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27 ways to live a spiritual
life every day

Who says gossiping and brushing your teeth can’t be sacred?

he search for the sacred
within everyday life has
an honorable and di-
verse tradition. Cel-
tic Christians sought the pres-

ence of God in household du-
ties, work in the fields, and the lilt ofa
song. Goddess religions invest nature
and the body with spiritual meaning
and values. Native Americans find their
spiritual direction from watching closely
for signs as they go about their daily activi-
ties. The Jewish, Christian,and Buddhist tradi-
tions emphasize taking the ordinary and mak-
ing it holy.

Still, many people today have trouble un-
derstanding how daily life can be a spiritual
practice. How do we connect with the sacred in
our regular activities? What attitudes and ac-
tions signal a sense of spirit at the center of
our lives? Just how do we live a spiritual life
every day?

The following quotations are con-
crete examples of everyday spirituality.
They come from a variety of sources.
Some are from well-known spiritual
teachers, others from authors whose
spiritual background we don’t know.
What is important is that each writer
shows us how a specific everyday activ-
ity can transcend ordinariness to become
aspiritual practice. All these selectionsshare
certain elements of everyday spirituality: pres-
ence, spiritual literacy, gratitude, hospitality,
respect, wonder, connections, and imagination.

1. Waking up
Darkness was upon the face of the
deep, and God said. “Let there be light.”
Darkness laps at my sleeping face like a tide,
and God says, “Let there be Buechner.” Why
not? Out of the primeval chaos of sleep he calls
me to be a life again. . . . He callsme to be this
rather than that; he calls me to be here rather
than there; he calls me to be now rather than
then. ... Waking into the new day, we are all
of us Adam on the morning of creation,
and the world is ours to name. Out of
many fragments we are called to put
back together a self again.
—_Frederick Buechner in The Alphabet of
Grace ( Seabury Press, 1970)

2. Washing your hands
If you look deeply into the palm of
your hand, you will see your par-
ents and all generations of your an-
cestors. All of them are alive in this
moment. Eachis presentin your body.
You are the continuation of each of
these people.
—_Thich Nhat Hanh in Present Moment Won-
derful Moment: Mindfulness Verses for Daily
Living ( Parallax Press, 1990)

3. Picking up a spoon

The simple things around you at home all

are laden with wisdom at many different

levels. You have a spoon, a wooden

kitchen spoon. Every time you pick it

up, you could remember where you
got it and when, and to fully explain
that you would have to give the en-
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7. Playing with the dog
Everyone needs a spiritual guide: a min-
ister, rabbi, counselor. wise friend. or
therapist. My own wise [riend is my dog.
He has deep knowledge to impart. He
makes friends easily and doesn’t hold a
grudge. He enjoys simple pleasures and
takes each day as it comes. Like a true
Zen master he eats when he’s hungry and
sleeps when he’s tired. He’s not hung up
about sex. Best of all, he befriends me with
an unconditional love that human beings
would do well to imitate.
—Gury Kowalskiin The Soulsof Animals ( Srill-
point, 1991 )

tire history of your life, and that of all
your ancestors, because it was all the
world that brought you to that shop, at
that partcular time, in that particular
place. Soevery commonplace “thing” con-
nects you to the universe. Every thing is a
“souvenir,” a reminder of import.
—Alice O. Howell in The Dove in the Stone:
Finding the Sacred in the Commonplace
( Quest, 1990)

4. Making breakfast

The woman sets the table. She watches
me beat the eggs. I scramble them in a
saucepan. ... I take our plates. spoon eggs
on them, we sit and eat. She and I and the
kitchen have become extraordinary: we are
not simply eating; we are pausing in the
march to perform an act together; we are in
love: and the meal offered and received is a
sacrament which says: [ know you will die; I am
sharing food with you; it is all I can do, and it is
everything.

—Andre Dubus in Broken Vessels ( David R. Godine,
1991)

8. Doing chores

There is no more comforting sound

to me than the spinning of that wash-
er or dryer. It is the whole world
spinning in there, cleansing itself
and me.

As long as the washer and
dryer spin, I tell myself, I am safe
and those I love may choose to
keeplivingalongside me. For there

is laundry to be done and so many
chores—chores of the living. There
is so much to be remembered under
the dust of our old contempt for clean-
ing up after ourselves, picking up our
own socks. There is much to be swept
away and shined bright and scrubbed
down to its deepest, most illuminating
level. Think of all the chores we have yet to
do, quietly and on our knees—because
home is holy.
—Brendu Peterson in Nature and Other Moth-

ers: Reflections on the Feminine in Everyday
Life ( HarperCollins, 1992)

5. Reading the newspaper
I’ve never been very good at feasting on the
daily newspaper. It turns bitter in my mouth.
And yet, this is my world. This face of
suffering I must embrace as a part of my
responsibility. Part of the feast is becom-
ingaware of the world thatis mine. Part of
the feast is owning this broken world as
my own brokenness. I clasp the newspa-
per to my heart and ask once again in the
stillness of the night, “What are we doing
to the image of God in one another?”
—Mucrina Wiederkehr in A Tree Full of An-
gels: Seeing the Holy in the Ordinary ( Harper-
SanFrancisco, 1990)

6. Sending the children to school
When I was a child, a volcano erupted unexpect-
edly in Iceland, burying a small town at the foot of
its cone. All of the children in the town were in
school at the time, and they all perished. The
parentssent their sons and daughters out the door
that morning, same as they always did, and never
saw them again.

I remember my mother being profoundly
moved by that tragedy. She always made sure
that the last words we had in the morning
were loving ones. That cannot always have
been easy, but my memory is that she usually
succeeded.

—Barbara Cawthorne Crafion in The Sewing
Room ( Viking, 1993)

9. Weeding the backyard
I am a naturalist at heart, with a
patio for my classroom. I may not
be the only student in attendance,
however, for last week, as I was
pulling out weeds where the walk
goes by the garage, I was scolded
; by a squirrel who seemed to be
j overseeingmy labors. If I continue
i with this task. I may get to see the
baby blue jays by the compost heap
learn to fly, or be around when the
firstautumn leaf'sails onto the bricks.
This I know: There is absolutely
no hope of beating the weeds, which
are out there growing back this very
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moment. I need to reframe this task so
that my thinking fits reality and sends
me outside with the proper attitude.
When 1 step out on our patio, I'm not
fighting the weeds. I'm joining them.
__Linda Weltmer inNo Place Like Home: Rooms
and Reflections from One Family’s Life ( Arbor
Housel Morrow, 1988)

I'm going to do is give it a nice full tank of high-
octane gas, some clean, fresh oil and a warm

bath. I want the wagon to know that it’s
loved.

—_Andrew A. Rooney in Not That You Asked . ...
( Random House, 1989)

13. Visiting a friend
Twice in my life I have experienced deep
depression. Both times various friends tried
to rescue me with well-intended encourage-
ment and advice. . . . In the midst of my depres-
sion I had a friend who took a different tack.
Every afternoonat around four o’clock he came
to me, sat me in a chair, removed my shoes, and
massaged my feet. He hardly said a word. but
he was there, he was with me. He was a
lifeline for me, a link to the human commu-
nity and thus to my own humanity. He
had no need to “fix” me. He knew the
meaning of compassion.
__Parker J. Palmer in The Active Life: Wis-
dom for Work, Creativity, and Caring
( HarperSanFrancisco. | 991)

10. Answering the door

Once you commit yourself to a place,
you begin to share responsibility for
what happens there. When PCBs leak
into the water or dioxides into the air. itis
your water and your air that is polluted.
The parks. the schools, the hospitals, the
government, all are yours to fret over. When
kids knock at your door, requesting donations
for the band or the debate team or the purchase
of a limestone rhinoceros, you have to reach for
your wallet. Entangle yourselfina place,and you
become attached to your neighbors as to kinfolk.
__Scott Russell Sanders inSecrets of the Universe: Scenes
from the Journey Home ( Beacon, 1 991)
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11. Sharing gossip

The tales of small-town gossip are often mor-
ally instructive, illustrating the ways ordi-
nary people survive the worst that happens
to them: or, conversely, the ways in which
self-pity, anger, and despair can over-
whelm and destroy them. Gossip is the-
ology translated into experience. Initwe
hear great stories of conversion, like the
drunk who turns his or her life around,
as well as stories of failure. We can see
that pride really does go before a fall, and
that hope is essential. We watch closely
those who retire, or who lose a spouse, lest
they lose interest in living. When we gossip we
are also praying, not only for them but for
ourselves.

— Kathleen Norris in Dakota: A Spiritual Geography
(Ticknor & Fields. 1993)

14. Wandering around

There is an art to wandering. If I have
a destination, a plan—an objective—
I've lost the ability to find serendipity.
I’'ve become too focused, too single-

minded. ] am on a quest, nota ramble. 1
search for the Holy Grail of particularity
and miss the chalice freely offered, filled
and overflowing.
—Cathy Johnson in On Becoming Lost: A Natu-
ralist’s Search for Meaning ( Gibbs Smith, 1990)

15. Collecting things
In my suit-jacket pocket are a couple of
horse chestnuts, picked up months ago on
a back street. The asphalt was littered
with spiny husks and the remains of nuts
that cars had run over, but in the gutter
[ found two burrs that were still intact,
inside each a pearl of oiled and polished
mahogany. . . . In whatever strato-
sphere of world issues I find myself, the
horse chestnuts bring me back to earth.
Horse chestnuts will not work for
everyone. But other grown-ups, I no-
tice, have theirequivalents: the tail feath-
ers of a red-shouldered hawk, a glass
bottle filled with beach sand, a lump of
.. | copperore that doubles as a paperweight.
i Each reminds someone of a place and time
{ when, whether they knew it or not, they had

\?/ ! both feet firmly on the ground, a reminder
that is the most subtle, and yet the strongest,

12. Taking care of the car
My station wagon is being fixed now and I hope
everything comes out OK. It’s good to have a car
you don’t worry about denting. The wagon was
always the one that got left out in the rain and /A
snow. If there was a dirty job to be done, I
did it in the wagon. I saved my good car
because 1 wanted the good car to last.
I’ve had three good cars since I bought
the wagon. The wagon, mistreatment
and all. has outlasted the cars 1 pam-
pered.

When I get it back, the first thing
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ness. Popcorn is also the
world’s most social food.
Consider that popcorn is the
only food more often shared than cat-
en alone. Since that is so, the act of
sharing brings people together, even if
that togetherness is no more poignant than
two greasy fingers touching and sliding off
each other way down in the bottom of the
bucket. True, it’s not a very deep intimacy,
- butit’san intimacy nonetheless. Friends.
we have to grab our moments of sharing
whenever and however we can.

my talisman. In the rarefied atmosphere of
world responsibility, I find that they work
a simple magic, reminding me what it is
exactly that I have grown up to care for.
—Roger B. Swain in Saving Graces: Sojourns

of'a Backyard Biologist ( Little, Brown, 1991 )

form of encouragement. Horse chestnuts are /‘) (\f"
S

16. Writing a letter

Our correspondences show us where
our intimacies lie. There is something
very sensual about a letter. The physical
contact of pen to paper, the time set aside

to focus thoughts, the folding of the paper —John V. Chervokas in God Lives in the
into the envelope, licking it closed, addressing Suburbs ( Doubleday, 1987)
it, a chosen stamp, and then the release of the
letter to the mailbox—are all acts of tenderness. 20. Reading

And it doesn’t stop there. Our correspon- 5 I read in the hope of discover-
dences have wings—paper birds that fly from my V] ing the truth, or at least some
house to yours—flocks of ideas crisscrossing the J1 1 (RN ‘\-_l‘ truths. I look for truth in what
country. Once [they’re] opened, a connection is , some might deem strange
made. We are not alone in the world. / ="/ places: novels and poems, his-
—Terry Tempest Williams in Refuge: An Unnatu- \\ - / tories and memoirs, biographies
ral History of Family and Place ( Pantheon, 199] ) r——, and autobiographies, letters and

diaries. . .. In reading for truth, you
understand, I am not seeking a full
game plan, some large system that will
explain the world to me, or a patent for
bliss. Instead I seek clues that might ex-
plain life’s oddities, that might light up the

17. Having dinner

This is the heart of whole body eating.
Be there when you eat. Achieve the
fullest experience of your food. Taste
it. Savor it. Pay attention to it. Rejoice

in it. See how it makes your body feel. | dark corners of existence a little, that might
Take in all the sensations. But don’t \ correct foolish ideas I have come to hold
Justeat the food. Eat the ambience. Eat — too dearly, that might, finally, make my
the colors. Eat the aromas. Eat the con- g own stay here on earth more interest-
versation. Eat the company sitting next to — ing, if not necessarily more pleasant.
you. Eat the entire experience. . . . / B —Joseph Epstein in The Middle of My
We don’t just hunger for food alone. We Tether ( Norton, 1983)
hunger for the experience of it—the tasting, the
chewing, the sensuousness, the enjoyment, the 21. Telling a story
textures, the sounds, and the satisfactions. The stories people tell have a way
—Marc David in Ordinary Magic: Everyday Life as of taking care of them. If stories
Spiritual Path edited by John Welwood ( Shambhala, X come to you, care for them. And
1992) learn to give them away where they
areneeded. Sometimesa person needs
18. Eating pie a story more than food to stay alive.

The pie is religious, something from God.
The only part of the meal to be eaten slow- §
ly. Huge pieces, a quarter pie per person,
and between each bite a drink of coffee
and when the pie is done, the fork is held
sideways in the hand and swiped around
the plate to get the absolute last of the juice
and apple and crust.

—Gary Paulsen in Clabbered Dirt, Sweet Grass
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992)

That is why we put these stories in each
other’s memory. This is how people care
for themselves.

—Barry Lopez in Crow and Weasel ( North
Point Press, 1990)

22. Throwing out the garbage
Garbage can smell terrible, especial-
ly rotting organic matter. But it can
also become rich compost for fer-
) tilizing the garden. The fragrant
19. Eating popcorn rose and the stinking garbage
Popcorn enjoys a metaphysical bond with human- are two sides of the same ex-
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istence. Without one, the other can-
not be. Everything is in transforma-
tion. The rose that wilts after six days
will become a part of the garbage.
Aftersix monthsthe garbageis trans-
formed into a rose. When we speak

of impermanence, we understand
that everything is in transforma-
tion. This becomes that, and that
becomes this.

—Thich Nhat Hanh in Present Mo-
ment Wonderful Moment: Mindful-
ness Verses for Daily Living ( Parallax
Press, 1990)

23. Brushing your teeth
Take teeth, which are so insignificant in
God’s layout of the human body that
they’re not even visible until you smile. I am
committed to brushing them twice a day,
not just back and forth as I was taughtasa
child, but one tooth at a time, in front and
behind, with a vertical motion. This is no
quick cleanup because company’s coming.
This is closer to polishing the silver every
night of your life.

Ialways felt that brushing my teeth
twice a day was religion enough, but

that was before the periodontist in- = =
structed me in the ceremony of the

dental floss, baptism by Water Pik,

and self-flagellation with the rubber : -
tipat theend of my toothbrush. I'm
devotedto the well-being of my teeth

as much as anyone. Still, I’'m not
prepared to take the veil for them.
—Linda Weltner in No Place Like Home:
Rooms and Reflections from One Fami-
ly’s Life ( Arbor Housel Morrow, 1988 )

24. Lighting a candle

To light a candle by myself is one of my
favorite prayers. I am not talking about
reading prayers by candlelight. The very act of
lighting the candle is prayer. There is the sound
of striking the match, the whiff of smoke after
blowing it out, the way the flame flares up and
then sinks, almost goes out until a drop of
melted wax gives it strength to grow to its
proper size and to steady itself. All this and
the darkness beyond my small circle of light
is prayer. I enter into it as one enters a
room. My being alone is essential to this
prayer. The presence of even one other
person would completely change it.
Something would be lost.

—Brother David Steind|-Rast in Gratefulness, Jg—s\g .

25. Going to bed

The heart of my house has to be my bed. If
relaxation and acceptance are the warp and
woof of domestic life, and if home is the place
where I am most free to be myself, then my bed
is the place where it all comes together. Here is
where I think naked thoughts, daydream, make
love, worry, plot, argue, get my back scratched,
speculate, talk about growing old, and, finally,
cut the mooring ties and drift out with the dream
tide. The bed, the place where we are born and

die, is our primeval place.
—Laura Green in Reinventing Home: Six Work-

ing Women Look at Their Home Lives ( Plume,
1991)

&\ 26. Making love
]7 . We are neither animals nor angels. We

are something else—we are humans—
part spiritual and part physical, and
those two parts are combined into
one. A true sexuality acknowledges
both these dimensions and tries to
embrace them both in the act of love.
Youneed toaccept thisin your-
self. Having sex is what the animals
do. Achieving mystical union is what
the angels do. We alone can make love,
where the physical and the spiritual com-
mingle in a single, joyous act.
—Kent Nerburn in Letters to My Son: Reflections
on Becoming a Man ( New World Library, 1993)

27. Getting a late-night snack
\ This is not a group activity. It is a private
religious experience. In the holy solitude of
the midnight hour, you are taking commun-
ion with the spirits of bird and fruit and
field. The best moments of past feasts
come to mind. And it is at times like
these you have no doubt that life is
good, that your family, all tucked
away in their beds, are royal folks,
and that grace abounds. Amen.
—Robert Fulghum in Uh-Oh: Some Ob-
servations from Both Sides of the Refrig-
erator Door ( Villard, 1991)
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EXxcerpted with permission from Values &
Visions ( Vol. 24, No. 3, 1993 ). Subscrip-
tions: $37/yr. (6 issues) from Values &

Visions, Box 786, Madison Square Station,
New York, NY 10159. Back issues: $6 from
same address.

Frederic A. Brussat and his wife, Mary Ann,
edited the new book 100 Ways to Keep Your

The Heart of Prayer ( Paulist Press, 1984)

Soul Alive ( HarperSanFrancisco).
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