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“Everything is still and everything is moving,”  says the Buddhist monk and 1

translator for the Dalai Lama, Mattieu Ricard.  
We’ve been in a time of enforced stillness because of the pandemic, and yet it 

hasn’t seemed very still.  This Sunday is the second Sunday in the Christian observance 
of Advent, the time of expectant, hopeful waiting that is fulfilled with the arrival of 
Christmas.  A time of expectant, hopeful waiting — I don’t know that that’s ever been a 
more apt description of this moment on the calendar.  Stillness is part of the skill set we 
need to wait well, but stillness isn’t about nothing happening or doing nothing.

When we sit still we are still on a rotating planet orbiting a sun orbiting a galaxy 
that is hurtling through space.  I didn’t look up any of the calculations from scientists 
about how fast we’re moving, but I know it is really, really fast.  From this perspective, 
nothing is still.  For someone looking to nature for religious insight, one of the truths is 
this:  Everything is in motion.  We don’t really live much on the cosmic scale, but even 
brought to the most personal level, we are never still.  Sitting still, we are breathing, 
hearts are beating and blood is pumping.  All sorts of chemical reactions are happening 
in your brain as you sit there listening to this preaching at you.  Everything is in motion.  

At the end of an essay called Nothing Personal, James Baldwin wrote these words:
For nothing is fixed, forever and forever and forever, it is not fixed; the earth is 
always shifting, the light is always changing, the sea does not cease to grind 
down rock.2

For Baldwin, this is part of the context in which we must “say Yes to life and embrace it 
wherever it is found.”  Life is part of this motion — life is realizing our commitment to 
one another, our need for one another in an un-fixed world. One of the most common 
laments is about how busy the world is and about how we need to unplug from that 
busy-ness.  The writer Pico Iyer believes “Stillness is not just an indulgence for those 
with enough resources—it’s a necessity for anyone who wishes to gather less visible 
resources.”   Iyer is talking about spiritual resources, resources for meaning-making in 3

our lives.  We all need to practice stillness in order to feel whole.  
But this admonition to be still sure feels different in the quarantined, shelter-in-

place world we’re living in now.  The book of Pico Iyer that I’m quoting from is titled 
The Art of Stillness: Adventures in Going Nowhere.  For months now, most of us have been 
trying to go as much nowhere as we can in order to safeguard our health and the health 
of others.  We’ve needed to practice a kind of stillness as a health measure.  Pico Iyer 
believes that “Going nowhere […] isn’t about turning your back on the world; it’s about 
stepping away now and then so that you can see the world more clearly and love it 
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more deeply.”   And that’s what I think we’ve been trying to do when we’ve been at our 4

best.  Trying to see the world more clearly means understanding what sorts of situations 
are likely to spread the virus.  Being outside in small groups is pretty low risk, and 
unfortunately, gathering indoors to sing together as we do in what we might think of as 
a normal worship service is one of the worst kinds of things we can do.  Trying to see 
the world more clearly means noticing that it is people who are poor or Black or Native 
American that are suffering the most.  

Seeing the world more clearly so that we might love it more deeply means 
noticing the love that the world and our neighbors need.  It is frustrating that the 
current outgoing administration doesn’t seem to recognize the pain that COVID and 
racism and climate change denial creates.  The only pain it seems to notice is its own 
anxiety over any loss of political power, anxiety over anyone else having power.  I’ve 
been particularly alarmed at the calls for violence that are coming from advisors to and 
allies of the current President.  It’s a denial of what I think is a fact: our fates are bound 
up together.  When some are suffering, all of us are suffering. 

James Baldwin seems to look in wonder at the human ability to endure even 
amidst suffering, to say yes to life in a forever unfixed world.  And conclude that this 
resilience comes largely from the recognition that “All lives are connected to other 
lives…”   He’s looking for inspiration to go on, to not give up, to not give up on one’s 5

own life — losing you will hurt others. Baldwin says, “One has to look on oneself as the 
custodian of a quantity and a quality—oneself—which is absolutely unique in the world 
because it has never been here before and will never be here again.”   Denying the ways 6

our unique selves are connected to each other and dependent upon each other is a 
denial of humanity.  Baldwin says, “Where all human connections are distrusted, the 
human being is very quickly lost.”   He says, “if one can reach back, reach down—into 7

oneself, into one’s life—and find there some witness, however unexpected or 
ambivalent, to one’s reality, one will be enabled, though perhaps not very spiritedly, to 
face another day.”   People need connection, witness, they need to feel seen in order to 8

go on.
Perhaps being still we can be better witnesses to what is in motion in the world 

around us.  
And then there is this other sense of the word still.  So far I’ve been thinking 

about stillness in terms of something like: “I am still.”  But what about this sense:  “I am 
still here.”  This is such a surprising meaning to find in stillness, especially as we also 
use still to refer to a death.  But there is also a stillness that is about persisting, 
continuing, even despite suffering, despite loss, despite rancor and division, despite 
illness and injury, still you are here.  Pico Iyer comes to the conclusion that “Stillness has 
nothing to do with settledness or stasis.”   He comes to this realization after a marine 9

biologist drops a microphone into the still water on which their boat is floating and 
reveals a lively cacophony below those still waters.  But I’m also thinking about the 
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following words of James Baldwin as a description of stillness in the the sense of still-
here-ness: 

I have slept on rooftops and in basements and subways, have been cold and 
hungry all my life; have felt that no fire would ever warm me, and no arms 
would ever hold me.  I have been, as the song says, ‘buked and scorned and I 
know that I always will be.  But, my God, in that darkness, which was the lot of 
my ancestors and my own state, what a mighty fire burned!  In that darkness of 
rape and degradation, that fine flying froth and mist of blood, through all that 
terror and in all that helplessness, a living soul moved and refused to die.  10

Baldwin says of this that, “It is a mighty heritage, it is the human heritage, and it is all 
there is to trust.”   This is where Baldwin would have us place our faith, in this 11

stillness.  This is the stillness that says with Maya Angelou, “Still I rise.” 
You may shoot me with your words,
You may cut me with your eyes,
You may kill me with your hatefulness,
But still, like air, I’ll rise.12

So what if asking you to be still is an exercise in reaching down into your own life 
and recognizing your connectedness to the life that is always still around you.  In this 
recognition, you realize that your life is not restricted to you.  Your life is carried on still 
in the life around you.  Your stillness will be, still, even after you come to the end of 
your days.  You will be still.  You are being still.

This does not mean that you are a still point around which everything else is in 
motion.  We can tend to think that way.  From my perspective, I’m at the center of 
everything.  The activist and writer adrienne maree brown says, “Everyone generally 
thinks they are standing still, being present, in the present.”   brown doesn’t think that 13

people are still in this way:  she thinks of who we are using the metaphor of a river and 
describes who we are—our attention—as flowing in various directions.  brown says, 
“Once people come into awareness of which way their attention is flowing, they have 
increased agency.”  What if we think of that coming into awareness as a coming-into-
our-stillness?  Being still is about becoming more aware of what is in motion around 
you.  Being still is about becoming more aware of the ways in which you participate in 
what is in motion around you.  

With that awareness, our agency increases, and —does that mean we are more 
the author of who we are?  Of meaning in our lives?  Hear this description of the craft of 
writing by Pico Iyer:

Writers, of course, are obliged by our professions to spend much of our time 
going nowhere.  Our creations come not when we’re out in the world, gathering 
impressions, but when we’re sitting still, turning those impressions into 
sentences.  Our job, you could say, is to turn, through stillness, a life of 
movement into art.  Sitting still is our workplace […]14



Page  of 4 4

What if stillness is our workplace, the place where we shape the meaningfulness of who 
we are and the lives we participate in?  May you be still.

May you know a vibrant stillness.  May you know a moving stillness.  May you 
know a stillness that brings you to awareness of the life around you and how you 
participate in the ongoing motion that is life.  May you reach back, reach down, and 
discover a fire that still burns even in darkness.  May you be loving still.  May you be 
grateful still.  May you be resilient still.

May you 
be

still.
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