
1 
 

Alyssa Lee, 
Sermon  
November 27, 2022 
 
“Dare To Think Smaller” 

In 2009, I was living in Washington, D.C. working toward my Masters of Law in 

International and Comparative Law while also fulfilling my dream of living in a big city. I 

was in D.C. the kind of place my little history and politics nerd heart could only dream of. 

And yet, I was miserable, and lonelier than I had been in a long time.  

During that time, I found a cartoon online that changed the course of my life. Someone 

had taken an excerpt from a speech given by Calvin and Hobbes creator Bill Watterson. 

The cartoon said:  

Creating a life that reflects your values and satisfies your soul is a rare 

achievement. In a culture that relentlessly promotes avarice and excess as the 

good life, a person happy doing their own work is usually considered an 

eccentric, if not a subversive. Someone who takes an undemanding job because 

it affords [them] the time to pursue other interests and activities is considered a 

flake. A person who abandons a career in order to stay home and raise children 

is considered not to be living up to [their] potential-as if a job title and salary are 

the sole measure of human worth. 

He goes on to say, 

 

You'll be told in a hundred ways, some subtle and some not, to keep climbing, 

and never be satisfied with where you are, who you are, and what you're doing.  

To invent your own life's meaning is not easy, but it's still allowed, and I think 

you'll be happier for the trouble.1 

When I read this, I was dumbstruck. I was living a life that I thought would lead to 

success and happiness and yet I was miserable and could not understand why.  

 
1 https://web.mit.edu/jmorzins/www/C-H-speech.html 
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Now, I didn’t quit my program and change my life right away, but it set me on a path of 

reflection and change that ultimately brought me to be here in front of you.  

Perhaps you have had a similar moment of clarity? A moment when some text or 

something someone says reaches out to you above the vast expanse of human 

experience, shakes you, and says, “Hey! You might want to pay attention to this!” Your 

future is calling and it has news for you – what you are spending your time and energy 

on might not actually be the right fit!”  

Or, perhaps that voice has been a little smaller and is quietly noodling around the edges 

of your subconscious, telling you the path you are on does not feel quite right? Or, that 

your family, friends and maybe even just general society’s expectations for you aren’t 

what you want after all?  

These choices do not always have to be as momentous as a career choice. Every day 

we make a million tiny decisions about how we want to spend the minutes and hours 

that make up our lives. Author Annie Dillard says, “How we spend our days is of course 

how we spend our lives. What we do with this hour and that one is what we are doing.”2  

So, how are we spending our days? Is it doing something that gives us meaning?  

And can we say that how we spend our days is a reflection of how we ultimately want to 

have spent our lives? 

It can certainly be easy to get caught up in the administration of life. So much so that we 

forget that we are currently in the act of living life too. Many of us have goals for the life 

 
2 https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/ 
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we want to live or how we wish we were spending our days, but we tend to hold back. 

We tell ourselves: perhaps when I have time to breath or when things settle down in the 

house, or maybe when the kids leave home or I get a different job, or when I retire.  

Basically, when all the conditions of my life are perfect, then I will make a change. 

Whatever our reasoning is, the admin of life, and, dare I say it, the escapism that our 

modern life can bring, frequently serve as a too welcome distraction from the life many 

of us intend to be living. I know I can’t be the only one who spends a little too much time 

on social media?  

Often, our fears of not measuring up to society’s expectations, or of missing out, can get 

in the way too. Many times, I watch people at museums, or the beach or other 

community events who take pictures the whole time but who take little time to actually 

experience what is in front of them. And I will be the first to confess, that I am not 

absolved of this tendency either. I often wonder afterward, how much did any of us 

actually experience this place or this time together? Did we really see the art in the 

museum or did we just take pictures of it? 

And, yet, so many of us are swayed to evaluate our own happiness or life choices 

based on what we see online or by pictures we see of other people’s lives. Rev. Leslie 

Takahashi has said that our digital exposure “makes us know about others’ lives without 

knowing about their realities.”3  

Have you heard that expression, that often we are seeing the highlight reel of people’s 

lives on social media? I think, rationally, many of us know that and yet, we still compare 

 
3 https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.uuma.org/resource/resmgr/bse/truth,_trauma_and_transforma.pdf 
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ourselves and try to live up to that highlight reel even though we are not actually seeing 

anyone’s reality. It is merely the curated digital life of someone else.  

The great Rev. Howard Thurman said,  

“The sound of the genuine is flowing through you. Don't be deceived and thrown 
off by all the noises that are a part even of your dreams [and] your ambitions that 
you don't hear the sound of the genuine in you. Because that is the only true 
guide that you will ever have and if you don't have that you don't have a thing.”4 

He is inviting us to spend the time to engage with the internal work necessary to find the 

voice within us.  To examine even our own dreams and ambitions because we can often 

get so caught up in the pursuit of a dream that we forget to take stock of whether or not 

it is actually the right choice. Similar to my experience in Washington, D.C. 

So, how do we find the sound of the genuine? How do we make the choice to live a life 

that is defined by that inner voice inside ourselves rather than the external voice that 

frankly doesn’t always know what it’s talking about? 

Ever so helpfully, I am going to say, I can’t answer that for you.  

But, I can say, I fervently believe that you can answer this for yourself. Perhaps the 

sound of the genuine for you is actually to meet your ambition head-on and work extra 

hours doing a job you love, or perhaps it is making sure you have time to spend with 

grandchildren or being a docent at a local museum? I have a friend that I spent a lot of 

time with engaged in community organizing who said that her job was where she made 

money but her true calling and profession was the work we did for free in our 

community. Perhaps a similar path is calling to you?  

 
4 https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/838 
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Or, maybe spending time in nature, walking in solitude, or spending half the morning 

with your hands in the dirt cultivating something out of nothing is the way the genuine 

speaks in you?  

Or, maybe you want to live a life more like the otter from the reading earlier this 

morning. Who looks around at his surroundings and finds joy in the simplicity of what he 

has in this moment, and is not concerned by the trappings of our modern lives, but who 

is grateful for the cool, fresh water of the river he gets to swim in every day? 

To be sure, getting to decide what to do with your career or how you spend your free 

time is often a privilege that many people in our world never get to experience, 

particularly many people of color, people with disabilities, and/or those who grow up in a 

lower socio-economic status, and many of us, are not able, entirely, to decide that we 

simply are not going to work or that we are going to take a less well-paying job because 

some outside pursuit may give us more fulfillment. Many of us need to support 

ourselves or families, and most of us need health insurance and other benefits; which 

often limits our choices.  

However, I hope there are ways to spend whatever limited time you have to yourself in 

a way that gives you meaning. To find even five minutes a day to let the sound of the 

genuine flow through you.  

The voice inside us, calling to us to find our life’s meaning is likely never done. It 

reminds us constantly and in each season of our lives that it is there and that it has 

something to say, the question is, can we be brave enough, not only to listen, but to 

begin to search for it in the first place?   
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Blessed be. 

 


