
1 
 

White Bear  
Unitarian Universalist Church 

 
5-4-3-2-1 

 
Reverend Victoria Safford 

 
Sunday 10 March 2019  

 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHITE BEAR UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 
328 MAPLE STREET     MAHTOMEDI, MINNESOTA     55115 

651.426.2369         vsafford@wbuuc.org 



2 
 

 
 

FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
 



4 
 

5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 



6 
 

recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 



9 
 

the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 



8 
 

were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 



3 
 

I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
 



5 
 

Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
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FIRST READING 
from Sharman Apt Russell, a Quaker Pantheist naturalist 
 
I have a new mantra as I take my weekend walks up the road into the national forest.  I am 
walking through the Mind and Body of God.  This is a rephrasing of the philosopher Spinoza, 
who shocked his Jewish elders when he suggested that God was a kind of body – that the body of 
the world was God.  It is easy to believe when you are surrounded by a 360-degree view, the 
mountains rearing north like friendly giants, all those clouds, all that space, and the undulating 
rise and fall of land flowing out, with a mysterious lack of sound, and then more mountains - 
more shapes in the distance, more sky, and the shivery sense that this will never end.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It is easy to believe down by the river, in the 
bosque of green cotton woods and willow.  I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  It 
is easy to believe when surrounded by mountains and moonflowers, by this world which is my 
other half, which is also my source, where I came from, which is also my completion, what I will 
become.  
 
I am walking through the Mind and the Body of God.  I like to think this walking through the 
streets of my city, too, all the different colors of paint and metal, straight lines, people, plants, 
trees and cars mixed together.  It seems so busy, not quiet like the hawk hunting the field.  
Someone waves. Someone speaks. I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I like to 
think this as I pass a compound of three trailers and a shack in my small town.  This is rural 
poverty, the yard full of junk and litter, a window broken, and the girl on the step looking sad.  
The girl breaks the spell. What happened? Why does she screw up her face like that, as though 
holding back tears?   
 
I am walking through the Mind and Body of God.  I would like to think this everywhere, in 
Lagos in Baghdad, and San Salvador, but really it works best down by the river.  
 
 
 
SECOND READING 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
Jane Kenyon 
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
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I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
THIRD READING 
 
from the Rig Veda, from the 15th century BCE, in India 
 
In the beginning 
There was neither existence nor nonexistence, 
Neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… 
 
What was above? 
What was below? 
Primal seeds were sprouting, mighty forces moving, 
Pulsation below, pure energy above. 
 
Who here knows? 
Who can say for sure? 
When it began and from where it came, this creation? 
The gods came afterwards, so who really knows? 
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5-4-3-2-1 
 
Someone taught me once a practice of counting breaths: 4 - 7 - 8.  You breathe in deeply for 4 
counts, whether seconds or heartbeats or the time it takes to whisper in your mind, “1 – 2 – 3 – 
4.”  4 counts in and then you rest there, on that plateau, that landing, that solid plane, for 7 
counts. Breathe in for 4, rest for 7, and then breathe out, lavishly, for 8.  The person who taught 
me was very much about “breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth,” which for 
me works fine when I’m alone, but can be awkward at best, or misconstrued, when I’m with 
other people, say at a chamber music concert, or in a meeting, or at the dentist with a mouth full 
of water and gauze.  But with modification, I can do this breathing anywhere; I can breathe 
anywhere, and be mindful of breath, which strangely, pulls me out of my mind (in a good way), 
back into body, down into heart, centered on the in-breath, riding outward on the exhale as far as 
breath can travel, and returning safely home.   
 
I want to invite you try it if you’re willing.  If you’re not, it’s fine, because the thing about 
breathing is none of us can really see it.  But if you’re willing, draw breath in for 4 counts, rest 
for 7, and then breathe out for 8, whether with gusto, with a great gust of air through your mouth, 
or more quietly and privately, through your nose.  Close your eyes, if that’s comfortable, and 
we’ll breathe that practice 5 times together: 4 -7 - 8.   
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and 
empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God, the breath of God, was 
hovering over the waters... And God created all the things, and then a human, out of clay, and 
breathed into their nostrils the breath of life, and they became a living being.  
 
In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence, neither sky nor heaven beyond… 
Then That One breathed, without breath, by its own power, 
Nothing else was there… What was above? What was below? Primal seeds were sprouting, 
mighty forces moving, pulsation below, pure energy above.  Who can say for sure when it began 
and from where it came, this creation?  The gods came afterwards, so no one knows, but the One 
Thing, which was breathless, breathed, all on its own, and there was life and death, and 
darkness and light, and all things that were not, became.  
 
Love is the breath of this church, and this is our great covenant: to seek truth and speak truth 
and try to help each other.  
 
Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place, says Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker,  
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within. 
Here we can find forgiveness and forgive, 
Here feel the healing miracle begin. 
 
Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind, 
The follies, fears and failures of this week. 
Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride, 
and wait in trust for that of God to speak. 
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Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend, 
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour, 
As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn 
To the one source of comfort, love and power. 
 
Breathe out at last … the heart’s full thanks… 
Renewed through love, let us that love extend 
Through all our daily life beyond this place. 
 
The counting practice, 4 -7 - 8, serves me well, when I’m tired, when I’m stressful, when I’m in 
the car somewhere on 35-E late for an appointment and there is nothing, nothing, nothing I can 
do except rage and fret … or breathe; it serves when I’m anxious, or scared or distracted or 
bored, or hungry or angry, or beside myself; it serves well when I’m wide awake in the night, in 
the very dark night of the soul.  
 

Breathe in. 
Rest. 

Breathe out. 
Repeat. 

Until the day you die, repeat. 
 
It’s about oxygen, I know. But this is more than respiration. Breath is spirit. In so many religions, 
so many languages, breath is spirit is wind is creation is life, is divine, therefore, but it’s also 
embodied, in the human body, and also part of just nature.  It flows through us as long as we’re 
alive, connecting us to one another and everything alive and everything that’s ever been alive, 
and everything that will be. And while we know now that our first ancestor was not a little doll 
fashioned of clay, made by God’s hands out of mud, with nostrils God or Allah could breathe 
into, still the story as we tell it now is wondrous: that the ancestors came out of the water one 
day, into the air and onto the land, felt sun, drank rain, and their gills became lungs and drew 
breath.  The sacred story of our whole human tribe is also the intimate history, on a macro scale, 
of each of our bodies, which were formed in salty water, in the darkness, floating. We come out 
of the womb gasping, hungry for air and transformation. We come out ready to be respiratory 
partners to the trees.  

 
Breathe in. 

Rest. 
Breathe out. 

Repeat. 
Until the day you die, repeat. 

 
There’s another breathing practice that calls me back sometimes, also using numbers, numbers 
and the senses.  You take a breath and count 5 things you can see.  Then breathe again (in breath, 
out breath) and count 4 things you can hear.  Then take a breath and count three things you feel 
(the back of the chair, the temperature, your scratchy sweater). Breathe again and count two 
things you taste.  Breath one more time and notice one thing you can smell.  If, like mine, your 
mind likes to get up and wander all over the place, plotting the distant future, rehashing the 
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recent past, this breathing practice can help plant you in the present once again, in the body, in 
the senses, here and now.  We can try it.   
 

[5 -4 -3 -2 -1 breathing exercise] 
 
The other day, someone in a group here spoke about her work as a nurse, and the quiet, humble 
honor of her calling, when so many times the most important thing, the most needful thing, was 
to companion someone, someone anxious or afraid, back to the landscape of their own breath. 
She was talking about someone confined to a bed, whose worrying mind and terrified soul have 
gone walking, stumbling, panicking, in the thickets of despair. To talk them gently back, or take 
their hand and guide them slowly back, from fear, from panic, maybe even from disbelief about 
or disinterest in, their own healing, back through the breath and to the breath, to safety, to the 
safe harbor of their body’s own rhythm. This is about oxygen, and more than oxygen, this 
breathing together amid the tubes and wires and bandages, the beeping machines. This is about 
healing. The way she told it sounded like a sacrament, a holy communion of air, which is maybe 
what I mean here when I say Spirit of life and love… That’s not a person I’m invoking, not a 
deity or god. It’s a presence, and a process, a power we are part of, the breath of life that we 
ourselves are breathing and which breathes through us and through eternity. Breath brings you 
back, not just to yourself, but to our-self.  
 
I thought later of the honor of sitting with beloved ones in the midst of mystery, in the moment 
of the first breath and the moment of the last.  To be in a small room, sometimes a hospital, 
sometimes a home, with a small group, gathered round a bed, waiting, holding our own breath as 
the roar and crisis of labor, the moaning and nervous chit-chat, all give way when the nurse or 
midwife or the doctor, or anyone, steps in and says over and over, “Breathe now, just breathe,” 
and everyone does it, not just the laboring mother.  Everyone breathes, softens, prepares, and 
then in a rush of water and screaming and blood comes a baby, and then suddenly this silence, an 
eternity of silence which lasts perhaps a fraction of a second, and as the infant’s body, lungs and 
mouth and heart, all do what it is made to do – these bodies know without knowing what to do – 
and the silence is shattered with that cry.  There’s new breath in the room, a new soul, and 
spirit’s blowing through it - the holy spirit, whatever that is - and everything’s forever changed. 
We think we know where babies come from, little hands, little feet, cells the same size as our 
own cells – but we have no idea where they come from, how spirit gets into them, and soul.  
 
And likewise, exactly likewise at another bedside: where for another eternity people gather and 
wait, and nervously chit-chat and sing and cry and pray, cry and tell stories, and hold each other 
through the vigil, keeping watch, holding breath,   until at last, after hours, or days, of a different 
kind of laboring, there comes sometimes at last a shallow, single inward breath – and nothing 
more.  The people, the beloved gathered there together, hold their own breath, and know in that 
silence that what they’ve awaited and dreaded has finally come: their person is gone, the soul of 
their person is no longer present, and everything’s forever changed.  And even as when a baby is 
coming you can feel the energy building, as if trumpets and chariots are advancing toward you, 
announcing, I’m coming, I’m coming, even before the baby arrives and makes its first cry and 
sucks its first air – even so, when someone dies, you can feel the energy dissipate just before they 
go. And then, in the silence, that first most lonesome loud momentary silence, you almost can 
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hear the faintest rustle of garments or wings, as if the spirit gathers itself, folds in on itself, 
whispers, I’m going, I’m going and departs.   
 
A man told me once that when his great grandfather died, his great grandmother said came out of 
the room and said, “His breath leaked out.”  It was how the old ones in his family spoke of death.  
Everything’s forever changed by breath – breath in, breath out, breath gone.  Until the day you 
die, repeat.  
 
I can’t think of this without thinking of Eric Garner, who died on Staten Island, you remember, 
murdered on the street by police who had arrested him for a petty crime, selling cigarettes. In the 
video, he says to them, eleven times, weakening and weakening, “I can’t breathe.”  They crushed 
the holy spirit out of him, this most sacred, most ordinary, sanctified, natural thing. It was right 
around then, coincidentally, that I learned the counting meditation:   
 

Breathe in, with thanksgiving and amazement for this life, 4 counts.   
Hold, with humility and wonder and awe, for 7 counts.  

Breathe out love, for 8.  
You can breathe – it is a miracle, a gift.  

 So then, so now, what will you do? 
 
I remember as a child in the Presbyterian church singing every Sunday the Doxology, the old 
tune based on the hundredth psalm:  Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise Him all 
creatures here below. Praise Him above, ye heavenly host: praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  
It was so solemn and so beautiful; I loved it (I still do), but I couldn’t do the math, the Trinitarian 
arithmetic. I knew what God was (that’s something children say with confidence that adults 
rarely can): I knew what God was.  God was overarching, underlying, infinite in all directions, a 
Creative Force I could sort of understand, a Creator and a Judge, who knew my going out and 
coming in. I knew what God was, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   And I knew who Jesus was, 
because there were so many stories, and when I was little, most of them were illustrated. Jesus 
was a person, son of Mary, son of God, walking and talking, eating and drinking. I could sort of 
grasp it, even if I couldn’t quite believe.   But the Holy Ghost, the Holy Spirit, spirit generally, 
eluded me entirely, well into adulthood, just wisping through my hands like smoke.    What 
could that possibly mean? Now, after all these years of breathing in and out, the spirit is the only 
“person” in the triune God I believe I really know, the spirit that breathes through trees and wild 
grasses, in the wind and over waters, that moves through our bodies as breath and our intentions 
and actions as love.  Spirit flows through us, I think, whereas the soul is something inherent and 
unique to each one of us, defining us. We spend our whole lives growing into it.  But Spirit 
flows.  One writer says “The soul requires the body as a container through which spirit moves 
and breathes the breath of life.”     
 
Sharman Apt Russell talks about walking around in the Mind and the Body of God, trying to 
move through the world, through her day, through her town, as if everyone and everything – the 
hawks and the mountains, the river, the broken trailers, broken windows, and trash on the street, 
people waving, people crying, stray dogs, everything, including her, were the Mind and the Body 
of God. I like that practice also, and the mighty sympathy, the holy obligation it bestows on us, 
and sense of no separation, between one person and another, one species and another, as if we 
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were part of the same body, the same living, breathing, organism, which we are, part and parcel 
of the same sacred world, the sacred cosmos, beyond where there’s even any air.    
     

Take a breath, and count 5 things you can see. 
 

Some may be beautiful and some may not. Just breathe them in. Notice them and register their 
presence.  
 

Take a breath and count 4 things you can hear. 
Take a breath and count 3 things you can feel. 
Breathe deep, and count 2 things you can taste. 

Take a breath, and count 1 thing you smell. 
 

Take a breath, and behold the body of God.  
Be and behold the body of god. 

 
Repeat, and repeat. Every day, remember to repeat, and remember to remember, that through the 
body, through the breath, the world comes into us as spirit, and we are here to learn to breathe 
that in and breathe out love, breathe it out and live it out in the tangible, material world, which is 
the only world there is and the only one we know.  There is no spiritual life beyond or apart from 
the embodied life.  
 
Jane Kenyon, the poet, wrote about spirit in a poem that is all about tangible things, material 
things, things we see and taste and hear and smell and feel.  She’s writing about the holy spirit, 
breath of life:  
 
Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks  
 
I am the blossom pressed in a book, 
found again after two hundred years... . 
 
I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper... . 
 
When the young girl who starves 
sits down to a table 
she will sit beside me... . 
 
I am food on the prisoner's plate... . 
 
I am water rushing to the wellhead, 
filling the pitcher until it spills... . 
 
I am the patient gardener 
of the dry and weedy garden... . 
 
I am the stone step, 
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the latch, and the working hinge... . 
 
I am the heart contracted by joy... . 
 
the longest hair, white 
before the rest... . 
 
I am there in the basket of fruit 
presented to the widow... . 
 
I am the musk rose opening 
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit... . 
 
I am the one whose love  
overcomes you, already with you 
when you think to call my name... . 
 
 
For a few moments, breathing in and out, we’ll be silent together.  
 


