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“What Is a Simple Life?” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

January 2, 2022 

 

From Becoming Fully Human by Joan Chittister 
 

… As I write to you about simplicity, my CD player is playing a Bach violin 

concerto softly and the fireplace flows behind me.  And fireplace and quiet 

notwithstanding, I spend hours on the phone talking to technicians as I try to 

arm-wrestle into compliance the little three-pound computer on which I now 

write since I long ago put away my yellow pad and ballpoint pen. 

 What is simplicity of life?  And is it possible at all anymore in a culture 

surrounded by the gadgets – the food processors and microwave ovens and 

cell phones … and email and UPS tracking systems that we never actually 

foresaw but now can’t live without?   

 It all depends on what you mean by “simplicity of life.”   I myself am less 

sure than ever that what we have called simplicity in the past has ever really 

been simplicity at all.  Deprivation, maybe.  The cultural norm, maybe.  But 

simplicity?  Not necessarily.  Not in the spiritual sense of the word.  In the way the 

ancients used it, at least.   
 

 

 

Truth be told, this month’s ministry theme is “Hope and Joy.”  You’ve heard me 

say a thousand times that religion’s purpose is to keep hope kindled.  I stand by 

it.  But I couldn’t muster the right energy for the hope-y / joyful sermon.  Not 

even on this, the first Sunday of the year – a Sunday for which I love preaching 

because the first Sunday of the year holds the possibility of an entire year.  A 

blank page before us.   

 

But I couldn’t get past what I knew would be before me this morning:  an empty 

sanctuary. In this disappointing pandemic moment, we need to fill up with the 

kind of sustenance that takes root when we dig deep to find new ways to 

approach life – especially since our lives are so strange now.   

 

I say that and yet, I wonder about using the word, “strange” as a fitting 

descriptor.   

 

I visited my family for the holidays this past week.  As my spouse Kate and I were 

leaving NJ – in the car and driving away – to head up to see a family friend in 

upstate NY, my mother got word that a cousin of mine – one with whom my 

parents spent Christmas – was sick with covid.  A stressful search for the ever-

elusive home tests ensued. We returned to my parents’ house to await the test 
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results. Blessedly, both my mother and father tested negative and so it was that 

Kate and I were on our way - two hours later.   

 

In the face of this disruption, all that could be said is that disruption is just what 

life is all about right now.  Planning with a modicum of certainty is a luxury of the 

past. Nearly two years in, can we anymore call life as we now experience it 

“strange”?  It’s just life.   

 

How do we understand what it means to live well and at peace now when life is 

not easy and sometimes feels as though nothing beautiful will come our way 

again - as the story for all ages this morning said.  There is something about 

simplicity that calls to us in this moment when everything is changing from day to 

day.   

 

I turned my attention to a book I just picked up at Book Barn, Becoming Fully 

Human, by one of my favorite theologians, Sr. Joan Chittister.  In it, Sr. Joan 

ponders whether or not we are really leading good lives.  She asks, “Here in the 

morass of every day, here where we feel overwhelmed and powerless and 

confused, with what do we measure our own lives?” 

 

The book is perhaps more relevant today than when it was published in 2005. 

She asks simple questions of life - the first one on simplicity, the last one on the so-

called “little things.”  We’ll focus on the latter next week.  This week: the 

simplicity of life. 

 

What in the world could that possibly mean?  How do we distill life’s complexities 

so that we may feel a bit more at ease … at peace … NOW? 

 

All of us carry around some notion of what simplifying our lives would look like.  

We imagine a simple life as we live among the gadgets that Sr. Joan names and 

that like her, we cannot live without.  We hear echoes of our Unitarian ancestor, 

Henry David Thoreau, who went to the woods to – as he said – live deliberately, 

who famously commanded, “Simplify!  Simplify!” (And listen, I love Thoreau as 

much as the next guy, but every time we invite his memory into our pulpit, I am 

compelled to remind us that his mother did his laundry and brought him 

sandwiches over the course of those two years that he lived deliberately out 

there at Walden Pond.  Just sayin’.)   

 

So before you toss out whatever gadget / habit / pleasure you think will bring 

you closer to the mountain top, hear Sr. Joan’s wisdom that says that 

deprivation is not the same as simplicity …. that if simplicity is only about getting 

rid of things, then it is a virtue only for those who actually have things to forego -  

and that’s not it.  That said, let’s not get too comfortable with all the stuff, the 
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things we hold onto seeking comfort when comfort is more likely found where 

simplicity flourishes.   

 

So again … what does simplicity mean?  What does it look like?     

 

Where Sr. Joan lands is pretty mind flipping because she flips the whole project 

on its head when she reasons that “even the one-celled organism is made up of 

atoms and molecules beyond count.  Simplicity doesn’t really exist, in other 

words.  We make it up.  It’s a sobering thought, spiritually as well as scientifically.” 

 

“Life is not simple.  There is no controlling it, no shaping it in the style of a slower, 

calmer idyllic world long gone, if ever here.  Instead, we need to learn how to 

deal with our complexities with simplicity.  Simplicity of life is the ability to handle 

with single-minded unity of soul and serenity of heart whatever life brings.” 

And my favorite piece of wisdom for this time: “Simplicity is openness to the 

beauty of the present, whatever its shape, whatever its lack.  It enables us to be 

conscious of where we are and to stop mourning where we are not.”   

 

These ARE sobering thoughts.  It’s also intriguing because suddenly, living a 

simple life just may be attainable with discipline and practice. The Shaker hymn 

says, “’Tis a gift to be simple. Tis a gift to be free. ‘Tis a gift to come down where 

we ought to be. And when we find ourselves in the place just right, twill be in the 

valley of Love and delight.” 

 

Serenity. Delight.  Ultimately, these manifest when we find ourselves in the place 

just right …  free.   

 

Let me tell you a story about a place just right.  

 

It was 9 days before Christmas when with the Board’s support, All Souls’ Safe to 

Return Team made the wise decision to return to online worship. As not a single 

Soul pushed back, I trust that most, if not all of you, agreed with that decision. 

 

Nevertheless, it bears repeating:  9 days before Christmas. My hair may’ve been 

on fire.  I slept that night with visions of sugar plum disasters dancing in my head.   

 

But something interesting happened the next morning at our worship planning 

meeting.  Perry, Jesse, Tammy, Caitlin, Bil and I had to reimagine three services – 

one of those being Christmas Eve, a service with particular weight and 

importance.  Another was the concert we’d planned for the 26th  

 

Turns out, I need not have worried for joy came in the morning: it was all figured 

out in a mere 45 minutes in part because in the nearly two years since we’ve 

worshipped in-person with a big crowd in this sanctuary we’ve managed by 
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continually shifting and learning new approaches. We know what we’re doing 

now.  But there’s more.  We’ve made a big commitment from the start to keep 

things simple.  Simple.  And 9 days before Christmas, it paid off.  But getting to 

that place of acceptance, of simplicity, wasn’t a straight path.   

 

In fact – here’s an illuminating – and funny – story.  When at the start of the shut-

down the Tonight Show began broadcasting from the host’s - Jimmy Fallon’s – 

home, I was riveted.  They were using Zoom – just like us!  We had worship 

planning meetings then that typically lasted nearly two hours because we were 

just beginning to figure it all out.  But so was Jimmy Fallon!  So, I would say to our 

technical director, wonderful Jesse, I’d say, “Last night, Jimmy did this thing on 

the Tonight Show …”  or “Last night on the Tonight Show they were able to do 

this split screen thing …” or “Jimmy’s music sounds so much better on Zoom than 

what we’re getting. Can’t we do whatever they’re doing?”  Until finally, rightfully 

exasperated, Jesse told me I was forbidden to begin any question with, “Last 

night on the Tonight Show …”   

 

We came to know and accept our limits while remaining open to creative 

discovery. We reminded ourselves what was most important:  serving you.  

Keeping this congregation together and supported with the same kind of spirit 

that fills this sanctuary when we’re here together:  welcoming, caring, seeking … 

and the just-right amount of vulnerability and imperfection.    

 

Said the wise woman:  Simplicity is openness to the beauty of the present, 

whatever its shape, whatever its lack.  It enables us to be conscious of where we 

are and to stop mourning where we are not.   

 

Let’s resolve to be conscious of where we are and stop mourning where we are 

not.  There is beauty in the present in which we are living – frustrated as we may 

be.  Let’s resolve to cultivate the ability to handle with single-minded unity of 

soul and serenity of heart whatever life brings. 

 

We have a blank page before us, Dear Souls.  Let’s make it beautiful.  Let’s keep 

it simple.   

 

Happy New Year.   

 

Amen.  Blessed be.   
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