
Chapter 13 - Little Things 

Saint Thérèse says: “I have no other means of proving my love for you than that of 

. . . profiting by all the smallest things and doing them through love.” James Hudson 

Taylor says: “A little thing is a little thing, but faithfulness in little things is a great 

thing.” Little things are not big, but doing little things with big love is big. In fact, 

the very fact that little things are only little is part of the reason why it’s so big to 

do them with big love. 

Notice that Saint Thérèse is not denying that little things are little and big things 

are big. She is not denying objective truth. But she is implying that there is another 

dimension that is even more important: the subjective truth of obedient love. 

The doing is bigger than the thing done. That’s why doing big things with little love 

is only little, but doing little things with big love is big. Doing is not a thing. 

Men tend to think more about things, women about doing. That’s why men more 

often treat women as things than women treat men as things. Men tend to like 

fighting and conquering the world of things. Women specialize in persons and 

relationships. That’s why women tend to personify things and to “take things 

personally” more than men do. Women and men have different but equal plusses 

and minuses. Everyone always knew that, until we made ourselves stupid with 

modern sex education. 

Women understand Saint Thérèse’s point about sanctity better than men do. 

Women don’t get to fight wars, win heavyweight championships, or become 

fictional superheroes as much as men do. Throughout history, their lives have 

centered around children and home: cooking, cleaning, changing diapers, kissing 

boo boos. That is a fact, whether you interpret it as natural and right or as u 

unnatural and wrong. So this aspect of holiness is one where men need to learn 

from women. 

Men can also learn this same lesson from sports, which has traditionally been more 

of a man’s concern than a woman’s. In every sport, defense wins games, even 

though offense is more spectacular, obvious, interesting, and spectator-riveting. In 

baseball, “good pitching (the essence of defense) beats good hitting (the essence 

of offense).” Any football, soccer, or basketball coach will tell you the same thing: 



that defense, the unspectacular aspect of the game, determines who wins most of 

the time. 

The same is true in life (since sports imitate life). Spectacular heroism, even 

martyrdom, is easy; the daily grind is hard. Many can respond to emergencies 

heroically; few can keep up their charity day to day, especially when no one notices. 

That’s why picking up a scrap of paper for the love of God can be more of a proof 

of sanctity than martyrdom. 

When that is done, the extraordinary and supernatural (God living with man) does 

not sink to the ordinary and merely natural level, but the ordinary and natural is 

raised to the extraordinary and supernatural. As de Caussade says, “thus, the 

commonplace becomes extraordinary” (p. 115). It is the most extraordinary 

“splendor in the ordinary”. The Athanasian Creed says that the Incarnation 

happened, not by the conversion of divinity into humanity, but by the raising of 

humanity into divinity. 

Every kind of energy takes the form of waves. On the sea, a wave’s power is not on 

its crest, where it is most visible and most spectacular, but in its trough. The same 

is true of emotions. God’s Spirit is most powerfully at work in us during emotional 

troughs, the “dry” times, not the “high” times. All the saints teach that. When the 

aid of feelings is removed, we can move forward only by heroic effort of our will. 

This is an especially crucial lesson today because it is so countercultural. The 

Romantics have corrupted us into thinking that feelings are the deepest thing in us, 

and our whole culture has bought into this lie. “It can’t be wrong if it feels so right” 

is a very convenient philosophy for addicts and tyrants. 

God works most effectively in our lives when He seems most absent—as He did to 

Christ on the Cross (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”). A little effort 

in such times, without the aid of feelings, brings us farther on the road to holiness, 

makes us more real, more solid, more tough, than much effort when aided by 

feelings—not because there is anything wrong with feelings, but because feelings 

are not free, not willed, not chosen. You can’t create a feeling in yourself or in 

someone else simply by willing it. But you can create a free choice in yourself just 

by willing it. Choices come from you, feelings come to you—not from the external 

physical world, but from the unfree and unconscious sources within the soul. We 



are often “overcome” by feelings; we are never “overcome” by will. Feelings are 

passive, willing is active. 

This is why God instituted sacraments for everyone instead of techniques for having 

ecstatic mystical experiences, which He gives only to a few. He hides from our 

feelings as well as our senses in order to test and strengthen our faith and love. And 

it works: under this treatment, our souls grow, invisibly and gradually, into strong, 

adult plants instead of frail ones that are subject to every wind. The hardest test is 

not the martyrdom of the body but the martyrdom of the feelings, the daily grind, 

the life of faith that is often without the aid of feelings (the saints call them 

“sensible consolations”) and also without seeing with the external eyes or the 

internal eyes of our merely human reason (the saints call that “the dark night of 

the senses” and “the dark night of the reason”, two parts of “the dark night of the 

soul”). 

Thus the saint is what Kierkegaard calls a “knight of faith”. He slays not dragons but 

a more formidable foe: time, ordinariness, and boredom. 

Kierkegaard writes, 

People commonly travel around the world to see rivers and mountains, new stars, 

birds of rare plumage, queerly deformed fishes, ridiculous breeds of men—they 

abandon themselves to the bestial stupor which gapes at existence, and they think 

they have seen something. This does not interest me. But if I knew where there was 

such a knight of faith, I would make a pilgrimage to him on foot, for this prodigy 

interests me absolutely. . . . I draw closer to him, watching his least movements to 

see whether there might not be visible a little heterogeneous fractional telegraphic 

message from the infinite. . . . I examine his figure from tip to toe . . . (but) he is 

solid through and through. . . . One can discover nothing of that aloof and superior 

nature whereby one recognizes the knight of the infinite. . . . And yet the whole 

earthly form he exhibits is a new creation.3 

In other words, he is as human as Jesus. The more divine you are, the more human 

you can be. 


