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“Grace in the Tiny Details” 

May 23, 2021 

Sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

 

 

It was a recent particular headline that for me put the “over” in “whelmed”.  I’m not 

even going to share the headline; it was that distressing.   

 

Here’s where I’ve been on most days of late …  

You know how at the beach little kids have a grand old time playing in the 

water and on the shore.  It is a particularly sweet hilarity to witness toddlers on 

the beach because their center of gravity is close to the sand.  They wobble 

and twirl and although they try to right themselves, inevitably, they keel over 

and plop down into the sand seemingly unsure of how they came to land there.   

My mindset recently is the toddler on the beach BUT, I’m sure my 60 year-old 

wobbly self is not nearly as “sweetly hilarious” as the toddler.   

And I have a feeling that some of you at least may be feeling some kind of way that’s 

… if not precisely overwhelmed then … maybe something else like it. 

There was an NYT article back in April that struck a chord. Maybe you saw it.  Its 

title was: “There’s a Name for the Blah You’re Feeling:  It’s Called Languishing”.  

The writer, Adam Grant, says that “Languishing is the neglected middle child of 

mental health. It’s the void between depression and flourishing.  Languishing is a 

sense of stagnation and emptiness. It feels as if you’re muddling through your 

days, looking at your life through a foggy windshield. And it might be the 

dominant emotion of 2021.”  (Adam Grant in the NYT, April 19, 2021)   

Well, bingo. Anybody else feeling as though you’re looking through a foggy 

windshield?  Let me say now that Grant suggests that we name the way we’re 

feeling. If you have a hunch that “languishing” fits the bill consider responding to 

the question:  “How are you?” by saying just that: “Honestly, I’m languishing.” He 

goes on: “It would be a refreshing foil for toxic positivity — that quintessentially 

American pressure to be upbeat at all times.” 

Before I go on, I want to put a pin on “toxic positivity” and save it for another 

Sunday.   

So “How are ya?”  If you feel like languishing may be how you are, you’re not 

alone.   

In addition to “toxic positivity” another term in the article pops and that is, 

“Flourishing.”  (I like saying it.  Say “flourishing” with me.)  It’s what we hope for in 
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ourselves and others. Flourishing is a sense of physical, emotional, and mental 

fitness.  Soon after Adam Grant’s article appeared, the NYX published another 

article in response.  Its title was: “The Other Side of Languishing Is Flourishing. 

Here’s How to Get There.” (Dani Blum in the NYT, May 4, 2021)  

In this article a man named Tyler J. VanderWeele figures prominently.  He’s an 

epidemiology and biostatistics professor at Harvard and is the director of  – wait 

for it – the Human Flourishing Project.  I did some investigating into the Human 

Flourishing Project and found an article about a research project they did.  The 

headline in “Psychology Today” was: “How Religious Community is Linked to 

Human Flourishing”.   

You’ll be interested in hearing the key points.   

• The overall picture that emerges is that religious communities can 

play an important role … in preventing depression; in 

encouraging healthy behaviors; in preventing hopelessness and 

loneliness; and in promoting happiness, social integration, and a 

sense of purpose in life. Religious communities help promote 

human flourishing. 
 

How about that?  Can I get an Amen?   

 

I’ve heard from many Souls over the course of the past year speaking to the 

important role Sunday worship services have had in helping to keep spirits if not 

high at least on balance.  One Soul – I think I mentioned this before – explained 

that when we were in person, they desired to come to services every Sunday.  

But through the pandemic that desire became a need to be here.   

 

So there’s one antidote to languishing:  come to church.   

 

And, yes, pay attention to the tiny things. As today’s story for all ages 

encourages, pay attention to each season’s unique colors, for example.  The 

things that may not seem to matter but make all the difference in the world. The 

NYX article I told you about names a few tiny things.  Here are some: 

 

Savor and celebrate small things: 

Rejoice!  After a year of drive-by and Zoom celebrations, those who are 

vaccinated are able to celebrate in each other’s physical presence.  Rejoice!  

Actually, nearly everything sweet and good calls for a celebration.  Be like the 

parent of the toddler on the beach.  The toddler plops down in the sand and 

papa applauds. Hooray for soft landings!  Hooray for the sea!  Hooray for the 

sand and sky!  Hooray for savoring and celebrating small things! 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/happiness
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Try something new as a way to keep interested in life. It could be so simple.  I 

taken up coloring, for example. – show example - I’m very serious about it. I 

have opinions about colored pencils. On some Zoom calls, Perry has noted that 

he’s only seen the crown of my head.   

 

Practice gratitude: 

You may have noticed when we began online services we shifted from lighting 

a candle of peace to lighting a candle of gratitude.  We did so knowing that 

gratitude is an uplifting practice.  Every day – or once a week! – name for what 

or who you are grateful.  Write it down … say it out loud … Let’s start now.  At 

home, speak out loud the first thing that comes to heart when you are giving 

thanks or share your gratitude in the chat. 

 

I’m grateful, for example, for all of you.   

 

Do five good deeds: 

This one is my favorite because I learned something interesting.  Researchers 

found that uplift was higher when people did five good deeds in one day, one 

day a week – rather than say, doing one good deed a day.  And yet another 

suggestion was to do a “five-minute” favor. In five minutes, send a few friends a 

text message that says, “Thinking of you.”  Send / forward an article to a loved 

one who may find the topic interesting.  Write a little note.  “The five-minute 

favor” as spiritual practice.  I like it! 

 

Here’s a story for you. Many of you know that Arlene & Russ have been 

struggling with multiple heath challenges.  Both of them.  I’ve been bringing 

them Saturday night dinner these past few months.  I don’t share this to blow my 

own horn.  You may think, as Arlene did, that I was doing for them but I was at 

least as much doing it for me. Planning, shopping, cooking, packing and 

delivering the meals – and seeing Arlene and Russ – has been for me the most 

grounding task of the week. It was a good deed that brought me more pleasure 

and peace than to Arlene and Russ, I think.   

 

And one more tiny suggestion that will not be earth shattering if you’re here this 

morning:  Look for communities and connection. If you’re here this morning, you 

likely know how important and powerful are these connections.  But here’s 

another important angle.  Strike up connection with people you may not know 

or know well.  Someone you frequently see at the dog park.  The worker at the 

register where you buy your groceries.  Your mail carrier or the people to whom 

you deliver mail.  Your neighbors.  In other words, as the song goes, shower the 

people you love with love and while you’re at it, shower the people you don’t 

know with the same.   
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So, in sum: 

 

 

SLIDE:  THE LIST  

 

Savor and celebrate small things 

Try something new 

Practice gratitude 

Do five good deeds 

Look for communities and connection 

Come to church! 

 

 

And hear these words of encouragement.  If you are stuck with the middle child 

of mental health that is languishing, may you find your way through holding 

close tiny things.  We are reemerging from a long hibernation, descending to 

the green meadow where life will once again glow with color.   

 

Out of the tree of life, go pick yourself a plum.   

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

Out of the tree of life I just picked me a plum 

You came along and everything's startin' to hum 

Still, it's a real good bet The Best Is Yet To Come...   Carolyn Leigh, lyricist  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


