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Tending Our Lamps  

By the time I was ten, I had exhausted most of the books of my favorite historical subjects at the 
public library. Later, I moved to Israel and studied Biblical archeology and history in its physical 
setting in college. I learned a little Hebrew in order to study original texts in more depth. Then I 
came home to work as high school history teacher for ten years at a Jewish Orthodox girls’ school. 
All that to simply say, I love history and research and connections and digging 
out the truth of my subject matter then translating it into something that is a 
meaningful teaching for the Present.  

Recently, I’ve been thinking about lamps. Not our modern ones, although the 
metaphor would still work, but lamps found in Biblical-era Middle East. Lamps 
are mentioned constantly throughout the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New 
Testament. Physical light was crucial to survival in times before electricity. The 
analogies of light and lamps were much more profound in a world where light 
and darkness were so starkly juxtaposed-unlike our world of electric light and 
grey dark bleeding together.  

The work of Descartes, the seventeenth-century French philosopher, has had as one outcome the 
disconnection of Western civilization’s mind, body and spirit to create the illusion that bodies are 
separate from who we are. This in turn, has relegated physical bodies to a secondary and often 
vilified role in our lives. We still beat them into submission and get angry when they cause us pain or 
discomfort. Perhaps the analogy of the lamp may help us kindly mend this misunderstanding.  

The lamp in Matthew 25:1-13 is used in the parable of ten 
women waiting to be in a wedding processional. Five were 
tending their lamps and were aware of what was happening, 
but the five who did not tend their lamps were late and got 
shut out of the party. Parables are powerful because they are 
wisdom prisms and timeless if we take the time to understand 
their context.  

A lamp was portable and needed a lot of attention. The clay container was the foundation for the 
entire mechanism towards obtaining light. If it was broken or cracked, it was useless. Olive oil was 
used as the fuel and its conduit was a flax wick. There are any number of scenarios where the 
container, the fuel and the conduit might stop working together and the light dims or goes out.  

Our container is our physical body and because of  western cultural core beliefs, often unexamined 
ones, of a fragmented Self, we are not taught to care for our containers as a crucial part of letting 
our own inner light shine. We often greatly attend to the mind or spirit, grooving into this myth of 
separation. Perhaps in an imprecise analogy, the mind is the olive oil and the spirit is the flax wick 
and perhaps our essence is the light itself. If we overfill the container, the wick drowns. If we have 
too long a wick, its access to the fuel is compromised. And if we have a cracked, leaky container, the 
whole thing literally falls apart.  
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Tending our container is of primary importance, so the Light of awareness and Divine Presence, God, 
doesn’t shut us out of the party! We may see the obvious things and trust God to get through to us 
but why not delight in the Fullness-all the deepness and richness of Presence-instead of just 
passively waiting around to get “struck?” 

In our container, posture matters. If the clay lamp was shaped so oil spilled out, it was unusable. My 
mom and her mother before her used to say-“hold your shoulders back!” We all thought that meant 
good posture. The implication is that posture is so easy. But it’s not. It takes years and indeed, a 
lifetime of attending to our container exactly where it is with gentle goodheartedness. We discover 
proprioceptive awareness, an understanding of our entire body as a whole organism in space, and 
how our patterns shape us. Where our feet are matters to how our necks rest upon our shoulders. 
Where our hip points are facing and how our low backs are curved matters to our spines.  

In our studio, our maven, Angela Phillips, talks about the four noble acts: sitting well, standing well, 
walking well and lying well. I love this languaging as a powerful tool towards attending to our 
containers. These “noble acts” take a lot of practice, but we work steadily and good-naturedly 
because, without being dramatic, it matters how we sit, stand, walk and lie. Balanced posture sets off 
a domino effect of physical health-allowing room for the breath, unbinding the diaphragm, allowing 
less constriction in lymphatic and circulatory systems and decompressing digestive organs to name 
only a few.  And these are simply the physical benefits. Attending to and working with our posture 
allows us to find a deeper sense of easefulness when sitting in Worship or listening to our Friends, 
and in keeping Presence throughout our days because we are less distracted.  

We can make a precise commitment to work with our own individual bodies exactly as they are. All 
containers age and crack and we do our best with that in a generous, goodhearted way. Our first 
step is opening to physical awareness. I was working with many of my students recently on knees, on 
balancing them and understanding how to use them with less pain. One student asked me-“Is it 
weird if I can feel my knee? It doesn’t hurt or anything, I can just really feel it.” I laughed and 
answered-“Ding, ding ding!! Folks, we have a winner!” That is exactly the point. We are fragmented 
and our journey requires we accept that and lovingly work towards Wholeness. Doing this in the 
physical body is such a powerful start.  

A Harvard study recently showed that a high percentage of older people fall because they can’t feel 
the bottoms of their feet. There was nothing “wrong” with them other than the fact they didn’t have 
awareness of their feet. That is dissociation. We employ it as a survival mechanism to get through 
extreme pain. But this mechanism works a little too well and as we age, when asked to take stock, 
we may be shocked that a lot of our body doesn’t link with our brain, not to mention awareness of 
subtler things such as emotions or feelings. This is where proprioceptive awareness is powerful 
spatial medicine.  

We can find this awareness and healthier posture through working with longer-held poses as we 
allow all sensations to wash over us. We can give ourselves permission to be here now, in this 
experience, in this human vessel. We begin to loosen our constricted fascia (connective tissue-see 
my last Article-Outer Body, Inner Light), balance muscles, stack our bones, and straighten our spines.  
No matter our physical challenges, we can create an intention to attend to our marvelous, 
mysterious, and delightful containers through curiosity and Presence, moving away from shutting 
down so we don’t miss the party!  

https://wyss.harvard.edu/study-shows-vibrating-insoles-could-reduce-falls-among-seniors/

