.  In an interview after his overdose death, his sister Janet said that 

the family attempted more than once to do interventions with Michael about 

drug addiction.  She said the problem is “You can’t make ‘em drink the 

water, and it’s not something that you can do for them.”  I think she’s right.  

And knowing when to stop trying is the hard work of the soul.  

If you’ve been around the block enough in this life, you know that some 

things seem to never change.  Your child who was a stubborn baby is a 

stubborn teen or adult.  Your relative who is self destructive keeps finding 

ways to harm themself and stress the family system.  Maybe your body is 

never gonna heal to be what it once was.  And maybe your husband is just 

never gonna put the toilet seat back down consistently!  Neuroplasticity 

says he could change this, but it’s not your choice to make.  It is what it is.   

I think sometimes acceptance is called for, if only to protect yourself from 

unnecessary strain as you try to change something completely out of your 

control.  As the author of that famous book “Codependent No More” says 

“whenever we try to have power where we have none, we forfeit our 

personal power – that is our real power to take care of ourselves.”   
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We are to look inward to that which is broken within us, to that which needs 

attention within us – and to start there, and in many cases, to stay there 

with “the man (or woman) in the mirror”, pursuing the change we can 

actually choose.  To turn and turn again to the self --- “to the only life you 

can save.” 

Healing acceptance of what is, the kind that runs deep from the soul, is just 

as bold an action to take as some of your most proactive change initiatives.  

Staying still can take way more will power than banging your head against 

the wall.  Some things are never going to change.  Sit with that.  Yuck!  It’s 

hard.  I mean, I literally took a break from writing this sermon, and went and 

stuck my nose into something that wasn’t mine to fix, having just spent 

hours reading and writing about how it’s not wise to do that!  As I was 

butting in, I was saying to myself, “don’t just do something sit there, don’t 

just do something sit there” but that inertia for doing, for fixing is so strong.  

So tell me it’s hard to just sit with it, and I’ll listen with my most empathetic 

ears, but I still feel it’s what is best for us sometimes.  “Don’t just do 

something, sit there.” 

Now, when we stop trying to change someone, we don’t have to close the 

door of hope completely.  We leave it open a crack, open to the possibility 

that they will hit their breaking point, their rock bottom, or maybe it’s not 

even that dramatic.  Maybe something just shifts.  Sometimes someone 

turns the corner unexpectedly, and it’s a corner you didn’t even tell them 

about.  They found it themselves.  Change isn’t linear.  There’s an element 

of grace in there.  An element of surprise.  Openness to possibility is 

indeed faith, and you can live that faith from your sitting position.   

In closing, a story about another client.  When I worked with people facing 

addiction, I had to develop a thick skin around clients relapsing, while still 

holding the faith that they could stay sober as many did.  One woman I’ll 

call Sally had been working for several months in a job we got her and she 

was just about to move into the apartment I helped her find…when there 

we sat, in the bathroom…me holding a cup of her urine for her drug 

screen, she crying into the corner of two walls, saying she’d blown it all.  
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There were ways for her to get back on track and not lose everything, but 

she was too far down a path of trouble to stick with us.   

On my drive home, I found myself yelling at her in an imaginary 

confrontation, “what was the point of all this if you’re just gonna bail?”  And 

I heard a persistent melody in my head that I stopped to identify…do do do 

do, do do do do do do do dododo.  It was from the rock band Train.  And 

then I tried to remember the words:  “Maybe I’m not, but you’re all I’ve got 

left to believe in.  Don’t give up on me, I’m about to come alive.”  “Don’t 

give up on me.  I’m about to come alive.”  Whoa….I stopped me in my 

tracks.  It was like a whisper of faith. 

I don’t know how Sally is now, but I keep the faith door open a crack that 

she found a way to turn things around, a way to come alive, turning a 

corner that I hadn’t considered, hadn’t jotted down on her case 

management chart. 

We are surfers, on waters we chose and waters we didn’t choose, 

exercising as best we can the core muscles that help us to lean forward for 

change when life calls for it, and to lean back for acceptance when our 

efforts aren’t wanted or would make no real difference.  Our wisdom helps 

us to know which part of the wave we’re on, and our faith helps us to 

entertain moments of unexpected grace – bursts of transformation not of 

our making.   

Be good to yourselves.  You are children of this universe, worthy of great 

love and care.  Start there, change there, and stay grounded there through 

it all.  Blessed be.    

 


