2009-10 Stillpoint Multi-Faith Campus Minister’s Report

As do most Webster organizations, Stillpoint Multi-Faith Campus Ministry launched the 2009-10 school year with a table at the Involvement Fair (covered by the Webster University Journal in “Involvement Fair is a Success,” September 10, 2009).  In a marked change from terms past, the three most regular fall term Stillpoint participants first encountered Stillpoint --  and me -- at that event.  
Although it was not solely a Stillpoint project, I invited others in Stillpoint to join me at the Missouri Zen Center for meditation and yard work during Webster Works WorldWide, designated by Webster University as its volunteer service day for students, staff, and faculty.  In addition, I publicized the CROP Walk and the Interfaith Partnership/Faith Beyond Walls’ DISC (the Day of Interfaith Service for Collegians).  Unfortunately, no Stillpoint students participated in these projects.

Fortunately, Stillpoint’s ongoing programs were more successful!  For the second year, I staffed a Listening Post table on most Mondays during lunchtime (averaging four visitors an hour during the fall term, three during the spring term).  Covered by a gingham tablecloth and sporting a sign and a bowl of peanuts, the Listening Post offered passersby a chance to stop and talk about whatever was on their minds (reported on in the Journal in “The Listening Post: Laurel Hayes Offers a Place for Students to Talk,” October 15, 2009).  One student wanted to talk about ways of coping with stress, and turned the conversation into a Journal article: “Tips for Relieving Stress, Finding Peace of Mind,” (November 5, 2009).
Another ongoing program, “Pause for (No) Thought: Meditation for Everyone,” continued to meet most Wednesdays during lunchtime.  Normally, I adapt the program to the interests of the regular attendees.  The fall term group (averaging three) quickly moved into one thirty-minute session of sitting meditation.  There was no overlap with the spring “regulars” (averaging two), who decided that they wanted to use Tara Brach’s Radical Acceptance.  We worked through all of the meditations in Brach’s book by April 21.  One student committed to reading the book and met with me for ten weeks to discuss it before the meditation began.  A second student joined her on a very occasional basis.  

Those same students (plus one other) signed up for a day-long retreat on February 6, graciously hosted by Evangelical UCC.  We used Radical Acceptance as the basis for our retreat.

As has been true in prior years, regular Stillpoint participants tend to be particularly glad to have quiet retreat or meditation time.  Nathan, a first-year student who was raised Roman Catholic and has been attending the Missouri Zen Center, states, “Silence is one of the greatest riches of life. When I pause for meditation I am tapping into a potential that some might not even know is there! Laurel's group has awakened many to this invaluable tool and helps spread simple methods for extraordinary results.”  Mel, a first-year Jewish student, writes, “My first semester at Webster University has been a whirlwind of education, socialization, and personal evolution.  Making friends has been a long and difficult path.  The loving comforts of this Wednesday meditation provided very healthy and healing human interaction for my hermit scholar self.  I found it far too easy to lose myself amongst a swirling ocean of students, teachers, and everyone in between.  I am grateful for such a kind and gentle guide to assist me in slowing down once a week.  The ability to turn my gaze inward, and heal myself is a skill akin to a redwood of stability in the swaying cornfield of life.”  I am appending the (longer) comments of Chelse, raised Unitarian Universalist, who has just graduated.*
Although my main ministry is at Webster through Stillpoint, it is extended in several other ways.  I do see the “Women’s Spirituality” course, which I taught during the fall term, as part of my ministry.  Neither of my courses ran in the spring, so I used the term to work on a book proposal based on “Women’s Spirituality.”  I am blessed to have a book advisory group made up of thirty-odd alumnae who took the course over a ten-year period.  Another extension of my ministry is my work with the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF).  I maintain a Facebook page for the group and have recently joined its U.S. Trustees (board).
Just as most, but not all, of my ministry is connected to Stillpoint, my work with Stillpoint is normally confined to the academic year.  However, in July 2009, I was delighted to officiate at the wedding of a Webster alumna who took several of my courses and participated briefly in Stillpoint.  This same alumna and her husband recommended me as a guest preacher for their church, (Unitarian Universalist) Emerson Chapel, where I helped to lead worship on May 9, 2010.

I am grateful to the members and friends of Evangelical UCC for your prayers, the use of your space for retreats, and your financial support.  The latter covers program costs, some of my professional and continuing education expenses, and will fund a portable labyrinth that can be used both by Stillpoint and by Evangelical UCC.  Thanks again for your partnership in this ministry.

Laurel Hayes
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
*Remarks about Stillpoint from Chelse, a recent Spanish/Religious Studies graduate:

Remembering. Of course I won't be able to remember when or where I first came across the idea, but I remember it being said that a spiritual experience or insight can be like 'me' remembering what 'Me' has always known.

I find that Stillpoint is a space, place and time for those things I refuse to live without. That is, those things transcendent and routine that only symbols and metaphors can do justice. For me, it is a haven in which to speak truly and freely with those who speak the same vernacular. Through the endless doing, thinking and moving that this life requires, it is but a small commitment that reminds me of what my head, heart, bones and muscles seek: an inner life, patiently tended and fiercely journeyed. 

Above all, Stillpoint gives me the excuse to excuse myself from “reality” for an hour every week and work on “reality” by remembering what is often overlooked when the proverbial sink is full of dishes and emails and deadlines. I cannot tell you what remembering feels like for you, but I think you may know for yourself. Remembering the clarity and ease that meditation cultivates. Remembering the silent raving joy that comes with finding meaning in the minute and everyday. Remembering how connection and community can strengthen and reassure even in the most pressing and distracted of times. Remembering that just the tiniest bit of attention can cultivate the soul work of composting that feeds rebirth. 

Thank you, thank you, thank you for helping me to remember.

