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Focusing on Quality Versus Quantity
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Resisting Acedia with New Beginnings
My neighbor stands smiling in the
Saturday morning sunshine, surveying
her crop of tomatoes and kale. She lifts
her tanned arms in
exultation toward
the cloudless sky.
“Why can’t it be
like this all year
long?” she asks of
the already hot and
humid day.
As I sit in the
shade of my patio,
sipping my morning
coffee, I wonder if she’s nuts.
Are you kidding? I sulk silently.
Who would want to live in this heat all
year long? We’ve had a long stretch of
weather in the 90s.
I lived in Alaska for years, relishing Anchorage’s relatively cool clime.
Almost no homes had air conditioning
-- none was needed. At night, with our
bedroom windows wide open to let in
the chilly evening air, I would burrow
under my blankets and wonder, Why
can’t it be like this all year long?
Despite our obvious difference of
opinion on what constitutes good
weather, I had to admit my neighbor
gave me pause to think about something important: my attitude. Why am
I so doggone crabby sometimes? Why
wasn’t I lifting my arms to the heavens
in praise on a sunny morning rather
than hunkering over my caffeine?
A few weeks ago, I attended a retreat given by Kathleen Norris, a bestselling spiritual writer whose works
include “Dakota,” “The Cloister Walk”
and “Acedia and Me.”
Norris is known as an authority on
the desert fathers and mothers, those
early Christians who founded monasticism. Although a Protestant, Norris
is also a Benedictine oblate, and has
spent much time in the reflective confines of Benedictine monasteries.
St. Benedict, who wrote his great
rule in the early sixth century, tells us
that always we must begin again. It’s
this message that most resonated with
me from Norris’ talks.
“You can make a new beginning at

every moment,” she avers, thus challenging the “I’ll start my diet again
tomorrow” approach that I bring to
many things in life.
The early monastic Christians didn’t
talk about sin, according to Norris.
Rather, they described the temptations
that plague us as “bad thoughts” or
“demons.” They listed eight of these,
that correspond today to the seven
deadly sins: pride, envy, gluttony, lust,
anger, greed and sloth.
So what happened to number eight?
A strange word, acedia, fell by the
wayside and was somewhat absorbed
into sloth. Sloth generally describes
laziness.
But that doesn’t quite define acedia.
Sometimes called “the noonday devil,”
acedia appears when we let ourselves
become lethargic, out-of-sorts, down in
the dumps.
I think I was embracing acedia that
Saturday morning when I was downright stunned to see my neighbor so
pleased with the day. Her outstretched
arms dramatically contradicted the
closed-in posture I displayed physically
and felt spiritually.
An important note about acedia is
that it can resemble depression, yet
the two are separate things. Depression can be a serious illness requiring
medical help or counseling. Depression can’t be treated by telling ourselves to “get over it,” and it should
never be taken lightly.
Acedia, however, puts the ball in my
court. Norris put it this way: “Acedia
can be resisted -- take your mind off
the closed circle of yourself.
So if I’m yielding to acedia, what
should I do? Many things help: exercise, laughter, socializing with friends,
doing a good deed, prayer or focusing
on gratitude. Vanquish the pity party,
get my mind off the “closed circle” of
myself.
I can begin this at any moment. Any
time is the right time to smile and try
out a new attitude.
— Effie Caldarola
(This column is part of the CNS columns
package.)

One of the biggest struggles I’ve
encountered while parenting my two
teenagers is learning how to cope with
the loss of the time
we have together.
They are both busy
with extra-curricular
activities, jobs and
friends. The last
thing they want to
do is hang with mom
during the evening
or a summer afternoon when there
are so many more pressing things to do
such as watching a movie on Netflix or
playing Xbox for hours on end.
As an avid reader, I read everything
on the internet about how to give teens
freedom, yet still reel them back in for
family time. One article in particular,
though, helped me to understand that
what I have perceived as abandonment
was actually more about how my children have been trying to find their own
identities.
The author pointed out that many
parents mistake a teenager’s need to
explore their own interests as a sign
that they do not want to spend time
with mom or dad anymore. Sadly, many
parents give up and accept the fact that
they may only speak or see their children for mere minutes throughout each
day. The author agreed that teenagers
need more space at this age, but noted
that teens still need chunks of oneon-one time with parents even if they
won’t admit it.
This gave me hope. And, it also gave
me suggestions for how to focus on
quality time versus the quantity. The
author pointed out that teens may
possess an “I don’t want you around

attitude,” but nine times out of 10, they
still need the security and grounding
that evolves from quality time on a
consistent basis. She suggested carving out moments in the day to take a
walk, make coffee together, eat dinners
together, or go for a drive.
It’s a delicate situation because the
time cannot be forced. I know too well
that if I force my children to look at me
or talk to me, they will shut down and
sit silent for longer than I care to admit.
When they were pre-teens, I could trap
them in the car and drive until they
were willing to talk to me; however, our
time in the car is limited now that both
are driving.
Instead, I’ve etched out time that is
convenient for them. I visit my daughter’s workplace when she is on break
and eager to chat for 30 minutes while
also thankful for the company. I sit in
my son’s room while he is playing Xbox
and ask about football, which is the one
thing he will talk about for hours on
end. I’m seeking out ways to reconnect
with them.
It is not always a successful venture
and at times, they are still annoyed by
my presence for reasons unknown, but
in the end, it helps to know that possibly a small part of them enjoys the security of mom being in their presence. I
can only keep praying for a way to stay
connected, no matter how much they
try and resist me. And, it doesn’t hurt
to remind them that they are stuck with
this mom for the rest of their lives.
— Shannon Philpott
Shannon Philpott is a freelance
writer and college journalism instructor, but most of all a mother of two
teens. You can see her work at www.
shannonphilpott.com.
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A floral rendition of Michelangelo’s “Last Judgment” decorates the area outside St. Peter’s
Square at the Vatican June 29. The artwork was made by an Italian floral association.
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