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What Does it Mean to be a People of  

ATTENTION? 
 
 

 

Soul Matters 
 

A kaleidoscope of thoughts, images, stories,  
poetry, podcasts, and videos to engage hands, 

hearts, and minds. 

.  

Take a moment to notice, to be 
attentive in the present.  
 
Reflect on the questions raised 
in the poem  Gratitude by 
Mary Oliver 
 
What did you notice? 
What did you hear? 
When did you admire? 
What astonished you? 
What would you like to see 
again? 
What was most tender? 
What was most wonderful? 
What did you think was 
happening? 
 

 

 

 
Mary Oliver writes, “Attention is the beginning of devotion.” 
 
It’s a beautiful way of saying you cannot love something that you 
do not really see. Love simply isn’t possible without deep 
noticing. And noticing deeply seems to inevitably lead to love. 
Glances and self-interested attention never get to the real 
person. That asks you to look without expectation of who you 
want or hope they will be, and instead try to focus simply on who 
they are right now.  
 
It’s a type of looking that keeps on looking until you discover 
something entirely new, entirely other, entirely and uniquely 
them. And once you notice something that uniquely new, you’re 
in trouble, because you will most definitely be devoted. You will 
no longer think about what you’re getting. You will only want to 
give. 
 
Rev. Sean Dennison writes “The ability to see beauty is the 
beginning of our moral sensibility. What we believe is beautiful 
we will not wantonly destroy.” In other words, once we notice the 
beauty at the heart of others and the world, it pains us to see it 
destroyed.  
 
So seeing the beauty of something comes with a commitment. 
You don’t just think to yourself “Oh, that’s pretty,” you think “My 
God, I must protect it.” Its survival becomes your survival. Its 
pain becomes your pain. 
 
Again, attention doesn’t simply help you notice; it also makes 
you fall in love and demands that you give of yourself. True 
attention always comes at a cost, because real looking always 
results in you not being able to look away. Often for the better. 
 

 
 



Word Roots 
Attention stems from the Latin ad (toward) and tendere (to stretch), meaning “to stretch toward.”  
 
Our word tender also comes from tendere. So, the tenderness of our attention comes both from our reaching 
toward something out of love, and also in the way stretching ourselves towards something changes us and 
makes us more tender. 
 
Questions to Consider: 
1. Who was the first person in your life to offer you their attention, without adding their advice? 
 
2. Who in your life needs you to offer them the gift of attention without advice? 

 
3. Have you ever given your attention so deeply to something that you suddenly felt one with it?   

 
4.  Is it time to look upon yourself with a bit more tenderness? 
 
5. When was the last time you let your attention linger on beauty? Did you keep your gaze there long 

enough to feel changed? Or to hear it speak to you?  
 

6. When growing up, what one thing above all others did your family tell you was worthy of attention? 
Beauty? Duty? Kindness? Honesty? Education? Loyalty? Success? God? 

 
7. What in your life is hungry to be noticed? 

 
8. Something has been pulling at your attention lately. Do you know why? 

 

 
CLOSING WORDS 

If you take a deep breath and look 
around, 'Look what's happening to 
me!' can become 'Look what's 
happening!' And what's happening? 
The incredible drama of life is 
happening. And we're in it! 

Sylvia Boorstein 
 

 
OPENING WORDS 

To give one’s full attention is to look 
closely, to linger upon, to delve, to 
immerse oneself into something that at first 
seems ‘other’ but soon seems ‘one with.’ 
To give attention, in the end, is to be 
grasped. 

David Seaburn 
 

QUESTIONS TO WALK WITH 
 

Make time to meditate on the list and then pick the one question that speaks 
to you most. The goal is to figure out which question is “yours.” Which 
question captures the call of your inner voice? Which one contains “your 
work”? And what is that question trying to get you to notice or 
acknowledge?  

 



 

 Spiritual Practice ~ Deepening Experiences 
 

Attention doesn’t simply help you notice all you’ve been given; it also makes you fall in love and demands 
that you give of yourself. So consider yourselves warned, friends: True attention always comes at a cost, 

because real looking always results in you not being able to look away. Often for the better. 
 
 

Option A :Notice With Mary Oliver 
Spend some time with the poem “Gratitide” 
Here it is for you to read: https://thevalueofsparrows.com/2013/11/27/poetry-gratitude-by-mary-oliver/ 
Here’s an arresting video of it being read aloud: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=65&v=1XKg514_K3s 
 
Then use Oliver’s questions to write a version of your own by giving your own answers to her eight 
questions. Here’s an elegant example of someone making it their own: 
http://walkingintheholypresence.blogspot.com/2017/04/poem-gratitude-by-mary-oliver.html 
 
Option B:Make Attention Count 
Most of the time, it’s a bird or a cricket that causes it. Their sharp chirp jolts us into the awareness that we 
are surrounded by sound - sounds that fade into the background most of the time but can easily come to the 
forefront with a bit of attention. 
 
So take a morning or evening, go sit on the porch or stand in the middle of your favorite field or woods, and 
then try to notice the many sounds that surround you. And here’s the catch: 

Actually, count them! 
 

That’s right. Take a pen and paper and list all the sounds you can detect.  
 
After your list is as full as you can make it, take another 10 minutes and think about the message of it all. 
What are those sounds trying to tell you? “You’re not alone.”? “There’s more to life.”? “This world is wilder 
than let yourself imagine.”? “Listen up.”?     
 
Option C:Notice Them 
We also know how big of a difference a little attention makes. You see it in someone’s eyes when you take 
an extra 3 minutes and bring them coffee.  Your child comes home all excited to tell you a story and you 
have the good sense to put the phone down and look right in their eyes as they spin their yarn. They light up 
right in front of you. 
 
Yes, we’re tired. Yes, life is stressful. Yes, half-hearted attention is not sin. But this month take a week and 
fight it. Spend a week intentionally finding all the ways you can to give your full attention and full heart to 
someone near you.  
 
Note the difference it makes for and to them, and the difference it makes to what goes on between you and 
them...  

 



   
Forget about enlightenment. 
Sit down wherever you are 
And listen to the wind singing in your veins. 
Feel the love, the longing, the fear in your 
bones. 
Open your heart to who you are, right now, 
Not who you would like to be, 
Not the saint you are striving to become, 
But the being right here before you, inside 
you, around you. 
All of you is holy. 
You are already more and less 
Than whatever you can know. 
Breathe out, 
Touch in, 
Let go. 
John Welwood 
 
 
Restoration in the Attention Economy 
Jenny Xie 
Full article at https://poets.org/text/restoration-
attention-economy-reading-c-d-wrights-shallcross 
 

Our attention determines the direction 
toward which we stretch our minds, yet all 
too often, exercising our attentional power 
feels less like intentional movement toward 
some select object of contemplation and 
more like the passive bracing for an 
onslaught of sensory input and competing 
stimuli… It comes as little surprise… when 
one considers the fact that our attention’s 
capture and commodification fuels a 
multibillion-dollar industry.... 
 
 
The Man with the Violin… That No One 
Paid Attention To  
The story of a famous violinist playing in the 
subway as a street performer. Only 7 people 
pause out of 1,097. 
About the experiment: 
https://www.liveabout.com/a-violinist-in-the-metro-
3299658  
The video of the event: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gti4JFwP_o  
Another moment of paying attention to 
beauty in the subway:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x--yddOolRQ  
 

 
 

 

Other Wise Words… 
 
 
 

At a certain point you say  
to the woods, to the sea,  
to the mountains, the world,  
Now I am ready.  
Now I will stop and be wholly attentive.  
You empty yourself and wait, listening. . .  
Annie Dillard 
 
Whenever you find tears in your eyes, especially unexpected 
tears, it is well to pay the closest attention. They are not only 
telling you something about the secret of who you are, but more 
often than not, God is speaking to you through them of the 
mystery of where you have come from and is summoning you 
to where, if your soul is to be saved, you should go next. 
Frederick Buechner 
 
Imagine how our lives might be if everyone had even a bit 
more of the wisdom that comes from seeing clearly. Suppose 
people everywhere, simultaneously, stopped what they were 
doing and paid attention for only as long as it took to recognize 
their shared humanity. Surely the heartbreak of the world's 
pain, visible to all, would convert everyone to kindness. 
Sylvia Boorstein 
 
 
Once there was a man who filmed his vacation… With a flick 
of a switch, there it would be. But he 
would not be in it. He would never be in it. 
Wendell Berry 
 
I have noticed that beliefs work like blinders on a racehorse. 
They keep you focused in a specific direction. This can be great 
as long as you have a destination in mind. But what good are 
blinders when you are grazing in a beautiful meadow on a 
crisp, clear spring day? I wore my blinders so long I forgot I 
had them on! 
Melody Anderson 
 
What is this life if, full of care 
We have no time to stand and stare. 
William Henry Davies 
See Hymn #94, Singing the Living Tradition 

 


