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A Note to the Reader
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This is the third volume in the Words of Wisdom Series. The first volume, Stoic Reflections, addressed the discipline of clear seeing, right action, and consent to fate. The second, Daily Affirmations, addressed the slow practice of changing the voice with which a person speaks to themselves. This volume turns to the quieter end of the same continuum: the practice of presence itself.

The book is built around eight thematic chapters — Rest, Mindfulness, Passion, Relationships, Love, Life, The Future, and Spirituality. Each chapter opens with a longer reflective essay and then offers a series of short, stanza-like meditations meant to be sat with rather than read through. The form is borrowed, with gratitude, from contemporary teachers in the contemplative tradition who have shown that wisdom does not require length.

There is no order in which this book must be read. Some readers will move through it chapter by chapter; others will open to a single stanza in the morning and let the rest of the day metabolize it. Both uses are honored. The practice is the practice; the form is only a friendly scaffold.

This volume is the sixth entry in the Words of Wisdom Series, which already includes three companion titles — Words of Wisdom: Encouraging Bible Verses for Hard Times, Words of Wisdom: Timeless Quotes from Ancient Thinkers to Inspire and Transform Your Life, and Words of Wisdom: Powerful Quotes to Inspire and Bring Positive Change to Your Life. Together with the five new volumes in the current expansion, the series now offers eight small daily companions, each focused on a different durable tradition of practical wisdom and each designed to be read slowly, in small daily doses, over the course of months.
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Chapter 1: Rest
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The Forgotten Art of Doing Nothing Well

Rest is the most undervalued teacher a human life is given. The culture in which most of this book's readers live treats rest as the small intermission between productive acts — a regrettable necessity, to be minimized whenever possible, optimized when not. The mistake hidden inside that view is enormous. Rest is not what happens when the work stops; rest is the soil from which any worthwhile work eventually grows. A field that is never allowed to lie fallow produces, in the end, a thinner crop each year. So does a person.

The mind that has been hurried for years forgets, eventually, that it can be otherwise. Stillness begins to feel suspicious; quiet begins to feel like loss. The fingers reach for the phone before the eyes are open. The first thought of the morning is, by a kind of trained reflex, a checklist. In this state, even rest itself has been put to work: the holiday is documented for an audience, the weekend is scheduled, the long bath becomes another item to fit between obligations. The body lies down; the mind keeps running.

Mindful rest is the slow recovery of a more honest relationship with stillness. It does not require a retreat center, a meditation cushion, or any equipment more elaborate than a willing minute. It requires only the small, surprisingly difficult agreement to stop pretending that one is more useful when one is exhausted. The agreement is easier to write than to keep. Most readers will find that they have to renew it several times a day. That, too, is the practice.

There is a famous teaching in the Buddhist tradition that compares the mind to a glass of muddy water. The water is not made clear by stirring; it is made clear by being left alone. Anyone who has had the experience of trying to think their way to peace knows precisely what the image describes. The harder one stirs, the muddier the water becomes. Rest is the simple, almost embarrassing decision to set the glass down.

What follows in this opening chapter is not a program. It is a series of small, repeated invitations — each one no longer than a paragraph — to remember that you are not, in fact, required to be productive in every minute of your one life. You are allowed to sit. You are allowed to look out a window. You are allowed to breathe without justifying the breath. The world will not collapse during the moments you spend not improving it. It may, in fact, become a more bearable place precisely because you spent those moments away from it.

Read these meditations slowly. There is no merit in finishing them quickly, and no failure in pausing. Each one is meant to be lived with for the length of a breath, or two, or as long as the moment will hold you. The mind, treated this way, eventually learns that it is being treated kindly. It begins to settle on its own. The water clears.

•   •   •
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THERE IS A QUIET KIND of work that looks, from the outside, exactly like nothing. From the inside it is the most important work a person can do.

Read the line once, and then read it again, slowly, as if hearing it from someone else. The repetition is where the practice begins. The mind, on the second pass, lets something through that it had skipped the first time. Sit with whatever, however small, has shifted in the body.

If you cannot rest while at rest, you will not be able to work while at work. The two skills are the same skill, learned in opposite directions.

The instruction is shorter than the mind would prefer. That is not a flaw; it is the design. A teaching that fits in a single breath can be carried into any room. Try carrying it into the next one you walk into. Notice whether the room receives it differently than you expected.

The mind, asked to slow down, will resist for several minutes and then sigh, as if it has been waiting for permission.

Notice the part of you that wants to argue with this line. Notice, also, the part that recognizes it as something already known. Both parts are honest. Mindfulness is the slow work of letting them sit in the same chest without immediately needing to choose between them.

Tiredness is information, not a personality. Listen to what it is telling you before you medicate it with more activity.

There is a temptation, on encountering a line like this, to make a plan. The plan is usually an avoidance of the line itself. Resist the plan, briefly, and let the line do its work without your assistance. The work is older than you and knows what it is doing.

The most honest review of a day is not what was accomplished but what was felt while accomplishing it.

Sit, for one breath longer than feels necessary, with what has just been said. The extra breath is the practice. Without it, the line is information; with it, the line begins, slowly, to become a way of standing in the day.

There is no badge for sleeping less. There is, somewhere, a quiet badge for sleeping enough.

Try saying the line aloud, even if alone. Hearing it in your own voice is different from reading it. The voice, hearing itself, becomes more willing to believe what it is saying. This is not magic. It is how language has always worked on the people who use it.

If your weekends require recovery, the workweek is asking too much of you. Notice this without immediately trying to solve it.

The line is small enough to write on a card, or on the edge of a notebook, or on a sticky note inside a closet door where only you will see it. Small interventions of this kind are how practice actually colonizes a life. The grand gestures rarely take. The small ones do.

Mindfulness is not an additional task. It is a kinder way of doing the tasks you already have.

Watch what happens in the body when you read this line. Where does the breath sit? What does the jaw do? Mindfulness, in the end, is mostly the willingness to keep asking those two questions, over and over, in every kind of weather.

Even five minutes of unhurried tea, drunk while doing nothing else, can re-floor a day that had begun to wobble.

Read the line once, and then read it again, slowly, as if hearing it from someone else. The repetition is where the practice begins. The mind, on the second pass, lets something through that it had skipped the first time. Sit with whatever, however small, has shifted in the body.

Begin the day not by checking what other people have done overnight but by remembering what you would like to do today.

The instruction is shorter than the mind would prefer. That is not a flaw; it is the design. A teaching that fits in a single breath can be carried into any room. Try carrying it into the next one you walk into. Notice whether the room receives it differently than you expected.

The mind that is not allowed to be bored loses, in time, its capacity to be original.

Notice the part of you that wants to argue with this line. Notice, also, the part that recognizes it as something already known. Both parts are honest. Mindfulness is the slow work of letting them sit in the same chest without immediately needing to choose between them.

You do not have to fill every silence. The silence was doing fine without you.

There is a temptation, on encountering a line like this, to make a plan. The plan is usually an avoidance of the line itself. Resist the plan, briefly, and let the line do its work without your assistance. The work is older than you and knows what it is doing.

Resting is not a reward for finishing. It is a precondition for finishing well.

Sit, for one breath longer than feels necessary, with what has just been said. The extra breath is the practice. Without it, the line is information; with it, the line begins, slowly, to become a way of standing in the day.

Notice that the breath has been waiting for you all morning, and that it never minded the wait.

Try saying the line aloud, even if alone. Hearing it in your own voice is different from reading it. The voice, hearing itself, becomes more willing to believe what it is saying. This is not magic. It is how language has always worked on the people who use it.

If you cannot do nothing for sixty seconds, that is the most important sixty seconds of your day.

The line is small enough to write on a card, or on the edge of a notebook, or on a sticky note
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A Sitting Practice for Rest








Closing Reflection on Rest
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