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What does it 

mean to be a 

community of 

Presence? 

 

Presence or Presents? 
 by Starr Austin, Director of Religious Education 

“The moment 

one gives close 

attention to 

anything,  

even a blade 

of grass,  

it becomes a 

mysterious, 

awesome,  

indescribably 

magnificent 

world  

in itself.” 

-Henry Miller 

I used to be Martha Stewart.  No, really.  I used to make ridiculously intricate edible cran-

berry wreaths for a holiday parties. My holiday cards used to be handmade and I sent out 

far too many.  School teachers received handcrafted ornaments and I had an ongoing list 

for all friends and family where I recorded anything they expressed interest in throughout 

the year, so my gifts were always perfect.   

There are two stories about who I was then, each of them partially true. I was supermom as 

far as the teachers and PTA were concerned. I was the caring friend who “remembered” the 

items people remarked on in January of last year.  I was the creative wife who was able to 

work, raise a child, and do the holidays in style.  That’s one story.  It’s mostly...false. 

I was stressed. I cried a lot. I was consumed with appearances instead of being present to 

my life.  All that time on handcrafted cards and teacher gifts is time I could have spent play-

ing with my daughter. My desire to do things perfectly left me absent from the bulk of the 

joy of the season.   

Then one year, I just stopped.  I spent time looking at lights with my family and sledding 

down the hill in our backyard.  Eventually, I culled most of the people from my present buy-

ing list and went to buying things throughout the year to be gifted when I felt called to in-

stead of any obligatory gift giving day. Spiritual practice had helped shift the way I wanted 

to be, especially at a time when there is an intention of being with loved ones.   

I share this because I know that first description, the Martha Stewart me, is recognizable to 

a lot of you reading this.  You have your own stress-filled standards for moving through De-

cember.  I hope you will engage with our theme this month of presence. If we give up fo-

cusing on presents and presentation, suddenly there is room for joy, love, hope, and con-

nection.  What do you wish you could do with your family this year? Is it a new tradition of 

pajamas and Christmas movies or reading a book aloud as a family? Whatever is calling 

your spirit, listen. Let presence be your guide. 



Just Be Here 
by Starr Austin, Director of Religious Education 
When was the last time you just sat, without the phone or a book, just you 
sitting there in silence?  How many times have you been trying to listen to 
your children tell you about their day, but you are too distracted planning 
your to do list in your head or mentally creating the grocery list?  Me too.  

Our lives keep us distracted and disconnected.  It’s odd in an age of instant 
communication how disconnected we are from those we love and from our-
selves.  This month I hope you will foster a presence practice as a whole fami-
ly.   In our fast paced lives helping our children and youth slow down and be 
fully present promotes health and happiness long-term. I think of this in three 
ways: being present with self, being present with others, and being present to 
the larger work of our lives.  

Presence of Self                                                                                                            
Teaching our children techniques to center themselves helps them manage 
stressful and emotionally volatile situations.  This can be accomplished 
through spiritual practice, particularly breathing techniques and meditation. 
Reminders to take a breath before speaking or eating can help us avoid reac-
tivity and dive deeper into what we are feeling and thinking.  Finger laby-
rinths can be printed online to promote a simple mindfulness practice. 

Presence with Others                                                                                                    
Meals can be a great time to be present with each other, to put away our 
phones and devices and savor the conversation and meal. Starting by lighting 
a chalice at home or saying a brief blessing can help set the tone for connec-
tion.  Check-in on the low point and high point of your day, with each person 
taking turns.  Begin your check in by repeating what the person before you 
shared as their low and high points. 

Presence to the Larger Work of Our Lives                                                                     
The larger work of our lives is often not the work we are paid to do, rather it is 
the work we are compelled to do.  For some this is art, justice work, or creat-
ing community for others.  What is your larger work? Each morning reflect on 
what your calling is today, be it part of the larger work of your life or a small 
step just for today.  Each day give thanks that you are able to show up to this 
work. 

Chalice Lighting 

Spirit of Life, we light this flame 

acknowledging our connectedness 

to the sacred through our connec-

tion with one another.  We give 

thanks for the breath of life and 

the gift of love - Starr Austin, DRE 

Chocolate Chip Cookie 

Meditation 

Or, whatever kind of cookie your 
family loves!  Everyone takes a cook-
ie, you touch it and concentrate on 
how it feels in your hand—are the 
chocolate chips melting on your fin-
gertips?  Then, breathe in the scent 
of the cookie. Does the smell remind 
you of anything or anyone? Let your-
self think about the smell and the 
memories it calls forth.  Then, take a 
bit—just one!  Don’t chew. Let the 
bite rest on the tongue. Concentrate 
on how this feels on your tongue. Are 
you able to enjoy it or do you feel the 
impulse to chomp it down and have 
another bite?  Just notice.  Now, 
slowly chew.  Let yourself feel how 
each bit of cookie feels crunchy on 
your teeth. Then, swallow and notice 
the way your throat expands and 
retracts, notice the taste left in your 
mouth.  Can you still remember the 
way the cookie felt in your hand? Try 
eating an entire cookie with this 
much mindfulness! 

spiritual practice 

for families 
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Talking to Kids About Social Media 
 by Starr Austin, Director of Religious Education 

Social Media is a fact of life.  It has enormous benefits.  If not for Twitter, 
the #blacklivesmatter movement wouldn’t have been born. It started as a 
simple hashtag on a tweet and then went viral, then leapt from the screen 
to the street. Thanks to social media we are able to have live updates 
about what is taking place at Standing Rock right now—updates major 
news coverage has not been able to provide. I am pro-social media. It’s for 
that reason I am so passionate about our youth learning how to use social 
media responsibly and effectively. 

Like it or not, social media is a kind of resume. Employers and Universities  
look to see where you’ve been and what you do online. While most social 
media sites have privacy settings, it’s important to understand that those 
settings are not covered by law—and there are glitches.  A few years ago 
now Facebook had a major glitch, they quickly corrected it, but not before 
some people felt the repercussions of their private chat dialogue suddenly 
being posted to their wall with a public setting, meaning anyone could see 
it.   

Talk to your kids about privacy online, remind them that terms of service 
agreements are not legally binding and that there are glitches like the one 
mentioned above which can share things more broadly than you intend-
ed. While using the privacy settings are a good idea, don’t treat anything 
you do online as truly private.  If you don’t want grandma, future employ-
ers, or people reviewing your scholarship applications to see it… don’t 
send it. 

To the right you will find links to resources to help you and your teen bet-
ter understand social media.  Remember—be informed, not afraid!  I know 
for some of us parents it can be overwhelming how many sites there are 
to keep up with.   

The best approach is to have a frank conversation with your teen about 
using social media and their digital footprint. Accurate information about 
social media is your strongest ally in helping them stay safe and responsi-
ble in their online presence. 

Online Resources 

 

12 Things Students 

Should Never Do on So-

cial Media 

 

How to Use Social Me-

dia Responsibly 

 

Do You Really Have a 

Private Life Online 

(video) 

 

How to Beat Bullies 

(video) 

 

Safe and Responsible 

Social Networking 

 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/06/technology/internet/06facebook.html?_r=0
http://mashable.com/2012/09/04/students-social-media-warnings/#YiDlOHGMikqZ
http://mashable.com/2012/09/04/students-social-media-warnings/#YiDlOHGMikqZ
http://mashable.com/2012/09/04/students-social-media-warnings/#YiDlOHGMikqZ
https://students.shu.ac.uk/lits/it/documents/pdf/How%20to%20use%20social%20media%20responsibly.pdf
https://students.shu.ac.uk/lits/it/documents/pdf/How%20to%20use%20social%20media%20responsibly.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-e98hxHZiTg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-e98hxHZiTg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-e98hxHZiTg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jwu_7IqWh8Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jwu_7IqWh8Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jwu_7IqWh8Y
http://cyberbullying.org/safe-responsible-social-networking.pdf
http://cyberbullying.org/safe-responsible-social-networking.pdf


 
What Does it Mean to be Present  by 

Rana DiOrio & Eliza Wheeler   What does being 

present look like? Noticing when someone 

in your class needs help and taking the time 

to help them. Sound like? The rain outside 

your window. Smell like? Briny seaweed at 

the beach. Taste like? A bite of orange. Feel 

like? Allowing the rhythm of your breath, in 

and out … to make you feel peaceful. 

 

Featured Story:  

A Cup of Tea 
A Zen Teaching 

Nan-in, a Japanese master during the Meiji era, wel-
comed into his home a university professor who had 
asked to see him. The professor arrived, answered 
the master's simple, polite greeting with a brusque, 
arrogant reply, and strode past him into the house. 
The old man followed his guest quietly into the 
sparsely furnished living space and watched, his 
customary peaceful expression undisturbed, as the 
professor seated himself without being asked. 

"Will you honor me as my guest for tea?" Nan-in 
asked the professor.  "Yes, I'd like tea," was the blunt 
reply. "And I want to ask you some questions," the 
professor continued with a self-satisfied smirk. "They 
say you are very wise, and I would learn what you 
have to teach." 

"Certainly," Nan-in replied. "I will gladly share all I 
know. But first, let us have tea." The professor 
frowned at Nan-in, then sighed impatiently. "Very 
well," he said, his voice curt. He rearranged his silk-
en coat. "After tea." 

Nan-in focused on his task. He prepared the tea to 
the perfect temperature, steeped it just long enough 
but not too long, and set the simple, lovely dishes in 
an orderly arrangement on the cloth. The professor 
cleared his throat and adjusted his coat again. Nan-
in at last finished all his preparations and was ready 
to pour. The master held the pot over his visitor's cup 
and began to serve him tea. The professor impatient-
ly reached for the cup before it was half-full, but Nan-
in continued filling the cup. He poured his visitor's 

cup three-quarters full and then kept on pouring. 
When the cup was full to the brim, Nan-in kept pour-
ing, and the tea ran over the edge of the cup into the 
saucer. Nan-in, gazing calmly at the cup, continued 
to pour, and the tea overran the saucer and began to 
run over the table. The professor watched the over-
flow until he could no longer restrain himself. "The 
cup is full. No more will go in!" 

"So it is," said Nan-in contentedly, and he stopped 

pouring tea into the cup. He looked at the professor 

with his kind, steady gaze, and said, "Like this cup, 

you are full to the brim with your own opinions, your 

own importance. How can you learn anything unless 

you first empty your cup?" 

READING RESOURCES FOR 

PRESENCE 

Silence by Lemniscates  What can you hear 

when you are completely silent? Beautifully 

illustrated and gently written, Silence encour-

ages children to stop, listen, and reflect on 

their experiences and the world around them. 

Using qualities of mindfulness, readers are 

asked to pay attention to what otherwise gets 

drowned-out in our noisy environment and 

use those sounds as a means to develop imagi-

nation and curiosity, and learn a little more 

about themselves.  

A Solstice Tree for Jenny by  Karen Schragg 

It's Christmas time all across America and Jen-

ny is feeling left out. Her secular parents, born 

to different faiths that they no longer observe, 

don't believe in celebrating Christmas. She 

never seemed to mind before, but this year it 

bothers her...Then one day a teacher gives her 

"an awesome idea": she tells Jenny about  

winter solstice  celebrations.   

A Handful of Quiet by Thich Nhat HanhPeb-

ble meditation is a groundbreaking and 

completely unique technique to intro-

duce children to the calming practice of 

meditation. A pebble meditation de-

signed to involve children in a hands-on 

and creative way that touches on their 

interconnection with nature.  A great 

practice for the whole family. 


