Intro — 2 Minutes
I Don’t Tick
J.R.R. Tolkien was once asked, “What makes you tick?”
And his answer was perfect.
He said, “I don’t tick. I am not a machine. If I did tick, I should have no views on it, and you had better ask the winder.”
I love that.
It sounds funny at first. A little cranky. A little old professor sitting there with his pipe, not interested in being turned into a clever little headline.
But there is something deeper in it.
Because we do this all the time.
We ask people, “What makes you tick?”
What drives you?
What motivates you?
What keeps you going?
And after a while, we start asking ourselves the same thing.
Why am I tired?
Why am I not moving?
Why can’t I just get myself going?
Why can’t I keep up?
But Tolkien pushes back.
“I don’t tick.”
Meaning, don’t talk about me like I’m a clock.
Don’t talk about my soul like it has gears.
Don’t assume there is someone outside me with a little key, winding me up so I can perform.
That last part — “ask the winder” — is not an invitation to go find who owns the key.
It is a warning.
If I tick, then I’m not free.
If I tick, then someone else winds me.
If I tick, then I’m just a thing on a shelf.
And we are not that.
We are not clocks.
We are not puppets.
We are not little machines waiting for someone else to set us in motion.
We are living people.
We move from breath.
From love.
From memory.
From choice.
From that quiet place inside us that was there before the world started asking us to be useful.
So today, we are not going to ask, “What makes me tick?”
We are going to ask something better:
Where have I been living like someone else has the key?
And what would it feel like to take it back?
Not with anger.
Not with rebellion.
Just gently.
Like taking your own hand again.

Guided Meditation — 25 Minutes
The Key Was Never Outside Me
Settle in.
No need to make a big production of it.
Find a chair.
A cushion.
A spot on the floor.
Or just sit where you are.
Let this be simple.
Like sitting around a campfire after everyone has finally stopped trying to impress each other.
Like that second cup of coffee when the conversation gets quieter and more honest.
Let your hands rest.
Let your feet touch the floor.
Let your shoulders drop a little.
And when you are ready, close your eyes.
Or just soften your gaze.
No need to disappear.
Just arrive.
[pause]
Take a slow breath in.
And let it go.
Again.
Breathing in.
And letting go.
One more time.
Breathing in.
And letting your body know:
We are not rushing right now.
[pause]
There may be sounds around you.
A car outside.
A furnace kicking on.
A dog moving in the next room.
A clock somewhere.
Let it all be there.
You don’t need perfect quiet.
You just need a little willingness to listen inward.
[pause]
Feel your feet on the floor.
Your heels.
Your toes.
The weight of your legs.
You are here.
Not later.
Not yesterday.
Not in the next problem.
Here.
[pause]
Silently say:
I am here.
[pause]
Now notice your body.
Not like a machine you are inspecting.
Not like something broken.
Not like a project.
Just a body.
A living body.
A body that has carried you through a lot.
Work.
Family.
Long days.
Hard seasons.
Good meals.
Bad news.
Beautiful mornings.
Losses you still carry.
Laughter you still remember.
This body has been with you through all of it.
So for a moment, don’t scold it.
Don’t measure it.
Just let it sit by the fire with you.
[pause]
Bring your attention to the breath.
Do not force it.
Do not polish it up.
Just notice.
The breath comes in.
The breath goes out.
No ticking.
No gears.
No little key turning inside your back.
Just breath.
Quiet.
Faithful.
Alive.
[pause]
Machines tick.
Clocks tick.
Timers tick.
But living things breathe.
Trees breathe in their own way.
The soil breathes.
A fire breathes.
The ocean breathes.
You breathe.
[pause]
Let that be enough for a moment.
Breathing in.
Breathing out.
Nothing fancy.
Nothing to prove.
[pause]
Now remember Tolkien’s answer.
“I don’t tick. I am not a machine. If I did tick, I should have no views on it, and you had better ask the winder.”
Let that sit there with us.
Like someone tossed a good log on the fire and we all got quiet for a second.
[pause]
“I don’t tick.”
What a thing to say.
Not defensive.
Not fancy.
Just clear.
I don’t tick.
I am not a machine.
[pause]
And maybe there is a part of you that needs to hear that.
Maybe there is a part of you that has been treated like a machine.
Maybe by others.
Maybe by life.
Maybe by old duty.
Maybe by your own expectations.
Maybe by that inner voice that says:
Keep going.
Don’t stop.
Don’t need anything.
Don’t be a burden.
Don’t slow down.
People are counting on you.
[pause]
And yes, sometimes people are counting on us.
That is real.
But being counted on does not mean being owned.
Being useful does not mean becoming a tool.
Being strong does not mean becoming a machine.
[pause]
Take a breath in.
And let that breath out slowly.
[pause]
Now imagine an old clock.
Not a plastic clock.
An old wooden clock.
Maybe one that sat on a mantel.
Maybe one from a grandparent’s house.
Brass face.
Dark wood.
A little keyhole where someone would wind it.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
There is nothing wrong with the clock.
It is a good clock.
It does what clocks do.
But you are not that clock.
[pause]
The clock ticks.
You breathe.
The clock is wound.
You are alive.
The clock waits for a hand with a key.
You do not.
[pause]
Now imagine that old clock sitting across the room.
Let it tick if it wants to.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
But with each breath, you take one small step back from it.
Not in anger.
Just in clarity.
[pause]
The clock may tick.
But I do not have to.
[pause]
Again.
The clock may tick.
But I do not have to.
[pause]
Now notice if there is any place in your life where you have been living like a clock.
A place where you wait for someone else’s approval.
A place where you move only when the calendar says move.
A place where guilt turns the key.
A place where old expectations pull the string.
A place where duty stopped being love and started being a marionette cord.
[pause]
No blame.
No drama.
No need to solve it tonight.
Just notice.
Where have I been living like someone else has the key?
[pause]
Where have I been moved by strings instead of choice?
[pause]
Where have I mistaken pressure for purpose?
[pause]
Where have I confused being needed with being owned?
[pause]
Let those questions be gentle.
We are not interrogating ourselves.
We are sitting by the fire.
We are telling the truth softly.
[pause]
Maybe something comes up.
Family.
Work.
An old role.
The need to be the steady one.
The phone.
The news.
A relationship.
A promise.
A fear.
A habit.
The old soldier in you.
The old worker in you.
The old parent in you.
The one who learned to stand up, carry the load, and keep moving.
Honor that part.
That part got you here.
That part helped you survive.
That part helped others.
We are not here to shame it.
We are just saying:
You can sit down now.
At least for this breath.
[pause]
Take a slow breath in.
And as you breathe out, imagine one string loosening.
Not snapping.
Not cutting everyone off.
Just loosening.
[pause]
I can love without being controlled.
[pause]
I can serve without being owned.
[pause]
I can help without becoming a tool.
[pause]
I can be responsible without becoming a machine.
[pause]
Let that settle.
I can be responsible without becoming a machine.
[pause]
Now bring one hand to your heart if that feels right.
Or just imagine warmth there.
A small campfire in the chest.
Not a blazing fire.
Not a bonfire.
Just a steady little flame.
The kind you protect with your hands when the wind picks up.
[pause]
That flame does not tick.
It does not ask for permission to be warm.
It does not need a key.
It simply burns.
Quietly.
[pause]
That is closer to who you are.
Not a clock.
Not a puppet.
Not a thing waiting to be wound.
A living flame.
A breathing person.
Someone with memory, humor, weariness, love, and choice.
[pause]
Silently say:
I am not waiting to be wound.
[pause]
I move from within.
[pause]
Again.
I am not waiting to be wound.
[pause]
I move from within.
[pause]
And one more time.
I am not waiting to be wound.
[pause]
I move from within.
[pause]
Now imagine yourself taking the key back.
Maybe it is a small brass key.
Maybe it is old and worn.
Maybe you did not even realize you had handed it away.
No need to grab it.
No need to fight.
Just reach out.
Take it back.
Place it in your own hand.
Feel the weight of it.
This is my attention.
This is my breath.
This is my yes.
This is my no.
This is my pace.
This is my life.
[pause]
Not selfish.
Not hard.
Not cold.
Just honest.
The key was never meant to belong to everyone else.
[pause]
Now imagine putting that key in your pocket.
Or laying it on the table beside your coffee.
Or placing it near the fire where you can see it.
A reminder.
You can still love people.
You can still show up.
You can still keep promises.
You can still do hard things.
But you do not have to surrender yourself to do them.
[pause]
Now let the image fade.
Come back to your breath.
Breathing in.
Breathing out.
No ticking.
Just breath.
[pause]
Feel the body again.
Feet on the floor.
Legs resting.
Belly softening.
Chest breathing.
Shoulders easing.
Hands resting.
Face soft.
[pause]
Now ask one small question:
What is one place I can take the key back this week?
[pause]
Keep it small.
Not a whole life renovation.
Just one small place.
Maybe you do not answer the phone the second it rings.
Maybe you drink the coffee while it is still warm.
Maybe you step outside before the day owns you.
Maybe you stop explaining yourself so much.
Maybe you say, “I need a minute.”
Maybe you work in the garden without turning it into another job.
Maybe you sit with someone you love and do not try to fix anything.
Maybe you let silence be silence.
Maybe you let rest be rest.
[pause]
Let one small thing come to mind.
One small way to live from within.
[pause]
And if nothing comes, that is fine too.
Sometimes the first act of taking the key back is simply admitting:
I am tired.
I need room.
I want to breathe again.
[pause]
Now rest here for a little while.
No clock.
No strings.
No machine.
Just this small circle of warmth.
Just breath.
Just body.
Just being human.
[pause for 1–2 minutes]
If thoughts come, let them sit down too.
No need to chase them away.
Let worry sit over there.
Let memory sit near the fire.
Let grief have a blanket.
Let joy show up if it wants.
Let the tired parts of you stretch their legs.
Everything belongs here.
Nothing has to perform.
[pause]
Now silently repeat:
I am not a clock.
[pause]
I am not a puppet.
[pause]
I am not a machine.
[pause]
I am alive.
[pause]
I breathe.
[pause]
I choose.
[pause]
I belong to myself.
[pause]
Let those words get quiet.
Let them become less like words and more like warmth.
[pause]
Now begin to return.
Feel the room around you.
The chair beneath you.
The floor under your feet.
The air on your face.
The sounds nearby.
Maybe that old clock is still ticking somewhere.
That is all right.
Let clocks be clocks.
Let phones be phones.
Let calendars be calendars.
They are tools.
They are not your soul.
[pause]
Take a fuller breath in.
And let it out.
Again.
Breathing in.
And letting go.
One more time.
Breathing in.
And coming back.
[pause]
Before you open your eyes, hear Tolkien’s answer one more time:
“I don’t tick. I am not a machine. If I did tick, I should have no views on it, and you had better ask the winder.”
And maybe tonight we hear it like this:
Do not make me smaller than I am.
Do not turn my life into gears.
Do not put strings on my soul.
Do not ask who winds me.
I am not waiting to be wound.
I move from within.
[pause]
And when you are ready, open your eyes.
Come back slowly.
No rush.
The world is still here.
But maybe you return to it a little differently.
Not wound tighter.
Not pulled by strings.
Not ticking for anyone.
Just breathing.
Just human.
Just yours.
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