
Grounded In Presence:
Our Bodies, Our Teachers

B Y  N O B A N T U  M P O T U L O

The body is our house—andhow we live in it and where we
occupyit are uniquely ours, as well as being part of the
common human
experience.
—Jill Satterfield, “Meditation in Motion: How to be Present
in the Body,”
—Tricycle Magazine, 2012

How many times have you driven home from a busy day
with so many things to juggle—work, personal issues,
family responsibilities—and you wonder, “How did I make
it home? Who was driving the car?” This happens to me
every now and then, especially when I am not present in
the moment and in my body. Being present simply means
to be “Here,” to be in the body moment by moment. When
our attention leaves our bodies, it is then that we literally
stop being present.

When I attend retreats, I find that it is easy to be present in
the moment, but, unfortunately, I cannot perpetually be
on retreat as our daily lives beckon us to take care of our
responsibilities. In this chapter, therefore, I seek to explore
means and practices that can support us to be present in
the moment during our busy schedules and when the
speed of life sur- passes our appropriate responses.
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I attended a retreat entitled “The Power of Presence in
Relationships” at Dharmagiri, a retreat center in the Southern
Drakensberg Mountains in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa, last year.
I was struck by one of the teachers, Thanissara, saying: “The past
is gone, the future is uncertain, the present is the knowing.” She
emphasized that we experience presence when we are in our
bodies, as our bodies cannot lie. 

Our minds may wander and form stories that may build or break
us, our hearts may respond by attaching to only pleasant
feelings while having an aversion toward unpleasant feelings,
but the body is always present to whatever arises and falls. In
this chapter, therefore, I share how we can utilize this ever-
present body in supporting us to be present when we are
thrown off-centre. The Satipatthana Sutta bears reference. When
talking about The Four Postures, the Buddha said, Again, monks,
when walking, a monk understands ‘I am walking’; when
standing, he understands ‘I am standing’; when sitting, he
understands ‘I am sitting’; when lying down, he understands ‘I
am lying down’; or he understands accordingly however his
body is disposed. I find that this sutta represents how I practice
being present in my body in my line of work as an Executive
Coach. Personally, and in assisting my clients to be present as
well, I use a lot of practices that utilize the four postures
mentioned above.

Today, I am walking through downtown Pretoria in front of the
union building, being part of a peaceful march against violence
towards women and children. I am in a sea of women and men
who are saying enough is enough; we need to do something
against this scourge of violence against women and children.
Normally I experience a sense of discomfort in crowded areas,
but I decided to be part of this march because of what it
represents.
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This particular march was sparked by a femicide where a male
partner killed and burnt the body of his partner, a twenty-two-
year-old woman. The march is under the title #NotInMyName
that is organized by men in response to #MenAreTrash, which
was coined by women against the latest violations of women in
South Africa. A report by the Medical Research Council asserts
that 45.6 percent of women in Africa experience physical and
sexual violence, compared to 35 percent worldwide.

As I march amongst the hundreds of marchers, I start to feel
sensations in my body. I feel a tight knot in my stomach, and as I
continue to listen to my body, I start to shake; my body is reacting
to the latest violence against women resulting in sexual and
physical attacks. I notice a sudden tingling in my legs. I allow
myself to practice mindfulness amongst the masses and to be
fully present with what I am feeling and sensing in my body. I
suddenly notice a tightening in my chest and sadness engulfs me
as I reflect on the many lives of women lost by the hands of their
partners or whoever the perpetrators are. 

As I start to allow the feelings to rise, I experience a relaxation in
my body; the vibrations of the crowds around me have a calming
effect on my body; I start to experience a slowing down in my
heartbeat, and I become one with the other people around me,
both the alleged victims and the alleged perpetrators of violence
against women and children.

3 | Grounded in Presence



Part of the poem Please Call Me by My True Names by Thich Nhat
Hanh comes into my mind:

                      I still arrive,in order to laugh and to cry, 
                      to fear and to hope,
                      the rhythm of my heart is the birth and 
                      death of all that are alive.

                      I am the twelve-year-old girl, 
                      refugee on a small boat,
                      who throws herself into the ocean
                      after being raped by a sea pirate. 
                      And I am the pirate,
                      my heart not yet capable 
                      of seeing and loving.

                      Please call me by mytrue names,
                      so I can hear all my cries and laughter at once, 
                      so I can see that my joy and pain are one.

As I become present in my body and allow this poem to be my
teacher, I soon realize that, even as a woman, I am both a victim
and a perpetrator. I soon experience a grounded state and I
notice tears running down my face. A realization comes to my
mind that seeing just one side is polarizing, but when I see myself
on both sides, I move away from pointing fingers at others. And I
also enlist to become part of the solution.

This experience brings to my mind how some of the practices I
use to be present involve walking meditation and becoming
aware of sensations in the different parts of the body, from the
sensations on the soles of my feet as they touch the ground, the
sensations my breath causes around my nostrils, the pulse of my
heart as I am breathing in and out.
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As I become fully in this practice today in this march, I find that it
connects me fully to all parts of me, and it also connects me to
the people I am marching alongside.

I also use mindfulness practices when I go to the municipal
offices to renew the license for my car. I get to the offices as early
as 7 am, and as I near the entrance, I notice there is already a long
queue. As soon as I see the queue, I realize that it is going to be a
long wait. When this thought hits my mind, I notice an internal
conversation in my head that goes: You know, you can go and
come back another time. Another voice comes and says: Well,
even if you come back another time there will still be a long
queue. As the second voice comes, I notice some frustration and
anger welling up, and I hear another voice starting to blame how
inefficient our government is, and I begin to conceptualize how to
suggest systems for improvement.

At about 7:45 am the queue starts to move a little bit, and a sense
of hope starts to emerge. A smile starts to form, I feel a slight
twitch on my lips, and I start to relax and enjoy the sensations on
my lips. In this blissful state I hear some shouting, and I strain my
neck to see where that is coming from. Well, someone was trying
to jump the queue and other people are not hearing of it. I start to
realize that I am not the only one who feels frustrated here.

This realization makes me aware that others too are suffering like
I am. I start to pay attention to the soles of my feet as I am
standing. I move my toes slightly and become acutely aware of
the movement. I move the toes in the other foot. I move from my
toes up to my ankles with renewed awareness and pay attention
to the sensations. I continue to go through all different joints in
my body. 
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I move to my torso, chest, and head, and become aware of what is
arising. I experience some relaxation and I notice that I am now
closer and closer to the counters. I notice a flutter in my
chestcavity; yes, there is some excitement there.

 After two hours, I emerge on the other side, the side with an EXIT
sign. Bravo. I have survived the ordeal. I start to thank my body
and tell it that I will remembernext time that the body is an ever-
present teacher. I do remember. But the lessons are hard, and
fear precludes us all from being present.

I remember one experience in September 2015, when I decided to
face one of my fears head on. This is a fear I have had from when I
was a child—the fear of heights. As a child, I could not even go
down a slide; this would literally paralyze me and cause me
difficulty breathing. Brave me decided that in my fifties I was
ready to face this fear, and guess what I decided to do? I decided
to go bungee jumping from the highest bridge in Africa (about
220 meters, or 722 feet), the BloukransBridge in Tsitsikama, South
Africa. I went in the morningwith two friends,but my fear
succeeded in stopping me from jumping.I went back in the
afternoon as the encouragement from my friendswould not let
me back down.

I finally made the jump. And I have never experienced such fear in
my life. As I opened my eyes, beingsuspended from a rope, I saw
below a big river, the Bloukrans River,with dark slimy water. The
sky was farther and farther up above me. All I had was me and my
fear. When this realization came through, I became aware of my
ever-present body and closed my eyes, focusing on deep
breathing. I started to notice my knotted tummy starting to relax,
my heart startingto relax; I experienced a stillness I have never
experienced in my life. I became one with nature, and I felt a great
sense of gratitude. A pool of tears started to run down my cheeks
joining in with the murky waters below me.
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 This was a true experience of being present in CONQUERING my
worst fear. In our busy lives, be it at work or walking down a busy
street amongst the crowds, we are confronted with so many fears.
It is through being present in our bodies that we can overcome
these fears.

Some of the other places that make us fearful are our workspaces.
I notice often when I am about to make a pitch to a potential
client, to make a presentation in a conference, or when having a
chemistry session with a coaching client, I always experience
immense fear, which makes me want to run away. The fleeing
from the task at hand normally is linked to the stories in my head
that might go like this: the people will not like my presentation,
the prospective client will think that I am not good enough,
whom the heck am I fooling, I cannot do this.

 All these thoughts and stories start to make me want to run away
or I will freeze. When this happens, I notice my body—my palms
start to sweat, my legs feel wobbly, my heart beats faster, and I
feel a closing of my throat as if my voice will not be clearly
projected. When I acknowledge these reactions in my body, I find
that I become like a willow tree with its branches swaying from
side to side uncontrollably in a gust of wind.

 My calm gets restored when I start to breathe deeply in, filling my
lungs and stomach and gently breathe out, and this continued
deep breathing in and out starts to relax me. Standing in a
warrior’s stance and feeling the ground supporting me also
makes the fear subside, and as I walk mindfully towards the
object of my fear, paying attention to what happens in my body,
slowly I get grounded and my presence is restored.
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These experiences are always there to remind me that the body is
myever-present teacher, support,and friend never to be doubted
and undermined. In looking at presence from a work perspective,
I know I’m not alone,and I asked some of my fellow coaches how
they identify and cultivate presence.

Thabiso Baloyi: My “signature presence” can be identified by the
state of contagious calmness that I tend to bring to my
surroundings and anybody who happens to be in my company.

Colin Adam: When I have embodied Presence, I experience a
feeling of being in my body, which equates to a calm
centeredness. This gives me the ability to choose my responses
rather than to react, and to have a feeling of well-being,
strength,and influence.

Conroy Fourie:Presence is essentially about leadership
throughinfluence, the authentic use of power, by a leader with
high self-awareness and high emo- tional intelligence.

Ladina King: Presence is a moment in time, where I am released
from my fixations and habits. In that moment,I am present to
what is in front of me, I am not attached to anything, I am in flow
with what is.

Adelle Wapnick: My “signature presence” lies in a tension
between intellect and humor. I am an ambivert,so there is tension
betweenquietness (intellect) and engagement (humor).

These shared experiences remind me that the body is my ever-
present teacher,support, and friend,never to be doubted or
undermined.
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