
Nurturing the Spirit 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 3/4/18 

Reading: “Five A.M. in the Pinewoods,” by Mary Oliver 

I’d seen 
their hoofprints in the deep 
needles and knew 
they ended the long night 
  
under the pines, walking 
like two mute 
and beautiful women toward 
the deeper woods, so I 
  
got up in the dark and 
went there. They came 
slowly down the hill 
and looked at me sitting under 
  
the blue trees, shyly 
they stepped 
closer and stared 
from under their thick lashes and even 
  
nibbled some damp 
tassels of weeds. This 
is not a poem about a dream, 
though it could be. 
  
This is a poem about the world 
that is ours, or could be. 
Finally 
one of them—I swear it!— 
  
would have come to my arms. 
But the other 
stamped sharp hoof in the 
pine needles like 
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the tap of sanity, 
and they went off together through 
the trees. When I woke 
I was alone, 
  
I was thinking: 
so this is how you swim inward, 
so this is how you flow outward, 
so this is how you pray. 

Nurturing the Spirit 

I mentioned a couple of weeks ago the words of William Schulz about Winnie the Pooh. 
Religion, said Schulz, “requires a resource suitable to the plight of Winnie the Pooh who, when 
stuck in the doorway of Rabbit’s house, made a simple request: ‘Would you be so kind as to read 
a Sustaining Book such as would help and comfort a Wedged Bear in a Great 
Tightness?’” [Schulz, Making the Manifesto: The Birth of Religious Humanism, Skinner House 
Books, 2002, p. xix]. When Pooh was “good and truly stuck,” he wanted some comforting 
words.  We hear the same wish expressed in “Choose Something Like a Star,” the Robert Frost 
poem/anthem that our choir sang three weeks ago: “O Star … // Say something to us we can 
learn // By heart and when alone repeat.” 

I felt this need myself about twenty years ago when I had given up religion altogether—or so 
I thought—and then found myself in a crisis, a time of huge loss, without a way to keep myself 
grounded and centered. Two things came my way that helped me enormously. The first was a 
poem by Mary Oliver, “At Blackwater Pond.”  It was the first I’d heard of Mary Oliver, and at 
the time I wasn’t much of a poetry reader, but these words spoke to me: “To live in this world,” 
she says, // “you must be able // to do three things: // to love what is mortal; // to hold it // against 
your bones knowing // your own life depends on it; // and, when the time comes to let it go, // to 
let it go.”  Not the most comforting words, maybe, but sustaining words for me. These words 
reminded me that what I was feeling—that need to hold on and the pain when you can’t—was a 
vital part of being human and that I was not alone. Repeating these words to myself and seeking 
out other words of wisdom became my first spiritual practice. 

The second thing that came my way at that time was a little book about mindfulness by Thich 
Nhat Hanh called Peace is Every Step [Bantam Books, 1991]. The basic teaching of the book is
—and I quote from the Introduction—that “peace is not external or to be sought after or attained. 
Living mindfully, slowing down and enjoying each step and each breath, is enough. Peace is 
already present in each step” [p. ix].  I was grasping for peace of mind, and this book was telling 
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me that peace was not external or to be sought after or attained.  In the first few pages I learned 
about conscious breathing. Breathing in, you say to yourself, “I am breathing in,” and breathing 
out, you say to yourself, “I am breathing out.” Just that!  Or just “In,” … “Out.”  By consciously 
breathing, we bring mind and body together, becoming whole, calming both mind and body, and 
encountering just this present moment. Then I read this: “While we practice conscious breathing, 
our thinking will slow down, and we can give ourselves a real rest. Most of the time, we think 
too much” [p. 11].  

I could almost end this sermon right there—but I won’t!—because right there were the two 
elements that came to define spiritual practice for me for many years: words, and not words so 
much. Words have always been important to me. Thinking, understanding, ideas.  I have found 
many wonderful words in poetry.  I started collecting the poems that I liked best, the ones I found 
to be sustaining, in a journal.  I call it “Words by Heart,” because I try to memorize them. One of 
those poems, “A Walk,” by Rainer Maria Rilke [trans. Robert Bly], contains the words I used as 
the benediction at my ordination almost ten years ago in this very place:  

My eyes already touch the sunny hill, 
going far beyond the road I have begun. 
So we are grasped by what we cannot grasp; 
it has an inner light, even from a distance— 

and changes us, even if we do not reach it, 
Into something else, which, hardly sensing it, 
we already are; a gesture waves us on 
answering our own wave … 
but what we feel is the wind in our faces. 

So I made it a spiritual practice to read poetry and to find words. And at the same time, I 
began to learn to let words go, to let my mind be quiet and aware without words.  At first I 
thought something extraordinary should happen—I thought I would arrive at some special state 
of enlightenment—but as I let myself drop into silence, I discovered it to be very peaceful and I 
came to feel held by the stillness and strengthened to know that that was in me.  

I said that we would look at a variety of spiritual practices this morning, so I want to at least 
describe the breadth of possibilities. There’s a book called Everyday Spiritual Practice: Simple 
Pathways for Enriching Your Life edited by UU minister Scott Alexander [Skinner House Books, 
1999] that contains 30-some chapters, each about a different spiritual practice. Some of them are 
the obvious ones, like prayer and meditation, but there are lots of others: yoga, for example; 
quilting; even parenting as a spiritual practice. The book is divided into five sections: Engaging 
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the Mind—those are things like meditation, prayer, and sacred reading; Engaging the Body—
that’s where yoga comes in, and exercise and fasting and martial arts, and you can imagine more 
(dance!); Engaging the Heart—practices involving relationships through which you listen with 
the heart both to yourself and to the other; Engaging the Will—which talks about things like 
vegetarianism, simple living, and anti-racism; and Engaging the Soul—creative practices like 
quilting, cooking, and gardening. The possibilities are endless.  

So what makes something a spiritual practice and how do we find the thing that’s right for 
us?  I think the answer is fairly simple: it can be anything that centers you. Anything that 
connects you, brings you back in touch with wholeness and peace, with meaning, depth, 
compassion. Anything that quiets your busyness or your worries or your defenses and lets you 
tap into your true inner wisdom. And because it’s a practice, a discipline, something that you 
keep coming back to, it will gradually transform you.  

For five or ten years now I’ve enjoyed a fairly stable spiritual practice routine.  I have my 
poetry, my sacred reading; I have my meditation; and I have the sort-of prayers that I say at 
different times of the day, my seven sacred pauses. When I wake up, for example, I say “I enter 
this day with an open heart,” and I have different words for different times of the day. These 
practices serve me well, especially when I remember and take the time to do them, and I hadn’t 
been looking for anything new. But I’ve been following the work of Christine Valters Paintner 
and recently I ordered her new book, The Wisdom of the Body.  The subtitle is A Contemplative 
Journey to Wholeness for Women, but I don’t think her message need be limited to women. “In 
our rush through life,” she says, “we neglect the body’s wisdom. We work through fatigue and 
illness, pushing our bodies and feeling frustrated when they don’t keep up” [Sorin Books, 2017, 
p. 1]. This book is an invitation to honor and listen to the body.   

I think I’ve been getting ready to hear this message for a while.  My chaplaincy training at 
Strong Memorial Hospital, as long ago as 2004, included noticing what’s going on in your body. 
One of my strongest memories from that year was that as I rode in the elevator from the first 
floor up to the eighth floor, where the critical care units were located, my back would start to 
hurt.  I wasn’t ready to admit, even to myself, that I was anxious about visiting some of the 
sickest patients in the hospital, but my back was telling me how I felt. And when I returned to 
chaplaincy work a few years ago, the message was the same: notice what your body is telling 
you. One of my meditation practices involves being open to whatever arises: as you focus on 
your breath, whatever thoughts or feelings or bodily sensations come up, the idea is to 
acknowledge them, welcome them as part of yourself, and then let them go and consciously 
return to the breath. And I often end the day with a moment of gratitude for something related to 
each of the senses—sight, hearing, taste, smell, touch, and feeling. Like today I heard the choir 
sing “Deep peace” to me, and you; and earlier I smelled cinnamon raisin toast, and right now I’m 
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seeing both you and my notes through my new glasses!  I started that practice to help me be 
more aware of the things I experience through my senses, and to remember to savor those 
moments.  So I think that for a while now I’ve been moving toward a more physical way of 
being in the world—less rooted in the head—and a more welcoming relationship with my body.  
And it’s not that my body and I have a bad relationship; it’s just complicated.  I suspect it’s that 
way for many of us.  I don’t like that my body is getting older, for example, and my body doesn’t 
like that I overeat.  So it’s time for a spiritual practice that really honors my body.  I don’t yet 
know exactly what that will look like, but maybe I’ll start with some way of just checking in and 
inviting my body to tell me how it feels and what it needs. 

All of this is to say that there is more peace, more compassion, more joy, more nourishment 
available to us, every one of us, and that it’s not something we have to seek or grasp for or take a 
course on or whatever, but it’s right here in this present moment, and it comes from within; and 
that a spiritual practice can help us get in touch with that; and that we all have an inner wisdom
—we don’t always attend to it, but it’s there—an inner wisdom that will draw us and guide us 
toward what we need.   

Now I’m going to stop and invite you to greet each other again, like we do in the beginning 
of the service. Only this time, tell someone what nurtures your spirit or what your spirit yearns 
for.  OK?  Something that nurtures your spirit or something your spirit yearns for. You’ve got 
about two minutes. …  

[“Return Again” played on piano] Return to the home of your soul. Return to who you are, 
return to what you are, return to where you are born and reborn again. Return to the home of 
your soul.*  Amen. 

*Adapted from “Return Again,” Hymn #1011 [Singing the Journey, UUA, 2005] (sung earlier in 
the service)
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