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Reading:  a passage from Henry David Thoreau’s Walden
I did not read books the first summer; I hoed beans.  Nay, I often did better than this. There were times when I could not afford to sacrifice the bloom of the present moment to any work, whether of the brain or the hands.  I love a broad margin to my life. Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, I sat in my sunny doorway from sunrise till noon, rapt in a reverie, amid the pines and hickories and sumacs, in undisturbed solitude and stillness, while the birds sang around or flitted noiseless through the house, until, by the sun falling in at my west window, or the noise of some traveler’s wagon on the distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of time.  I grew in those seasons like corn in the night, and they were far better than any work of the hands would have been. They were not time subtracted from my life, but so much over and above my usual allowance.

Sermon

Time has always been a challenge for me.  Time and the management of time and the wish for more time.  I know not everyone has this problem, but I also know I’m not alone.  And so there is a special attraction, for me, to the invitation to stop the busy-ness of life and simply experience and rest in the present moment, the here and now.  And the here and now today, on this first full day of spring, is the perfect place to start.

Two Sundays ago I spoke of what the here and now could mean for our church, and today I’m going to talk more about what it means to be a person of the here and now.  Last time I shared an example from a book by Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Zen master, that has to do with washing the dishes.  The idea is that when you are washing the dishes you should only be washing the dishes, and you should be completely aware that you are washing the dishes, and you should be washing the dishes not just in order to have clean dishes, but in order to wash the dishes, to be alive to that moment, the here and now.  And if you find yourself thinking ahead to what you’re going to do next, or thinking back to something you did earlier, or how you might have done it differently, then you simply notice where your thoughts are going and bring them back to the reality of the moment: your presence, your breath, the soap suds, your hands in the warm water [The Miracle of Mindfulness, 1975, p. 3-4].  Being alive to that one moment, the only moment in which you are alive.  And being aware of your thoughts and feelings, but not being pulled away from the moment by them.  Just acknowledging them as they go by, and then continually returning to the present moment, resting in that moment. 

This whole process, or practice, is called mindfulness, and it’s a type of meditation that has developed out of Buddhism and Taoism and that reminds us that each moment holds the opportunity for peacefulness and for greater self-understanding.  The present moment is a miracle, and we are alive in it, and in it we have everything we need to live fully.

Thich Nhat Hanh calls mindfulness “the miracle by which we master and restore ourselves” [p. 14].  When our mind is jumping around from one thing to another, from one place to another, mindfulness is the miracle that can call it back to wholeness, tranquility, and clarity.

Thich Nhat Hanh, and others who teach mindfulness techniques and practices, often say that we should start with the breath, because our breathing is a natural and very effective tool in quieting our minds and uniting our whole selves—mind, body, and spirit.  And so he teaches how to breathe to maintain mindfulness, and I thought we might try it together.  Will you do this with me?  Breathe in lightly, a fairly long but light breath, and then breathe out all the air in your lungs. // Breathe in again, conscious of the fact that you are inhaling a deep breath.  And breathe out again, conscious that you are exhaling a deep breath.  Continue breathing, naturally, // mindful that you are breathing in and breathing out, // and watching the length of your breath. // Let your breath slow a bit, if that seems natural. // Let it be light and flowing. // You might think to yourself, “Breathing in, // breathing out, // breathing in, // breathing out.”  …  We’re going to move on to another very simple practice, but you can always return to your breath; it can always quiet you and center you.  Taking hold of your breath in this way is mindfulness at its most basic.

The other meditation technique that I want to share with you is a sort of mantra—words to repeat over and over:  I have arrived, I am home, in the here, in the now, I am solid, I am free, in the ultimate I dwell.  You’ll find these words printed in the bulletin, just under the sermon title.  They were written by Thich Nhat Hanh, who explains:

… when I say ‘I have arrived,’ I mean I have arrived in the here and the now—the only place, the only time where and when life is available, and that is my true home.  …  The past is already gone, and the future is not yet here.  …  We have an appointment with life, and that appointment takes place in the present moment.  … Sometimes we believe that happiness is not possible in the here and the now; we need a few more conditions to be happy.  So we run toward the future to get the conditions we think are missing.  But by doing so we sacrifice the present moment, we sacrifice true life. Therefore, learning how to go home to the present moment is the basic practice of mindfulness.  ‘I have arrived.  I am home.’  My home is right here, right now.  I don’t want to run anymore” [“Walking with Peace and Presence,” 2002 Peace Walk, Memphis, TN].

Going on to the next line, to say “I am solid, I am free” is a way to be in touch with our bodies, our right-hereness, our finiteness, and at the same time our freedom, our participation in the eternal. This is made explicit in the last phrase, “In the ultimate I dwell.”  Although we are a solid body in this moment of time, we also exist in another dimension, the dimension of depth, or transcendence.  Thich Nhat Hanh sometimes uses the illustration of a wave on the ocean.  The wave has its own separate form, its own beginning and end, its own size and location, but at the same time it is the water.  Similarly we exist both as our individual selves and as part of a larger whole, which we might understand in different ways—as the kingdom of God, as Buddha nature, as the interconnected web of life—but which holds us and in which we are at home.  These phrases are not such much declarations as they are practices, reminders.  We are at home.

So, would you try this with me?  Quiet yourself, follow your breath, and say silently to yourself, “I have arrived, // I am home, // in the here, // in the now, // I am solid, // I am free, // in the ultimate I dwell.”  //  Be mindful of how it feels to say these words to yourself.  //  And again, you can come back to these words any time.  Thich Nhat Hanh actually wrote this as a walking meditation, which you might want to try.  The idea is that walking mindfully is a good way to connect your body and soul with the here and now.  You walk slowly, in a peaceful place, aware of your breathing and aware of the contact between your feet and the ground, and you pair the words with your steps.

Of course there are other ways to practice mindfulness.  The classic way is through sitting in meditation, just letting thoughts arise and letting them go, and always returning to your breath. Other practices involve things like becoming more aware of your senses—looking, listening, tasting.  For me, time spent in the garden is time spent in the moment.  In the garden I am truly in the midst of the mystery of life and growth and death, and I work with the plants and in the dirt not just for the results I am hoping to achieve but for the doing itself, and for the being there.  In fact, my mind usually just empties itself when I’m working in the garden.  I really don’t think about anything.  I’m just there.  Maybe there are things you do that give you that same kind of experience.

Now the thing I have to tell you is that I’m no expert at all of this, and yet I find it really helpful.  In our Soul Matters group, every month we are encouraged to try a spiritual exercise related to that month’s theme, and for this month, on the here and now, the exercise I chose was setting an alarm on my cell phone that was supposed to be a daily reminder—a pleasant little gong sound every day at noon—for me to stop and be in the moment.  The first few days I loved it.  I stopped what I was doing, checked in with myself about how I was feeling, and felt pretty good about it.  But I wasn’t really sure what else I should be doing.  A sort of here and now inventory?  How’s my day going?  Check my pulse?  As time went on there were days when I didn’t want to be interrupted, when that little gong was just one more thing I had to deal with.  But there were also times when I took it as a reminder to just stop and breathe, and those were the times I liked the best.  Somewhere I read about a very simple breathing exercise that was perfect for me.  It’s almost too simple: just counting my breaths from 1 to 10; one as I inhale, two as I exhale, and so on.  And that turned out to be an instant relaxation technique for me.  It took a little more than half a minute, and it interrupted any anxiety I might be feeling and it banished any obsession over unnecessary details I might be caught up in.  The day I understood its power for me was the day I had just spent half an hour reformatting a document so that it would print out in 16 pages rather than 17.  “Use your breathing to stop,” I realized.  “Relax. Get in touch with what really matters here.”  And it’s been working!

I think part of the reason that works so well for me is that I’ve been using mindfulness techniques for a little over ten years now.  When you first try it you don’t necessarily relax right away.  Your mind is very busy, wanting to be anywhere but right here and now.  Maybe there are things inside you that you’re not comfortable with, and if you stop and relax they will bubble up, and maybe you don’t want that.  But that’s part of the point, and in fact, it may even be the most important part.  There is a poem by Wendell Berry that expresses this beautifully [Sabbaths, 1987]:

I go among trees and sit still.

All my stirring becomes quiet

Around me like circles on water.

My tasks lie in their places

Where I left them, asleep like cattle …

Then what I am afraid of comes.

I live for a while in its sight.

What I fear in it leaves it,

And the fear of it leaves me.

It sings, and I hear its song.

And as you simply breathe or simply sit, or practice mindfulness in any way, and as you let things arise in you and watch them without judgment, and let them drift by, and perhaps even let them sing their song, very gradually you begin to become more and more comfortable with all that makes you what you are.

For me, these practices have helped me to relax, to know myself better, to feel grounded, and even to manage time better.  Of course, time management is not the goal, but it’s a good thing.  The goal of mindfulness is mindfulness.  Mindfulness is how you do it, and mindfulness is your reward.

Now oftentimes I end a sermon with encouragement to go out into the world and make it a better place, and indeed you can do that best if you are at home in the here and now, but today I’m going to end on the personal level.  After all, there are times when you can’t or won’t be out there doing things.  James Ishmael Ford tells a story about a friend of his, Bob Jessup, who died of AIDS.  Bob and his partner Tundra were part of a Zen Buddhist community, and they were well acquainted with mindfulness practices.  As Bob was dying, many of his friends stopped in to say goodbye.  Some of them were worried that Bob wasn’t talking enough about what was happening to him, and one of them insisted to Bob that he needed to process what was going on.  Bob’s reply was, ‘I don’t need to process anything.  I am the process.”  At another point, very near the end, when Bob was very weak, Tundra was sitting with him and talking about the good times they had had, and Bob responded, “I’m still having a good time” [In This Very Moment, 2002, p. 90-92].  

Such is the power of resting in the here and now.  No creed is required.  No “I believe.”  Just direct, immediate experience of the moment—intimacy with the moment—and with all that is in it and all that you are.  Whatever your tradition or beliefs, the wisdom you seek is right here.  The peace is right here.  In this moment.  You are home.  In the ultimate you dwell.  Amen.

