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A Community of Presence? 
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What Does It Mean To Be  

A Community of Presence? 
 

 

 

Spiritually, presence can mean two radically different things. One the one hand, contemplatives talk of 

“being present.” Presence from this perspective is all about awareness and remembering to “live in the 

moment.” On the other hand, theologians tend to come at presence from the perspective of “otherness.” 

Their concern is not just that we pay attention to the present moment, but that we notice a transcendent 

Presence that is woven through all moments.   

 

This month, we refuse to takes sides.  Attentiveness or otherness? Who says we have to choose? Isn’t it 

true that, more often than not, they dance together more than they compete? Isn’t it true that when we are 

most present, a powerful presence emerges? Pay attention to your child and slowly a confidence and 

unique self unfolds. Pay attention to the flow of your breathing or the flow of the ocean and something 

bigger than yourself enters the scene. Look for a long time at a singular tree and eventually it presents 

itself to you as a world in and unto itself.    

 

The underlying message here is that the world is full of unnoticed gifts and grace. It’s a message perfectly 

fit for this month that so often celebrates presents over presence. In the face of commercials and 

billboards that tell us our lives will finally be complete if we stuff them with a few more shiny objects or 

plastic gadgets, our spiritual traditions come along and remind us that our lives are already complete. 

Their message: The greatest gift of the holidays is noticing the many gifts that have been sitting there all 

along.  

 

So how will you engage this dance? What powerful and meaningful presence is waiting for you to be 

present to it? What gift is waiting and wanting to emerge? What will your awareness bring into being this 

month?  
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Your Questions 
 

As always, don’t treat these questions like “homework” or a list that needs to be covered in its entirety.  

Instead, simply pick the one question that speaks to you most and let it lead you where you need to go. 

The goal of these questions is not to help you analyze what Presence means in the abstract, but to figure 

out what being a part of a community of Presence means for you and your daily living. So, which question 

is calling to you? Which one contains “your work”? 

 

1. Has the experience of “presence” increased or decreased for you as you’ve gotten older? 

2. How might tomorrow be an opportunity to “discover presence”? 

3. What absence walks with you more days than not?    

4. Who has gone missing right before your very eyes? (“Sometimes, people can go missing 

right before our very eyes.” -Cecelia Ahern) 

5. Have you lost sight of yourself? (“ Sometimes, we lose sight of ourselves when we're not 

paying enough attention.” -Cecelia Ahern) 

6. Would you be more present to your life if you weren’t trying to perfect it or win at it? 

(“Allow your life to be a work in progress. Do not hurry to mold the masterpiece; Always there 

is more to be done. Life is always unfinished business.” ~Richard S. Gilbert”) 

7. When was the last time you created a world in itself?   (“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 ) 

8. Where is your chance tomorrow to love someone with your presence?  (“At the end of the 

day: do others feel loved in your presence? This is the spiritual bottom line.” – Masin Kipp; 

“Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity” - Simone Veil) 

9. Whose absence feels most present to you? What can you do tomorrow to feel and honor 

them more deeply?  (“One of the best feelings in the world is knowing that your presence and 

absence both mean something to someone.” -- anonymous) 

10. Are you living like you deserve to take up space in the world? (“You deserve to take up 

space in the world.” -Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie) 

11. What’s your question? Your question may not be listed above. As always, if the above 

questions don't include what life is asking from you, spend the month listening to your days to 

hear it.   
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Our Spiritual Exercises 

 Option A: 

Uncover A World in Itself 
 

“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  

 

This exercise invites you to tap into Henry Miller’s magic. Simply do as Miller suggests: 

 

Pick one place, object or animal and give it your attention and presence  

until it becomes a world unto itself. 

 

Additionally, figure out your own way of recording the progression from a singular or simple object to an 

entire world. Maybe you keep a journal and write about something new you notice each time you return 

to it. Maybe take a new photo of it each time and look back at the photos to see what changes and 

emerges over time. Maybe just sit with your chosen focus for a whole day and see where it  takes you.  

 

Take your time as you chose your focus. Maybe it is a blade of grass or a singular flower. But then again 

maybe it’s that food truck outside your office at lunch time. Or the old toolbox your dad passed on to you 

whose story and world you’ve yet to discover. 

 

As always, consider bringing a picture to your group. Seeing your uncovered world, they just might more 

easily see even more of their own.  

 

 

 

 

Option B: 

The Presence of God 
 

“Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God.” -Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 

 

Teilhard de Chardin’s quote reminds us that “otherness” is not other.  The presence of the divine presents 

itself in very ordinary forms. And it is a different form for each of us. Yes, it visits many of us through 

joy.  But for others, it is encountered as the presence of hope or longing, reassuring quiet or unexpected 

kindness.  
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What is the infallible sign of the presence of the holy for you? Hope? Longing? And when does it come? 

When you feel most inwardly centered or most outwardly connected? What physical form does it ride in 

on? The soft wind when you’re walking in the woods? The vibrancy of color as it makes a painting or the 

sky come alive? The softness of your beloved’s skin? 

 

This exercise asks you to name it. Come to your group ready to fill in the blank: “________ is the 

infallible sign of the presence of holiness for me.” And after you fill in the blank, share one story of when 

that presence showed up and gave you its gift. 

 

Option C: 

Make Your Presents About Presence 
 

Your children need your presence more than your presents.” – Jesse Jackson“ 

 

It’s not just our children. We all need it. Who wants a new tie when they could have the gift of being 

seen? Yes, the grandkids want that check from Grandma, but what they will remember is you asking them 

to join them for a Saturday as you go through the boxes of old stuff in the attic and telling them the stories 

connected to that so-called junk. This exercise asks you to creatively engage this truth that Jackson lifts 

up: 

 

Pick at least one person this year and make their holiday present about presence! 

 

There are so many ways to come at this. Offer your presence by making the gift something you do 

together.  Show them you are present to them and really see them by picking a gift that reflects something 

especially unique about them. Or help them be more present to life by giving them a gift that helps them 

stay focused on what’s important or that helps them step back from the blinding busyness of routine life. 

 

As novelist Cecelia Ahern reminds us, “Sometimes, people can go missing right before our very eyes.” 

Ultimately, that’s what this exercise is about. Give a gift that helps you find those you love again and 

helps them find you. 

 

 


