December - Stillness:
The Practice of Presence
“Stillness” is an abstract noun derived from the old English stel meaning fixed, not moving, or
the silent part.
“Presence” is from the Latin inrepraesent meaning “in the situation in question” from praesens
or “being there.”
Presence and stillness, in the context of our theme this month, require each other. Being present
doesn’t just mean showing up. Presence is the ability to fully meet another person or
event/activity, in an open, available, receptive, and non-judgmental way. Letting go of inner
chatter or anything that distracts from the immediate moment allows us to receive the gift of
connection to that moment.
In order to cultivate a sense of presence we must experience stillness and silence (not meaning a
lack of noise) in our own lives. Stillness doesn’t mean not moving. Inner stillness...silencing the
chatter of anxiety, expectation, anticipation, memory, and even language, allows us to contact the
present moment and fully engage with whatever is before us.
Questions for Discussion and Discernment on your own, or with each other:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What does it mean to be truly present to another person? To be truly present to yourself?
What thoughts, sensations, or emotions arise when you are completely present?
How do you achieve a sense of stillness?
What costs might there be in entering stillness? What factors can take you away from it?
When you feel you are experiencing stillness, is it about being in control, letting go, or
something else entirely?
How do you find stillness in activity?
What compels people to be in constant motion? Why do we often avoid stillness?
In order to be fully present, of what do you need to let go?
For whom are you generally present? With whom do you find presence challenging?
What keeps you from being present in your day-to-day life? How can you overcome those
things?
Can stillness help in situations of powerlessness such a chronic pain, trauma, or other
difficulties?
What factors in your life can make presence seem almost impossible?
Quotes and Short Readings:

“To the mind that is still the whole universe surrenders.” The Buddha
“If your mind isn’t clouded by unnecessary things, that is the best season of your life.” Wu-men
Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life? Matthew 6:27

You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to
interpret the present time? Luke 12:55
Lost
Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you
Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here,
And you must treat it as a powerful stranger,
Must ask permission to know it and be known.
The forest breathes. Listen. It answers,
I have made this place around you,
If you leave it you may come back again, saying
Here.
No two trees are the same to Raven.
No two branches are the same to Wren.
If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you,
You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows
Where you are. You must let it find you.
-- David Wagoner
“You’ve got to practice meditation when you walk, stand, lie down, sit, and work, while washing
your hands, washing the dishes, sweeping the floor, drinking tea, talking to friends, or whatever
you are doing… Be mindful 24 hours a day, not just during the one hour you may allot for
formal meditation or reading scripture and reciting prayers. Each act must be carried out in
mindfulness. Each act is a rite, a ceremony. Raising your cup of tea to your mouth is a rite. Does
the word “rite” seem too solemn? I use that word in order to jolt you into the realization of the
life-and-death matter of awareness.” Tich Naht Hahn
“Beneath the turbulence of our thoughts and emotions there exists a silent awareness capable of
limitless love. (It is there that we can) heal our suffering and cultivate our capacity for genuine
happiness.” Tara Brach, True Refuge
“All of us have the capacity to be mindful. All it involves is cultivating our ability to pay
attention in the present moment…think of mindfulness as a lens, taking the scattered and reactive
energies of your mind and focusing them into a coherent source of energy for living, for problem
solving, and for healing.” Jon Kabat-Zinn, Full Catastrophe Living
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I'll meet you there.
When the soul lies down in that grass,
the world is too full to talk about.
Ideas, language, even the phrase "each other" doesn't make any sense.
--RUMI

