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Last March I came across the book “The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The 

Japanese Art of De-Cluttering and Organizing” by Marie Kondo.  Fascinated by 

what the blogger said about the book, and knowing I had plenty of decluttering 

and organizing to do, I bought it. 

Now, you should know – and maybe you do because I’ve talked about organizing 

before – that for a long time, I would routinely go through our house and get 

things organized, especially after Christmas.  But somehow the clutter always 

returned, and I spent too much time moving my stuff and 5 other peoples’ stuff 

from one place to another, only to get frustrated by it all.  Also, we’ve lived in our 

house for 11 years; that’s a lot of time to accumulate stuff, and know what works 

and what doesn’t and get rid of the stuff that doesn’t, like the chair we hold on to 

thinking that “some day” I might use it.    

So I wasn’t new to organizing, but what I was doing wasn’t working.  So I bought 

the book, actually read the book, and decided “what the heck, let’s follow her 

advice.” 

The book is more than just a how-to declutter, and not just another system to 

help deal with the paper.  The book is based on the principle of only keeping 

items that “spark joy.”  I like that – the idea of only keeping items that spark joy, 

because Lord knows I was hanging on to stuff that didn’t.  

So following Kondo’s advice, I started with my clothes (she says sort by category, 

not by location), so I found every piece of clothing of mine, even the stuff tucked 

away in the basement, and proceeded to take every item and throw it into piles – 

shirst, pants, skirts, belts, scarves, etc.  And when I was done emptying my closet 

and dresser and the like, I picked up every piece of clothing and asked myself, 

“Does this spark joy?”  Not, “Huh.  May I’ll wear it someday, but does it spark 

joy?”  And if it didn’t, I thanked it for its service, put it in the donate pile. That’s 

Kondo’s other piece of advice: thank something for its service, and move on.  

Which sounds really weird, but it worked for me.  I was able to get rid of a 



sweater my bought for me in Hawaii, a beautiful pink cashmere sweater that just 

never worked.  I only kept it because of the memory it held, but Kondo says that 

the true purpose of a gift is to be received – and that present gave me joy when I 

received it, but it didn’t any longer.  So I thanked it for its service, for the joy it 

gave me in receiving it, and donated it.  And I don’t regret it. In fact, I can’t recall 

one thing I’ve regretted donating.   

When I was done with my closet, I felt lighter, I had empty space, my closet and 

drawers only hold items I like and wear, and – as an added bonus – I now know 

when I go into a store what I truly like and what I don’t.  I’ve become a more 

discriminating shopper. 

Since Kondo’s system worked for me, I moved on to the next category – linens, 

and did the same thing.  Sheets, towels, napkins, placements – I gathered up all of 

that stuff, held each one by one, and got rid of the stuff that didn’t spark joy.   

I have, since March, been through every category Kondo lists except for one, and 

made my way through my entire house including the basement and garage, but I 

haven’t gone through the boys rooms because following Kondo’s advice, she says 

to leave other people’s stuff alone – though I did go through Charlotte’s stuff with 

her permission, and Julia went through her own.   

I can tell you, after going through this process, which took about 9 months – there 

were months when I only had time to do one category, and I know myself so if I 

wasn’t in the mood, I didn’t force it – I feel lighter, I spend less time moving things 

around and organizing, and for the most part, the things I own spark joy. And the 

only regret I have is throwing some stuff away that I should have donated.   

So the last category Kondo says to tackle is the hardest, and that’s photos and 

keepsakes.  As I came across this stuff, I put it on a shelf knowing I would come 

back to it.   

I mentally set aside the week after Christmas to go through that stuff.  So I was 

prepared, because I have a lot of photos, and a lot of kids’ keepsakes. I even re-

read the part of her book that deals with mementos to gear up for the process, 

and I was particularly struck by one thing she wrote, and it’s this:  

“It’s not our memories but the person we have become because of those past 

experiences that we should treasure.  This is the lesson these keepsakes teach us 



when we sort them.  The space in which we live should be for the person we are 

becoming now, not for the person we were in the past.”   

I think there’s something spiritual about that advice, so as I went through 

mementos yesterday, I kept that in mind.  Is this drawing representative of 

Charlotte or Julia or the family?  It’s amazing what isn’t when you look at it 1, 2 or 

5 years later.   

But I also liked one other thing she wrote about this process, and it’s this: 

“By handling each sentimental item and deciding what to discard, you process 

your past.  If you just stow these things away in a drawer or box, before you 

realize it, your past will become a weight that holds you back and keeps you from 

living in the here and now.  To put your things in order means to put your past in 

order, too.  It’s like resetting your life and settling your accounts so that you can 

take the next step forward.” 

As we enter a new year, and as I was thinking about the story of the magi in 

preparation for today, those words kept coming back to me.  

To put your things in order means to put your past in order, too.  It’s like resetting 

your life and settling your accounts so that you can take the next step forward.” 

 I thought about the Wise Men, who went in a new direction after seeing the baby 

Jesus.  Matthew writes, “Having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, 

they left for their own country by another road.” It’s a small detail at the end of 

the story, and one we usually chalk off to the Wise Men being smart enough to 

know that if they go back to Herod, he’s going to find the baby Jesus and kill him.   

But I think there’s something more to it than that.  

I think God is telling the Wise Men, and us by extension, that sometimes the old, 

familiar route, is not the best one to take.  Sometimes, God is calling us to thank 

something for its service and move on. 

Sometimes, just like the Wise Men, God calls us to take the risk of following a star 

into new times and new places. 



Which is scary.  It’s scary to think about new directions, because familiar is good.  

As someone once told me, “Even if the road I travel by is full of ruts, they’re my 

ruts . . .and I’m comfortable with them.”   

Sometimes, it is easier to hold on to things instead of processing our past.  It can 

be a pain to sort through everything and ask if it sparks joy.  We may call up 

memories we’d rather not remember.  We may find some things we’d rather not 

find.  But as Kondo says, these things – our stuff – whether it’s physical or mental 

– can weigh us down and prevent us from taking the next step forward.   

But God calls us to travel new routes and follow distant stars, even when we don’t 

have much light to guide our way.  The Magi had very little light to guide them on 

their way; I would even guess that there were times in their two year journey that 

they felt like throwing in the towel and staying on the path they knew, even if 

they knew it wasn’t the right path. I was struck by something Ashley Marting 

wrote along these lines in her Advent devotion, when she said,  

“Sometimes life can feel like a dark journey through an unfamiliar topography of 

endless fields, drowning fountains, disheveled moor, and steep mountains (like 

the hymns sings).  Where am I going?  Is this the right direction? Is this worth the 

effort? What if? There are a million stars in our sky, mostly masked by the urban 

light pollution of our comfortable lives. With so many artificial lights to illuminate 

our path, it is difficult to focus on the twinkling mysterious star that so moved the 

three kings to Jesus’ birth.” 

But the Bible says faith is following the star even if it is hard to see, even when we 

don’t know what it means or where it will lead.   

Which is scary, I know.  The Wise Men were a bit fearful when they started out on 

their journey.   

But when the star stopped over the place where the child was, they were 

overwhelmed with joy, too. 

Overwhelmed with joy. 

So not only do we have fear in this story, we also have joy. 

Those are two strong, contrasting emotions.  But then again, sometimes there are 

moments in life when those two emotions reside together.  The birth of a child, a 



new home; a move; one can sense fear and joy in some of the biggest life 

changing moments we experience. 

When it’s time to thank something for its service, that moment can be quite scary 

but also quite joyful, too. 

But friends, sometimes God calls us to thank something for its service and move 

on, to take a new direction in life.  And when that happens, we have to trust God 

to be faithful, no matter how scary that might be.  After all, if we don’t follow 

God’s lead, we may never experience the overwhelming joy God has in store for 

us.  We may wind up surrounded by stuff that doesn’t spark joy.   

In this New Year, ask yourself, what new direction might God be calling you to 

take? What sparks joy in you, and what in your life might it be time to thank for its 

service, and move on? 

For as the old hymn sings: 

 

“O star of wonder, star of night, 

Star with royal beauty bright, 

Westward leading, still proceeding, 

Guide us to thy perfect light.” 

Amen. 

 

   

 

 

 


