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Your Body on the Bench (Card): Taking Refuge

This is a proactive practice; it is a way to prepare for difficult moments on the bench with
sincerity and commitment.

In the original old French, refuge means “shelter or protection, assistance in distress.” It
is a “place to flee back to.” These are emotionally laden concepts, but so also is the
work of judging. Owing to the nature of the job, judges often feel tense and on edge. At
times they may feel stuck or despairing. These are real forms of distress with
physiological, mental, and emotional impacts.

There are also ways to mitigate this distress. One of these is the practice of taking
refuge. This practice reminds us that we do not have to be reactive or dissociative to
feel safe; sometimes we simply need to shift our perception. Taking refuge is not about
fleeing but about returning to ourselves. It is the intentional practice of recognizing when
we're being pulled away from ourselves—the hard interactions, the demanding pace of
work, the expectations we have for this role—and then coming back.

To begin, we first need to ask: In what, or whom, do | take refuge? This is not an
intuitive question for many of us. Sometimes we have to come at it indirectly.

What sound gives me a sense of safety and ease?
What memory calms me?
What smell makes me feel at home?

Maybe for you it’s the laughter of your oldest friend. It could be the feel of your cat, a
holiday ritual, or the smell of a family member’s cooking. Give yourself time.

Here are some of the “refuges” judges have shared with me over the years:

| take refuge in the memory of my mother.
| take refuge in my dog.

| take refuge at the creek near my house.
| take refuge in my book club.

| take refuge in my most trusted mentor.

| take refuge in roller derby.

| take refuge in my family.

This bench card is a product of Berkeley Judicial Institute’s Wellbeing Initiative and was created
by Michele Statz, PhD.
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| take refuge on my farm.

| take refuge in my morning prayers on the beach.
| take refuge in my daily run.

| take refuge in photography.

| take refuge in this mantra, this sacred verse...

What is your refuge? Really think about this question. Meditate on it. Ask yourself on
your way to work, when you’re eating lunch. Then, find a way to symbolize this
refuge. Tape up a photo of your dog on the bench. Tie the lace from an old running
shoe around your wrist. Put some stones from the creek in your pocket. It may feel
awkward, but these are tangible ways to remind you again and again to shift your
perception—to focus not on the source of distress but on what brings you back to
yourself.

Look at that photo and take a deep breath. Feel the stones in your hand and take a
deep breath. Recall the smell of incense and take a deep breath. You do not have to
flee, you do not have to shut down the part of you that feels. You simply have to
remember what is most real in you—what is most sustaining and life-giving. This is your
refuge. Take a deep breath and come back to the present moment, grounded, safe, and
sure.

This bench card is a product of Berkeley Judicial Institute’s Wellbeing Initiative and was created
by Michele Statz, PhD.
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