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Those who live passionately teach us how to love.


Those who love passionately teach us how to live.


For Katie Brant and Larry Kirshbaum


Soul friends.



A book must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us.


FRANZ KAFKA







Our Authentic Lives



[image: image]


I have a sense of these buried lives striving to come out through me to express themselves.


MARGE PIERCY








Our Authentic Lives





Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:

The soul that rises with us, our life’s star;

Hath had elsewhere its setting,

And cometh from afar:

Not in entire forgetfulness…

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH




Human beings, as far as I can tell, seem to be divided into two subspecies—the resigned, who live in quiet desperation, and the exhausted, who exist in restless agitation. The quiet and resigned believe that our time on this Earth is random, a roll of cosmic dice, completely beyond our control. You know these folks when you hear them; their sighs speak volumes.


The rest of us—the restless agitators—sense that there’s got to be Something More to why we’re here, something other than discovering what money, love, and sex have to do with the Meaning of Life. We grow our own organic vegetables, take our vitamins, drink mineral water, meditate, start study groups. We work out five days a week, treat ourselves to low-fat sorbet the other two, and then wonder why we’re perpetually cranky. So what’s the rest of it? we want to know (preferably by the end of the afternoon). This question distracts and disturbs us and keeps us worn to a raveling.


But then, perhaps figuring out what money, love, and sex have to do with the texture and truth of our lives is the rest of it. Certainly the little face staring out from a vintage black-and-white photograph of me as a two-year-old seems determined to find out something. Hands grasping both arms of her high chair, chin set in defiance, jaws clenched, and dark, solemn eyes reveal an indomitable will to get it right, a will that’s unnerving in one so small. This is not the face of an ingenue; this is an old soul in a new body—wary, wise to her own long past, on to the wiles of the world, and having miles to go before she sleeps. An experienced guerrilla, she’s taking no prisoners this time around.


I unearthed the photograph after my mother died. Like an archaeologist searching in the sand, I was sorting and sifting through the most amazing collection of paper shards from two women’s lives, my mother’s and my own—vintage greeting cards, old bankbooks, mass cards, Irish sweepstakes tickets, and old (but new to me) photographs. For all the reasons that drive historians crazy—flooded basements, moves, lapses in memory—there are only a few pictures of my childhood. Most of them are lost. But as I relived every family Hallmark moment I could find, I unearthed myself. I was as thrilled, I imagine, as the famous Egyptologist Howard Carter was when he found the tomb of the Egyptian boy-king, Tutankhamen.


A picture is not just worth a thousand words, it’s worth a Jungian personality inventory; for there, in black and white, are my personality assets or deficits (depending on the circumstances and who’s making the assessment): strong, dogged, tenacious. Courageous. Steadfast, purposeful, unflinching. Stubborn—a defining trait summed up in a single snapshot.


I wish I’d known from the beginning that I was born a strong woman. What a difference it would have made! I wish I’d known that I was born a courageous woman; I’ve spent so much of my life cowering. How many conversations would I not only have started but finished if I had known I possessed a warrior’s heart? I wish I’d known that I’d been born to take on the world; I wouldn’t have run from it for so long, but run to it with open arms.


Flash forward nearly five decades later. A new photograph accidentally captures the same pose. Same heart-shaped face, same tilt of the head, same straightforward gaze, but a completely different aura surrounds the camera’s subject. The steely stubbornness has become spiritual moxie; the child of the world has grown up to become a savvy innocent. The wariness has been transformed into a knowing, as in, Relax, I know what I’m doing. Better yet, all the tension is gone; the burden of the assignments her soul chose to tackle in this lifetime has been lifted; she’s learned her lessons well. Her karma’s been erased, an enormous divine debt has been paid off. Can this be possible? Perhaps I’m looking at the photos of two women related by blood from different eras, but I know better.





Surprised by Joy




The soul is here for its own joy.

RUMI




The writer Cynthia Ozick believes that “after a certain number of years our faces become our biographies.” I hope she’s right. If she is, then the woman in the photograph is prima facie evidence to support my theory of reembodiment, a variation on the ancient spiritual principle of reincarnation.


Reincarnation is the belief that, after our physical deaths, our souls are born again in another time, another place, and another body in order to continue our journey to peace and perfection by mastering spiritual lessons. The ancients believed that this deeply personal, authentic journey takes many lifetimes. But once the lessons are mastered, we get to move on, promoted, in a sense, to the next grade.


But what if we’re awake and willing to take an accelerated course during this Earthly visit? Why can’t we ask Spirit right now to teach us the particular lessons that we need to speed up our journey to authenticity? Perhaps we can reach a state of enlightened reembodiment—here and now—in which we enrich and transform our lives by remembering and reexamining the dreams, loves, and fears of our own past.


Yes, even the fears. I fully believe that we can alter the course of our destiny in wondrous ways when we invite into our lives the very lessons that frighten us most. This is because spiritual law transcends the laws of karma. We are meant to work our way through the fears; that’s our karma. But we overcome them through Spirit. When we extend an invitation to meet our fears, even as our knees are knocking and our stomachs are churning, Heaven admires our mettle, applauds our audacity, and gifts us with Amazing Grace. Always remember, never forget: first the gesture, then the grace.


In his book Crisis Points: Working Through Personal Problems, the English writer Julian Sleigh explores the idea of looking at the demons in our lives who make “us shrink in fear and revulsion” as bearers of gifts hidden under their wings. “If we challenge them and make them yield up their gifts,” he says, “they will be satisfied and will fly away, leaving us to benefit from what they brought.”


Regardless of how we choose to look at our fears—whether we have caused our own problems or are simply caught in the snares of others’, whether we are blindsided by a sudden crisis or have been running from one for a long time—Sleigh reminds us that we only have three choices:



	
Ignore it and hope it will go away. It won’t.

	
Try and live with it. Not forever.

	
Look for the gift within our fear and benefit from it. When we do, we emerge on the other side of life, surprised by joy.




“Be joyful,” the poet Wendell Berry encourages us. “Because it is humanly possible.”





When the Student Is Ready




If you can learn from hard knocks, you can also learn from soft touches.

CAROLYN KENMORE




Our spiritual lessons are the myriad life experiences that come our way, especially the ones we don’t understand. Our masters are soul-directed events.


Soul-directed events push us past the perimeter of comfort and the safety of old patterns. Soul-directed events defy logic and ridicule reason. But soul-directed events—authentic moments—never betray us. It’s true that frequently they leave us in a daze or catapult us into confusion. But, as with driving through a patch of fog that comes upon you suddenly, if you keep your heart steady in the same way you’d firmly hold the steering wheel, you can make it until the fog lifts. Suddenly you can see the road again. You can see where you’re headed. You are returning to your Self.


Reembodiment is not easy; if it were, everybody would be doing it. It’s been my observation that only women of great discernment, women with no time to lose or squander, and women who frequently feel too close to the edge for comfort, are the best candidates. Women very much like you and me. We choose reembodiment not as a way out, but as a way to get on with it. To jump-start the process. Do you remember the 1980s expression “Get a life”? Well, reembodiment is how you get a love life—a life you love.


Because the life you get is finally your own, not your mother’s, not your sister’s, not your partner’s, not your best friend’s life. And isn’t this the miracle you’ve been praying for for as long as you can remember? I know because it was mine. Now when I look at the photograph of the woman I am, the woman I’ve become, the woman I always was but never knew, I am surprised by joy and astonished by awe. For the first time in my life I am not wanting, for I have finally come into my own.


So can you.


This is the miracle I would like to midwife for you. The reembodiment of your Self. We need to go back to the moment you lost your Self. For while you were almost certainly unaware of it at the time, there is a place where you veered off your authentic path. Fortunately for us, life’s highway has as many on ramps as it does off ramps.


On the way to authenticity, on the way to our soul-driven need to discover Something More, each of us has lived seven past lives, lives in which we have been: starting over, surviving, settling, stumbling, shattered, sensing, and searching for Something More. As in the psalmist’s prayer, we must pass through the Valley of the Shadow of discouragement, denial, doubt, and darkness—before we emerge into the light of Something More.


The soul of Simple Abundance was its first principle, gratitude. The soul of Something More is the last Simple Abundance principle, joy. Just as gratitude helped us move from lack to abundance in all facets of our lives, joy will help us as we move from imitation to authenticity.


Many of us confuse happiness and joy. Happiness is often triggered by external events, events we usually have no control over—you get the promotion, he loves you back, they approve your mortgage application. Happiness camouflages a lot of fears.


But joy is the absence of fear. Joy is your soul’s knowledge that if you don’t get the promotion, keep the relationship, or buy the house, it’s because you weren’t meant to. You’re meant to have something better, something richer, something deeper, Something More. Joy is where your life began, with your first cry. Joy is your birthright.


However, reclaiming joy as your birthright requires a profound inner shift in your reality. Most of us unconsciously create dramas in our minds, automatically expecting the worst from every situation, only to have our negative expectations become self-fulfilling prophecies. Inadvertently, we become authors of our own misfortune. And so we struggle from day to day, careening from crisis to crisis, bruised and battered by circumstances, without realizing that we have a choice.


Imagine this scene. A woman arrives at Heaven’s gate with more baggage than she can carry. “Why are you still hauling all this nonsense?” the angel at Celestial Control asks. “You were supposed to get rid of most of it this time around.”


“I know, but I could never kick the misery habit. It’s a real drag, but misery loves company down on Earth. Besides, if you’d been born into my family, and married the four carbon-based life-forms I did…”


“Repeat and return, Sweetheart,” the angel says sarcastically, stamping the woman’s traveling papers. “Repeat and return. Into the Recycling Center until a counselor goes over your case.”


“How long will that be?”


“Not a clue—could take a week, could take a couple hundred years. Depends on whether or not you’ll be classified as hard-core. The hard-core boneheads get shipped out almost immediately.”


“What’s a hard-core case?”


“The lowest rung in Divine Devolution. Every time you go back, life keeps getting harder and harder. At some point your core gets shattered, and you hit rock bottom. Finally you look up, asking for help. Maybe even being grateful. You’re grateful you’re still alive to work through whatever spiritual assignment you brought with you into the world. Being grateful. That’s the first step to the path of joy.”


Hold that thought.





Something More: A Site Map




What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world would split open.

MURIEL RUKEYSER





To be one woman, truly, wholly, is to be all women.

KATE BRAVERMAN




It would seem to be an easy thing, really, the reading of a book. You pick a book up, open it, fix your gaze, and begin. Well, maybe so and maybe not. As a reader, I’m hard on books and other writers. A passionate woman, I like my men and books to knock my socks off. It’s got to be love at first sight. I need to be bowled over by an author’s insight, to wonder how I lived before the book explained it all to me, or how the author knew me so well.


In reality, while there is often a mystical bond between writer and reader, the author is just trying to figure out his or her own life, on the page, not mine. But as the Irish poet W. B. Yeats once told an admirer of his work, “If what I say resonates with you, it’s merely because we are both branches on the same tree.”


So it is with this book. The wonderful writer Katherine Paterson has observed that part of the magic of books is that “they allow us to enter imaginatively into someone else’s life. And when we do that, we learn to sympathize with other people. But the real surprise is that we also learn truths about ourselves, about our own lives, that somehow we hadn’t been able to see before.”


This was a very difficult book to write, and there were many times when I didn’t believe I had the courage to finish it. Over a year and a half, I threw out three versions. Why? Because when I read what I’d written, there was no emotional connection. I had tried to tell the stories, especially my own, from a distance. But our souls long for communion and connection. I knew what I wanted to say, but I wasn’t saying it; I was frightened to put myself out there in an even more honest and intimate way than I had in Simple Abundance. But as Jessamyn West tells us, “Talent is helpful in writing, but guts are absolutely necessary.”


To be very frank, I was afraid that you’d read too much into every woman’s story I recounted in this book and imagine that I was really writing about myself. “Good Lord, are they going to think that’s me?” I’d ask. Finally, the page told me to stop stalling and get over it. The truth is that some of the stories are mine, but most are other women’s. They are women in the public eye and women who have lived their lives far from the camera’s gaze. But it shouldn’t matter whose stories these are, because some might resonate with you so deeply they could be yours. They are. They are all our stories.


We are all branches on the same tree.


I’ve told you before that authenticity pushes us past our comfort zone—it’s meant to. Reading this book will do the same. “No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader,” the poet Robert Frost confided, “No laughter for the writer, no laughter for the reader.” I laughed and cried as I wrote this book, just as women laugh and cry when we give birth. And I sense that this will be your experience as well. We are giving birth: to our Authentic Selves. That’s why I want to urge you to go slowly. If you get to a passage that’s just too tough, save it for another day.


At the end of each chapter are some enjoyable exercises intended to prime your well of inspiration and give you some psychic breathing space between the sections. They’re called Field Work. Archaeology is our frame of reference, and as the archaeologist of your Self, it will be necessary for you to do some digging in the verdant field of your past, in order to aid the excavation process. I’ve placed various Field Work suggestions at the ends of specific chapters because I felt that the questions asked in the exercises complemented the journey undertaken in them. But if you’re in the midst of a chapter that’s difficult and want to turn ahead to the next set of excavation exercises, go ahead. And if you’re a gal who likes to skip ahead, please be my guest. But at some point, if the reembodiment process intrigues you, you’ll need to go back and pick up where you left off.


That’s really what this book is about anyway. Picking up where we left off on our deeply personal journey to Wholeness.


I recommend that you read Something More once through and then go back and take your time rereading each chapter. There’s a lot to think about when we invite the reembodiment process to begin—a lot to ponder in our hearts.


You may be used to reading books that have creative exercises promising “Here’s how to change your life.”


This is not one of those books.


This is a book meant to be read, absorbed, and then mulled over until it begins to make sense with your own authentic interpretation. And whether you agree with me or not as we have a conversation on the page, please be willing to think about your life in a new way.


Transformation is a slow process, so don’t be discouraged. Take as long as you need. Do be gentle with yourself and allow your heart, mind, and spirit to process the stories and lessons you’ve read before you return for more. Don’t worry—your Authentic Self will guide you. And your search will be all the more fulfilling.


I hope your search for Something More is just that—more bountiful, more exciting, more exhilarating, more joyous, more miraculous than any personal journey you’ve ever been on before. Blessings on your courage. Your buried treasure lies within.







Romancing the Soul
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She had been forced into prudence in her youth. She learned romance as she grew older—the natural sequence of an unnatural beginning.

JANE AUSTEN







Facing Your Future by Excavating Your Past




The past is never where you think you left it.

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER




The Quaker writer Jessamyn West believed the past was almost “as much a work of the imagination as the future.” Any archaeologist will agree. Archaeology is humanity’s humble attempt to understand the meaning of life by looking at how civilizations and cultures lived before us.


The word archaeology comes from the Greek arkhaiologia, which translates as “the study of the ancient.” But as archaeologist Dr. Paul Bahn points out, the term “has come to denote the investigation of the remains of the human past, from the very first artifact all the way to yesterday’s garbage.”


Whether you realize it or not, you also have lived many lives, and I’m not talking about your past romps as Cleopatra or mine as the Queen of Sheba. I’m referring to the episodic ways in which our lives evolve: childhood, adolescence, college years or early jobs, career, marriages, motherhood, perhaps life as a single mother, or as a single woman in midlife through divorce or death, and onward. Each life experience has left an indelible mark on our souls as well as a layer of memory like a deposit of sediment.


I’ve spoken of the Simple Abundance journey as a safari of the Self and Spirit. In Something More you’re embarking on an archaeological dig to excavate your Authentic Self. Our journey has brought us to the sacred site of your soul. The choice of archaeology as our fantasy is very deliberate, because women are born incurable romantics. Plumb the female psyche and you will find an elegy of romantic remorse. Melancholy fragments of unrequited love stretch from our cradles to our graves. Regrets not necessarily caused by lovers who chose to live without us, so much as by recollections of the things we loved once but learned to live without.


Life is supposed to be a romantic adventure. Is yours? Didn’t think so. There might be a few things in a woman’s life that a romantic interlude won’t cure, but I don’t know any of them. Well, if romance won’t come to us, we’ll just have to go to romance.


“Gold-laden pharaohs… long-forgotten civilizations mantled in swirling mists: the world of archaeology evokes adventure and romance,” archaeologist and writer Brian M. Fagan reminds us. Going back and excavating our past won’t always be easy. It will be fun. It will be fascinating. It will be thrilling. But it won’t always be easy.


Excavating is not glamorous work on an archaeological dig. It demands painstaking effort under often harsh conditions. Tons of dirt must be removed carefully from the site if the search to uncover treasures from the past is to be successful. The thrill of discovery wouldn’t be half so sweet if time didn’t have to be invested in slowly digging through the dirt. No matter how impatient everyone on the dig is, the excavation process cannot be rushed. And when we hit a bedrock of disbelief and discouragement, the undeniable romance of the treasure hunt will always save the day.


There are other reasons for us to begin to think of ourselves as archaeologists. The qualities that lead excavators to their spectacular finds are the same qualities that we must hone to reach our own breathless discoveries. According to Dr. Fagan, archaeologists need sheer persistence, endless patience, the ability to recognize patterns, keen powers of observation, curiosity, and “a conviction, nay, a passion, that their instincts are correct. An archaeologist’s instinct is powerful, compelling, perhaps best described as an overwhelming sense that one knows where to find what one is searching for.”


What we’ll be searching for are the moments that have made a difference in the trajectory of your life. To do that we’ll need to dig deep: through the assumptions and expectations that have shaped you; through the successes and failures that have defined you; through the loves and hates, gains and losses, promises and pain that have bound you; through the risks and ruins, tumults and triumphs that set you free. We’ll exhume all the perfectly reasonable choices that derailed your dreams and brush off the clinging soil hiding the half-truths that have haunted you for all these years.


Pay dirt.





The Book of Love




Unfulfilled desires are dangerous forces.

SARAH TARLETON COLVIN




Sometimes when we awaken from the bad dream of disowning ourselves, we think that the sojourn to self-discovery is a new one. But it is an ancient quest. When you close your eyes, your Authentic Self picks up your story where you left off during the day, and it’s always been this way.


Just as paintings can be impressionistic or abstract or can appear to be so real they jump off the canvas, so can our dreams. Dreams can also be like a collage, an artistic composition made up of various materials such as paper, fabric, and wood. Our dream collages can be as illogical as snippets of conversation spoken by a woman balancing a tepee on her head as she’s chased by a pack of llamas. Most of the time there seems to be no rhyme or reason to them, but if we’re willing to reflect on them, they make perfect sense. Eventually, dreams are our spiritual illustrated discovery journals.


Simple Abundance introduced you to my favorite self-discovery tool, the illustrated discovery journal. In keeping a discovery journal, you’ll be creating an authentic book of love that reveals your passions on every page. “I dote on myself,” the poet Walt Whitman confessed. “There is a lot of me, and all so luscious.”


There’s a lot that’s luscious about you, although you’re probably bound to disagree. Why do you play down all your assets and call attention to your deficits? We’ve got to change that. Invest in a blank, spiral-bound artist’s sketchbook today, and in a month you’ll be amazed by the wondrous attributes you’ve unearthed.


In Simple Abundance we used the illustrated discovery journal as our explorer’s log as we expanded your horizon of what’s possible. Here, in Something More, this astonishing insight tool is transformed into an archaeologist’s site report as you document discoveries while excavating your past lives, loves, losses, and longings.


If you’ve never kept an illustrated discovery journal before, you’re in for a delightful surprise. For our excavation purposes, you’ll also need these tools: a stack of magazines and mail-order catalogues from which you’ll cut images of anything that pleases you—from clothing, lush home furnishings, and travel adventures to children’s faces, gorgeous landscapes, and wacky ads; a pair of small, sharp scissors, glue sticks, nine large (9” x 12”) manila envelopes, colored pencils (the watercolor ones are fabulous because, after you draw, you can go over your work with water on a paint brush and, voila! you’re a painter!). Don’t forget to peruse foreign publications, particularly British women’s magazines (which you can often find at large newsstands), for some of your images, because they are so completely different in layout and design from our homegrown ones. Their fresh visuals and witty headlines always get my creative juices flowing.


Now, how often should you get out your illustrated discovery journal? Reveling in this pastime twice a week will produce remarkable results. One night you cut, the next night you paste. I suggest you do this in the evening because, after the house is quiet, you’re better able to unwind. Besides, this pastime is more effective if you’re in a drowsy, relaxed, and receptive state as you glean visual clues. Create a ritual around your musing. Focus on the pictures that move you. I always light a beautiful scented candle, listen to some favorite music, and enjoy a glass of wine or a soothing cup of ginger tea as I’m working on my discovery journal.


When you see an image you love or one that elicits a visceral reaction, cut or tear it out. But don’t stop to analyze why you ripped out pictures of a tiger with bared teeth one minute and an undulating velvet recamier with silk fringe the next. The logic of it all will be revealed in the by-and-by.


Now label the nine large manila envelopes:



	Authentic Success

	Authentic Style (includes fashion, beauty, fitness)

	Return to Self

	Relationships

	Spiritual Journey

	Someday

	The House of Belonging (includes decorating, cooking, gardening)

	Entertainment

	Mystery




You’ll notice that these envelopes each bear the name of an exercise you will find at the end of one of this book’s chapters. As I mentioned in my introduction, these exercises are your Field Work—mental and physical archaeological assignments meant to help you apply and absorb the ideas presented in the chapters. Your journal work—play, really—may be used in tandem with these exercises to help you get at the heart of your Authentic Self. However, don’t let this format confine you. Take out your journal whenever the urge seizes you and excavate away.


As you select your images, pop them into whatever envelope you think fits them best. The tiger could be a subconscious message concerning your spiritual journey or a relationship. Then again, you might not have a clue as to what it means; it’s a Mystery, and that’s the envelope it belongs in. Follow your instincts; no assessing allowed. The French painter Georges Braque confessed, “There are certain mysteries, certain secrets in my own work which even I don’t understand, nor do I try to do so.”


Certain mysteries we’ll leave alone as well, and with others, we’ll be on the case until they’re solved. But now is not when we unravel mysteries. Now is when we discover them. And we do that by getting reacquainted and reconnected with our imagination and intuition, the soul’s telecommunication uplinks.


You’ll be happy to know that, unlike any other area of your existence, you cannot do the illustrated discovery journal incorrectly. In my workshops I have seen many women get into a dither because they don’t know how to begin and are afraid they’ll do it wrong. You can’t. It’s impossible. Why? Because I said so. I’m the one who made this up; I should know.


But here are a few suggestions to get you started. The bigger your artist’s sketchbook, the better—preferably 9” x 12”, because you need to have plenty of white space on which to dream, reminisce, and play. And really, that’s what our illustrated discovery journals are—vehicles for us to begin playing with our Authentic Selves.


Think fun. Think delight. Think seven years old and paper dolls. This is not an intellectual exercise. Let me say this again so that I’m sure you understand: You cannot do this wrong!


Your magazine and catalogue pictures are just the beginning. You’ll also be collecting and adding favorite quotes, sketches, greeting cards, photocopies of photographs (you don’t want to glue down the real thing), feature article headlines, travel brochures, art postcards, ribbons, menus, pressed flowers, mock-ups of magnificent events you want to occur in the future—and any other darn thing you want that triggers a memory, whether it’s past, present, or to come. The idea is to craft with paper what the poet W. H. Auden calls a map of your planet.


After you’ve spent a month gathering images, it’s time to create collages. I know you’re eager, but try to resist the temptation to create nine different ones at one sitting. Do one only.


Why? Because this is a meditative insight tool as well as a playmate, which means you want to bring your full concentration to your collage. Remember that these are the illustrated versions of the book your soul is writing for and about you. This is the first rough draft of your magnum opus, which is Latin for “great work,” the most important work in a person’s life. As far as I’m concerned, that’s discovering who we are and why we are here at this point in eternity. It’s for a reason. But what is that reason?


Hold that question.





Small Things Forgotten




There are no little things. “Little things” are the binges of the universe.

FANNY FERN




A lovely concept in the excavation process is searching for “small things forgotten,” as archaeologist James Deetz calls it. Because so much of our life is spent in a variety of commonplace activities, the search for small things forgotten is “central to the work of historical archaeologists…. Chipped-stone hand axes made hundreds of thousands of years ago and porcelain teacups from the eighteenth century carry messages from their makers and users. It is the archaeologist’s task to decode those messages and apply them to our understanding of the human experience,” Deetz says.


Which is precisely what we will be doing—decoding the messages of all the things that have made you happy in the past and that you’ve forgotten. You’re going to rediscover the books, films, clothes, furnishings, pets, playthings, vacations, holidays, food, comforts, comic strips, fantasies, music, and magazines that first spoke to you as a young girl—the things that, when recalled, still have a special meaning for you. Your passions communicate with you through emotional touchstones—those eccentricities that give expression to your essence and trigger what Emily Dickinson called “the ecstatic experience”: what excites us or moves us to tears, what makes the blood rush to our heads, our hearts skip a beat, our knees shaky, and our souls sigh.


Our authenticity is found hidden in the small details of our daily round—home, family, work, pleasures. We think that it’s the big moments that define our lives—the wedding, the baby, the new house, the dream job. But really, these big moments of happiness are just the punctuation marks of our personal sagas. The narrative is written every day in the small, the simple, and the common. In your tiny choices, in these tiny changes. In the unconsidered. The overlooked. The discarded. The reclaimed.


When I think about my father, the first image that comes to mind is holding his hand as he drove me to the train station six weeks before he died; I had never noticed how beautiful his hands were until I saw them, for the first and last time, entwined in mine. “As often as not our whole self… engages itself in the most trivial of things, the shape of a particular hill, a road in the town in which we lived as children, the movement of wind in grass,” the English writer Storm Jameson wrote in That Was Yesterday back in 1932. “The things we shall take with us when we die will nearly all be small things.”


What small things are you taking with you from the life you’re leading right now? Select one today with care, and savour it.





The Authentic Dig




Direct your eye right inward, and you’ll find

A thousand regions in your mind

Yet undiscovered. Travel them and be

Expert in home-cosmography.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU




An excavation site needs to be selected, marked out, and meticulously prepared before the dig begins. That’s the job of the expedition director. As I write, archaeological teams are being recruited to search for Etruscan treasures, unearth lost cities on the Silk Road to China, and reconstruct the mystical Mayan ruins of Tikal and Caracol. I know this because I have a stack of their very exotic, very alluring invitations to throw my lot in with them for two unforgettable weeks. The temptation is great. But my daughter’s softball practice ends in about forty-five minutes and then I have to make dinner. You might have similar conflicts of interests—in other words, everybody else’s needs.


What is needed then is an accessible archaeological adventure for women who do too much and live too little. A perfectly plausible but unpredictable locale full of mystery, intrigue, fascination, and romance. One that will captivate us and hold our attention for as long as the excavation process requires, which could take several “seasons,” as archaeological forays were known to those pith-helmeted darlings in khaki ankle skirts, pearls, and long white chiffon scarves, who dug in the sands of Arabia during the 1920s and 1930s.


Besides the fact that your soul is one of the last unlooted sources of the miraculous, with discoveries as spectacular as any ever found in the Delta of Venus or Egypt’s Valley of the Kings, you can embark on a soul trip and be back before anyone even notices you’re missing. They might be curious about that gleam in your eye and the flush on your cheeks, but I’ll never tell if you won’t.


Are you game?


We’re heading to the sacred site of your soul.




The Chain of Chance



How can you say luck and chance are the same thing? Chance is the first step you take, luck is what comes afterwards.

AMY TAN




What a pleasant surprise to find you here—and alone! Where’d you leave them? Outside the bathroom door? Good. A perfect ruse.


Well, here we are. Take a look around. You look surprised. You didn’t think your soul would look like this? What were you expecting? (Write in the margin the first thing that comes to mind.)


One of the mysteries of archaeology is the role that chance plays in the discoveries of the past. Just as so many of us are unaware of our own worth, so has the past hidden her treasures beneath the mundane, visible only for those with “eyes to see.” It was chance that led the Queen of Naples to relics from Pompeii under a backyard garden. A Bedouin youth found the Dead Sea Scrolls while looking for a lost goat. A find in an Athens flea market led to the discovery of the ancient Palace of Minos that had long been thought to exist only in Greece’s mythical past.


Of course, the chain of chance can only lead us to our destiny. It is entirely up to us to choose to transform chance into luck through courage, risk, leaps in the dark, and what-the-hell moments. The boy who found the Dead Sea Scrolls in clay jars buried in a cave, didn’t realize their value; the cobbler in Bethlehem to whom the Bedouin sold the scrolls only bought them because he thought they might make sturdy soles for shoes. But something stopped him before tearing them apart. Curiosity made him scratch beneath their leathery surface. Although the writing he discovered on the scrolls was meaningless to him, he was a religious man and followed Spirit’s prompting to take them to his Syrian confessor. One can imagine the priest’s astonishment at the thought that someone could have been wearing the lost Old Testament’s Book of Isaiah on his feet. “Thus strangely are our souls constructed,” wrote Mary Shelley, “and by such slight ligaments are we bound to prosperity or ruin.”





Suddenly-Seen Things




Most new discoveries are suddenly-seen things that were always there.

SUSANNE K. LANGER




According to The Archaeology Handbook by Bill McMillon, once the boundaries of an excavation site have been established, other preparatory steps must be taken before the dig can begin. A site map must be drawn delineating the scope of the dig; the site topography, or surface appearances, must be charted so that there is a reference point of what the area looked like before it was dismantled. A screening area must be established where the artifacts can be brought for examination.


Archaeologists search for two types of evidence; physical and documentary. For example, if a ring were found, it would be physical evidence. If a diary were discovered that offered information about who owned the ring, the diary would be known as documentary evidence.


We’ll adapt these procedures and references for your authentic dig. Your site map will lay out the different time periods you’ll be retracing. Your site’s topography will be a description and visual depiction of who you are today. Your screening area can be an accordion folder with several compartments to hold your documentary evidence, and a standard paper file box can be the repository of your physical evidence until after the dig is completed.


For now, it is time to begin the search.


“The pages are still blank,” the Russian writer Vladimir Nabokov tells us, “but there is a miraculous feeling of the words being there, written in invisible ink and clamoring to become visible.”







Starting Over



[image: image]


We are always afraid to start something that we want to make very good, true, and serious.


BRENDA UELAND








The Sacred Adventure




An adventure is a transgression you don’t regret.

KATE WHEELER




The search for Something More is a sacred adventure, one that will provide you with all the amusing anecdotes, profound turning points, and provocative choices you’ll ever need to be able to live this life without regrets. “True adventures start with desire, an inclination to enter the unknown,” the travel writer Kate Wheeler tells us. “In hopes of finding what? More of yourself, or of the world? Yes…”


Are you with me? If you are, you’ve got to make a conscious choice every day to shed the old—whatever “the old” means for you—old issues, old guilt, old patterns, old responses, old resentments, old rivalries. We no longer have the luxury of wallowing in what’s held us back; this is the emotional baggage we’re supposed to be getting rid of this time around.


This is the choice standing between your dream of living authentically and its coming true. This is the choice that is not optional if you want to discover your Something More. Both authenticity and adventure require a point of departure, the willingness to shed what’s safe and predictable in order to embrace the new—people, places, predicaments, pleasures, and passions. Your new, authentic life.




A Tale of Two Lives



You don’t get to choose how you’re going to die. Or when. You can only decide how you’re going to live. Now.

JOAN BAEZ




Do you remember the scene in the movie The Natural, when Robert Redford is lying in a hospital bed, sick, discouraged, and about to give up? It’s the play-offs, and he’s not playing because he’s been poisoned by the woman he loved. Glenn Close, his childhood sweetheart, comes to visit him. Bob’s feeling pretty sorry for himself. The doctor has told him that he can’t ever play baseball again or it will kill him. But baseball, or more specifically, the pursuit of a career in the major leagues, is the only life he knows; he’s thirty-nine and he’s just made it to the top. Everything is riding on the next game, and he’s afraid if he doesn’t play, his life is over. And he’s right. His life is over. His life, that is, as he’s known it up until now.


But Glenn knows better. Knows there’s Something More because she’s living it. “I believe we have two lives,” she tells him. “The life we learn with, and the life we live after that.”


So how do we get to this second life?





Starting Over




We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned, so as to have the life that is waiting for us.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL




On this narrow planet, we have only the choice between two unknown worlds,” the French writer Colette instructs us. “One of them tempts us—ah! what a dream to live in that!—the other stifles us.”


Take a deep breath.


What if I told you that one year from today, you could be living your dreams, but (there’s always a “but”) it would mean that every day between now and then you would have to choose your destiny; in other words, that there are at least 365 choices standing between your dream and its coming true?


That’s all. Just 365 choices.


Hey, where’d everybody go? Before you flee, I didn’t say they had to be big choices. Parting-of-the-Red-Sea choices. Mt.-Everest choices. Before-and-After choices.


Little choices count, too. In fact, little ones can often be more life-altering than big ones. Little ones, such as, Oh God, I’m just too tired to argue about this tonight, so you choose to swallow your anger, walk away in silence, throw in a load of laundry, tune out with a sitcom, eat a pint of ice cream, drink a bottle of wine, or track down your high school sweetheart just to see how he’s doing after twenty-five years.


Trust me, tiny choices—day in, day out—shape your destiny just as much as deciding to run away to be an elephant girl with the circus rather than turn fifty. “True life is lived when tiny choices are made,” Leo Tolstoy believed. “Tiny choices mean tiny changes. But it is only with infinitesimal change, changes so small no one else even realizes you’re making them, that you have any hope for transformation.”




Designing Women



It’s when we’re given choice that we sit with the gods and design ourselves.

DOROTHY GILMAN




Many of us don’t think of choice as a spiritual gift. We believe choices are burdens to be endured, not embraced. And so they become burdens. But after breath, is there a more precious gift than free will?


Consider for a moment that there are only three ways to change the trajectory of our lives for better or worse: crisis, chance, and choice.


You may not realize it, but your life at this exact moment—it doesn’t matter who you are, where you are, or who’s getting ready to jerk your chain—is a direct result of choices you made once upon a time. Thirty minutes or thirty years ago.


Did you balk at the thought of having to make 365 choices in order to span the distance between your dreams and their coming true? It seemed an enormous obstacle to overcome, didn’t it? But actually, if you just decide to get out of bed, show up to make breakfast, get the kids to school, and get to work on time, you’ve already made more than three choices, and it’s not even nine o’clock in the morning. I would conservatively estimate that most women make a dozen choices a day—4,380 decisions a year. Now, don’t you think that 365 of those choices can be ones that move you toward an authentic life? I know they can.


Our choices can be conscious or unconscious. Conscious choice is creative, the heart of authenticity. Unconscious choice is destructive, the heel of self-abuse. Unconscious choice is how we end up living other people’s lives. “The most common despair is… not choosing, or willing, to be oneself,” the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard warns us, “[but] the deepest form of despair is to choose to be another than oneself.” This is how we always hurt the one we love. The one we shouldn’t hurt at all. Our Self.


We live in a world defined by duality—light or dark, up or down, success or failure, right or wrong, pain or joy. This duality keeps us in perpetual motion. Like a pendulum in an old clock, we swing back and forth through our emotions. But creative, conscious choice gives us the power to stop swinging and remain in balance, at peace. Be still, woman, and know who you are.


Most women are petrified of making choices. This is because we don’t trust our instincts. It’s been so long, we’ve forgotten how. We’d opt to clean the kitty litter or work for our passage to the Congo if it meant we never had to make another choice again other than deciding what’s for dinner, which is hard enough. (How many times have you had chicken this week?) Having to decide what to wear to a cocktail party or which of forty-seven different shades of white to paint the dining room trim have been known to trigger the kind of emotional response that puts women behind bars—or on the floor of one.


The reason we’re terrified of making choices, even little ones, is that we’re convinced we’ll make a wrong one. Again. Maybe you’re too tired tonight to have that conversation, although you know it’s long overdue. Maybe you can choose to put it off until tomorrow night. Again. If you’re anything like me, a lot of wrong choices got you where you are today and continue to keep you there.


But a wrong choice isn’t necessarily a bad choice.


You married the wrong man. Became a teacher instead of a country and western singer. You didn’t finish college, join the Peace Corps, or move to New York. If you had, your life would have been different. But not necessarily better. That’s because we, not our outer circumstances, are the catalysts for the quality of our lives. Not then. Not now. Not ever.


We don’t know if a choice is wise or wrong until we’ve lived it. We can’t ever really know where a choice will take us, though we may sense its direction. We’re torn between the agonizing should’s and shouldn’ts. An inner debate begins to rage. Writer Jeanette Winterson describes our dilemma beautifully: “I have a theory that every time you make an important choice, the part of you left behind continues the other life you could have had.”
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