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Being Present: Three Questions

We often talk about being present as the central tenet of our
practice, and emphasize the fact that in order to experience
genuine presence we need to do two things. First, we need to
recognize and work with what blocks it, such as our sense of
entitlement, our overactive thinking mind, and also our
strategies of escape, such as seeking busyness or diversions.
And second, in order to experience presence, we need to learn to
cultivate it directly, particularly through the willingness to be
with what is. 

There’s a fairly simple and very effective way of combining these
two aspects. The approach is to continually ask ourselves three
straightforward questions: Am I truly present right now? If
not, what blocks presence? Can I reside in what is? 

You can ask these three questions in many different situations,
from the most neutral to the most intense. It’s actually very
interesting to observe all the different ways that presence can be
impeded. It can also be quite exciting to see how asking and
answering these questions can undercut these impediments,
sometimes even immediately. 

Again, the first question is: Am I truly present right now? This
question is a way to simply recognize how we’re experiencing the
present moment. Quite often, we’re not even aware that we’re
not present. For example, our lack of presence may be subtle, as
when we’re mildly impatient or irritated. Or sometimes, it can be
entirely hidden, as when we’re feeling comfortable and
complacent, or when we’re lost in a mindless daydream. But
being comfortable and content is not the same as genuine
presence, and it is very easy to let our life slip by unaware of
what we’re missing. 

Remember, the question is, Am I truly present right now. Asking
this simple question is a way of recognizing our current state,
and it is the necessary wake-up to what comes next.

The second question is: What blocks presence? This question is a
little more difficult to answer. It requires scanning our
experience to see where we’re caught—in thoughts, emotions or
behaviors. In the beginning, we may not be clear about what
specifically we’re thinking or feeling, and it may take some
practice in getting to know ourselves before we can begin to
answer the question fairly quickly. But eventually we have to
recognize, again quite specifically, what is blocking presence, so
that we can effectively address what impedes it.

Sale of ZCSD Elizabeth and Ezra
sold the Felspar St. property,
which houses the Zen Center, to
five ZCSD’s active members.
Elizabeth and Ezra are carrying
the mortgage for ten years, and
plan to continue teaching for the
indefinite future. However, this
arrangement guarantees that
ZCSD will have a place for at
least ten more years, not
dependent on Ezra and Elizabeth
being around. 

December Sesshin
Applications are being accepted
for the five-day December
Sesshin, 12/26 through 12/31. If
you can’t attend the full five days
you may apply for the first three
or last three days.

Donations Please consider Zen
Center San Diego on your end-
of-year donation list. Your
contributions help to maintain
any structural repairs for the two
houses, sheds, grounds and
fences. They also help us balance
the books and avoid raising
sesshin fees and membership
dues. Donations are tax
deductible. We welcome your
support.

ZCSD New Year’s Brunch
This year, the new year’s brunch
will be at the Souplantation,
7095 Clairemont Mesa Blvd., San
Diego from 11am–2 pm. We
encourage you to attend, since
this is our only planned social
gathering of the year. The cost of
the brunch is $15 per person.  
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The third question is: Can I reside in what is? Residing in our
experience is not about indulging or wallowing in it. It’s first
about refraining from the struggle to change our experience or
avoid it. It’s then about fully entering into our experience—
residing in the physical reality of the present moment. 

When we ask this third question, it not only addresses what
blocks presence, but also directly cultivates the quality of being
present to what is, exactly as it is—a quality that naturally
fosters both equanimity and appreciation, two of the essential
aspects of true contentment. 

When asking this third question it is very helpful to take a couple
of deep breaths into the center of the chest. This takes us
immediately out of the head, and allows the answer come from
residing in exactly what we are experiencing. Even when the
experience is uncomfortable, as it often is with sadness or
anxiety, we can learn to enter into the physical reality of the
experience, if only for the duration of a few breaths. 

It is also helpful to be aware of environmental input—in this way,
between awareness of breath and environment, we’re creating a
bigger container, within which to experience whatever is there.
The point is to leave the mental realm, and enter into the non-
conceptual experience of the present moment, which is primarily
physical. 

To make this process more clear, let’s look at an example of how
asking these three questions actually works in an everyday life
situation.

Let’s say you’re driving here on the freeway. It’s early morning
but traffic has come to an almost complete stop. As far as you
can see in front of you, the cars are barely moving. You’re
already late to getting here, and you can feel your stomach
tightening at the thought of being stuck in traffic with no idea of
when you’ll arrive.

You remember the three questions, and as soon as you ask, Am
I truly present right now? the answer “No!” flashes across your
mental screen. 

You then ask, What blocks presence? and as you scan your
experience it becomes clear that what you’re feeling the most—
and what is blocking any sense of presence—is irritation and
impatience.

When you ask, Can I reside in what is? you start by taking a
couple of deep breaths into the center of the chest, to ground
yourself in physical reality. You first hear the soundtrack of your
mind—“I hate having to wait in traffic,” “This isn’t right!” “What
will they think of me if I’m late?” 

But you remember to refrain from replaying the thoughts.

Then, residing in the body, you feel the tightness throughout,
the rigidity around the mouth, the heat behind the eyes. Staying
with the breath and the physical experience in the body, you
gradually become aware of the environment, noticing the clouds

Announcements

Sesshin Application

Click here to see this
newsletter online.

The approach is to
continually ask
ourselves three
straightforward
questions: Am I
truly present right
now? If not, what
blocks presence?
Can I reside in
what is? 
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and the air temperature. With this more expansive experience of
the present moment, the thoughts are no longer so compelling. 

You begin to see the theme of entitlement more clearly—how
your emotional reaction of impatience is the direct result of the
entitled belief that life owes you something, or that you aren’t
supposed to be inconvenienced.

Residing in what is—not trying to replace your impatience with
patience, but rather just feeling its texture—allows the
experience to change on its own. 

A wave of relaxation flows through you, and you become aware
that you are no longer feeling caught in impatience. Staying with
the breath and taking in the view all around you—the cars, the
buildings, the clouds—you realize that you’re perfectly okay
sitting waiting in traffic. The phrase “Nowhere to go” passes
through your mind, and for the first time you truly understand
what these words mean—that you’re actually present exactly
where you are. 

This example describes the basic process, but often, when we’re
in the middle of situations, the process is not nearly so clear cut.
Yet, if you’re sincere in your aspiration to live more genuinely,
there’s no way to do this particular practice wrong. We will
certainly take many detours from the intention to ask the three
questions. We may want to turn away whenever we feel
discomfort. But with every detour, with every turning away, all
we have to do to get back on track is to return to one breath into
the center of the chest, and begin again with the first question. 

Ezra Bayda
 

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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