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Advance Praise for Finding Inner Courage


“When Mark Nepo publishes a new book many, many readers rejoice. This time around, they have special reason to do so. Finding Inner Courage is perhaps Mark’s finest book, a deep and graceful exploration of courage—the courage it takes to live life deep and live it whole—that will illumine your mind, strengthen your heart, and nourish your soul. May this book touch your life as it has touched mine. And may it help all of us live from that sacred core of selfhood that can heal us and our wounded world.”


—Parker J. Palmer, author of A Hidden Wholeness, Let Your Life Speak, and The Courage to Teach


“What an extreme delight to be engaged with this writing that issues from the heart that thinks and the mind that poeticizes! How rare it is these days to find truly original writing and, even more, thought that has moved way, way beyond and beneath and above the kind of spectator consciousness that characterizes most writing. Finding Inner Courage is one of the handful of books I cherish.”


—Robert Sardello, PhD, author of Love and the World and Silence


“Mark Nepo is a rare being, a poet who does not overuse language, a wise man without arrogance, a teacher who always speaks with compassion, and an easygoing love-to-listen-to-him storyteller. Finding Inner Courage is a collection of delicious essays. A feast for the spirit.”


—James Fadiman, PhD, cofounder, Institute for Transpersonal Psychology


“Mark Nepo has the ability to provoke honest inquiry which simultaneously ignites reflection and motivates action. This is an invaluable book and resource for our changing times.”


—Angeles Arrien, PhD, cultural anthropologist and author of The Second Half of Life and The Four-Fold Way


Also by Mark Nepo


Nonfiction: As Far As the Heart Can See, Unlearning Back to God,
The Exquisite Risk, and The Book of Awakening


Poetry: Surviving Has Made Me Crazy; Suite for the Living; Inhabiting
Wonder; Acre of Light; Fire Without Witness; and
God, the Maker of the Bed, and the Painter


Editor: Deepening the American Dream


Recordings: Inner Courage, Finding Our Way
in the World, and Inside the Miracle




To my dear friends who have stayed in conversation.
Together, we somehow see into the center.




If your everyday practice is to open to all your emotions, to all the people you meet, to all the situations you encounter, without closing down, trusting that you can do that—then that will take you as far as you can go. And then you will understand all the teachings that anyone has ever taught.[1]
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To My Reader



The word courage comes from the Latin cor, which literally means heart. The original use of the word courage means to stand by one’s core. This is a striking concept that reinforces the belief found in almost all traditions that living from the Center is what enables us to face whatever life has to offer. This book is an exploration into how to find our way to our core, to stand by our core, and to then sustain the practice of living from our core—to live out of our courage. To encourage means to impart strength and confidence, to inspire and hearten. So the questions unfold: How do we encourage ourselves, each other, and the world? And just what does it mean to live a life of encouragement?


If to find our way to our core is to face the lion, then to stand by our core is to be the lion. And to sustain the practice of living from our core—to live out of our courage—is to find our way in the world by tracking inner courage and where it lives. These notions frame the journey of this book.


Inner Courage and Outer Courage


The courage we all admire—where ordinary people summon unexpected strength to run into burning buildings or to stand up to tyrants, whether an abusive father or an abusive leader, this inspiring and mysterious impulse to rise and meet a dangerous situation, which Hemingway referred to as grace under pressure—grows from another kind of courage: inner courage. By inner courage, I mean the ground of quiet braveries from which the more visible braveries sprout. These are the ways of living and being that make bravery possible in the first place, not just as an event, but as an approach to life, as a way of life. This book is devoted to exploring those quiet braveries, in an effort to understand not only what constitutes courage in its deepest sense, but what is the soil in which it is seeded, watered, cared for, and grown.


Thinking about courage in this way opens us to an array of small and constant efforts that no one ever sees, but which have changed the world: the courage to feel, to see, to accept, to heal, to be. Efforts of this nature often go unnoticed and unrecognized. Like the courage to break life-draining patterns and let the story of our lives unfold. Like the courage to persevere through the doorway of nothing into the realm of everything. Like the courage to choose aliveness over woundedness, to remember what matters when we forget, and to build on the past instead of hiding in it. Like the courage to choose compassion over judgment and love over fear, to withstand the tension of opposites, and to give up what no longer works in order to stay close to what is sacred.


These subtle yet essential states, and more, make up the elements of living, and so it serves us well to explore how they grow singly and together. This is an education I never had in school, but which life has been shouting for as long as I can remember. This is an education of what matters.



What Does Courage Mean?



How we hold this question is important. It’s interesting that the question, what does it mean? in Spanish, que quiere decir?, literally translates as, what does it want to say? The difference inherent in the Spanish view is that whatever holds meaning is alive and has its own vital authority and, therefore, demands us to be in relationship to it in order to learn its meaning. The English view readies us to apprehend meaning, while the Spanish view readies us to experience meaning. The Spanish view tells us that meaning can only be revealed by listening to the life waiting in the voice of every thing, and only by staying in relationship to that living voice will we experience meaning in our days.


So, when we ask what does courage mean? in Spanish, Que quiere decir “courage”?, it literally translates as, what does courage want to say? This is the question at the heart of this book. No doubt, courage will have something different to say to each of us. And like a friend who we each experience differently, our understanding of courage will live in the mysterious sum of all that we hear. In this way, this book is an invitation to begin a relationship with life itself, always listening for what it wants to say.


How to Read This Book


You will encounter many examples of courage in this book, many stories of ordinary people invoking the best of who they are in all kinds of moments, great and small. It is important how you relate to these stories. For it is easy to feel diminished rather than inspired by such remarkable events, so great is our urge to compare. But inspire means to inhale, not measure against. In truth, each of us is remarkable, and the little seed buried underground would blanch at the sight of its kind already in full bloom, never dreaming that such a magnificence would be possible in itself. Yet it is not only possible, but inevitable. It is the same with the potency of our souls. So I invite you to inhale these stories, to let them fill your lungs and circle your heart, to let them empower you to stand more firmly by your core and a little taller in the world.


I confess that I began writing this book looking to uncover and sustain my own courage. I confess that the part of me that is a poet is in awe, busy retrieving the aspects of the mystery that we are privileged to, while the part of me that is a philosopher is busy talking about what I find, always trying to understand what is retrieved. And the part of me that is a cancer survivor is always eager to turn mystery and understanding into food, to make use of it.


I have come to believe that we can only discover the capacity and meaning of our courage in the context of our struggles, in how we face and inhabit the challenges life presents to us. In this, courage is an applied art of spirit. It is not something we can manipulate, but only live into. Recovering the Source and living it out in the world, alone and together, is a lifelong devotion. One that we must, ultimately, inhabit alone, but one which we must enliven together.








Movement 1

Facing the Lion



 



Wings of the Butterfly



If you bring out what is inside you,


what is inside you will save you.


If you fail to bring out what is inside you,


what is inside you will destroy you.
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Somewhere in this time we live in, she was one of many, too many, an orphan of war. Her story took place in Guatemala.[2] Her parents were killed and her brother lost in retaliation. And three years later, this little girl, maybe nine or ten, was found pulling the wings off a butterfly, muttering, “Pobrecita … Pobrecita”—“Poor little one…”


The image has haunted me. For in her innocence and pain, she revealed and relived the knot of our struggle as human beings: what we don’t face as our own, we perpetrate on others. I’m in no way blaming this little one. She was just a tiny angel sent to remind us. But it has worked on me, the struggle she enacted for us all. She, of course, was the poor little one whose young wings had been torn. And carrying a pain too big for her small heart, she was, I think, trying to alleviate her pain by acting out her wound on something else. This, to me, is the source of much of the pain we cause in this life.


It is not new either. As far back as 7,000 years ago in the land of Sumeria, the tale of Gilgamesh was first told. It is the story of an empty and sad king who is so detached from life that he seeks adventure and battle to know he is alive. Thus, he declares war on Humbaba, the forest deity, proclaiming he must be killed. Along the way, the story says that, “Like many before him, Gilgamesh sought to slay Humbaba rather than face the undiscovered country in himself.”[3]


Throughout time, the role of consciousness and compassion in our lives has been to help us face our own experience and demons, to face the undiscovered country in ourselves. Largely, so we won’t hurt each other. Indeed, the original meaning of the Muslim word jihad is to face one’s own demons. This is the holy war. Without the ability to face our own demons, we often seek revenge rather than feel what is ours to feel. For vengeance is a powerful distraction from accepting the legitimate suffering that arises from the wheel of life; an acceptance that can make kindred spirits of us all, if we let it.


And so I feel compelled to inquire into the art of facing things—facing ourselves, each other, and the unknown. It is something we cannot do without, for facing things is what courage, at its most fundamental level, is all about. Without this, we replay and pass our suffering on to others repeatedly.


Each of us is the little one with the torn heart and much—indeed, the world—depends on whether we tear each other’s wings or face ourselves and each other with tenderness. Yet where do we find the honesty and resilience for that? We can begin by asking: How many of us suffer the trauma of thinking that life is a tearing of wings? And what do we do in our quiet terror to avoid being torn? In these small questions, the most meaningful courage can grow until, against all odds, against the legacies of being torn, we might be able to stop hiding and pretending. Only then can we discover directly, for ourselves, what constitutes survival. For every time we face our own pain at being broken, we dissolve the heart’s need to relive the break.


The Undiscovered Country


Let us present the same face to everyone.[4]
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The cultural anthropologist Angeles Arrien has discovered that every indigenous culture on earth shares a common description of the cycle of experience. Though stated and honored in many ways, that central wisdom essentially says: what is not integrated is repeated. Just what does this mean? It doesn’t mean that any of us are exempt from pain or chancing into the territory of injustice. It doesn’t mean that we will not see things break down or fall apart. What it does mean is that whether pain and suffering will have a proper place in our lives or whether we will be trapped in the canyon of pain and suffering depends on our efforts to integrate our experience into a wholeness that then releases its wisdom.


It is a law of the journey: what is not integrated is repeated. What we won’t face or express moves into our hands as a compulsion to speak itself through our actions: that little Guatamalan girl forcing the rip in her heart onto the small butterfly; my pain at being rejected by one friend being played out unconsciously on another; a sad and empty teacher painting a sad and empty world for his students; or a doctor pushed and abused in medical school pushing and abusing his patients years later. You can fill in the unconscious equation any way you like. Inevitably, what we won’t face or express moves through our hands into the world.


You can see that we always have a choice between the effort to integrate, to surface and join what life brings to us, or to hide and disintegrate what life brings our way. For the opposite of joining is not just static. It becomes destructive. In describing his sadness at not being able to help a friend, the sociologist Jean Vanier remarks, “He had not come to terms with his own brokenness; all this was still hidden in the tomb of his being.”[5] Vanier goes on to say that instead of integrating the place of brokenness within him, his friend grew to see the world as broken. Not facing his own wounds led to a greater brokenness that was even more difficult to escape.


To state the case plainly, there is rarely a neutral place in between. Those who are not busy trying to integrate are busy disintegrating. So we don’t have the luxury of sitting this one out! Still, the courage to be conscious and caring alone will mitigate our suffering. For the courage to lean into what needs to be joined, instead of hiding from it, will keep our brokenness from spreading. A recurring theme of wakefulness is that facing, feeling, and accepting our own suffering keeps us from reenacting it on others. Facing the undiscovered country in ourselves often stops the bleeding. It often stops the disintegration. Thus, a central goal of inner courage is to bear our humanness and integrate our experience so that we might strengthen the bond between living things and not add to the tearing of wings smaller than our own.


 



Vengeance or Music



When pushed below our


frightened sense of self, 


we do not die. We live.[6]


History has shown that if we don’t find the courage to face our own experience, that unconscious spiral can lead to vengeance. If unchecked, it can fester into a deeper form of violence that we call evil.


The renowned psychiatrist Gerald May describes vengeance as a diversion from the hard work of facing our own suffering. Even children experience this diversion of vengeance:


Years later, I learned of some studies of traumatized children in which an attitude of revenge seemed to compensate for what otherwise would have been paralyzing depression.[7] At last I began to see how, at a primitive psychological level, vengeance [can] serve a certain self-protective function. It by no means prevents future injury, but it [can] function as a defense against the reality of insults or injuries that have already been sustained. In the absence of revenge, we would be left with the bare pain of our loss, the sheer awful fact of it. Without revenge, we would have to bear what may seem like bottomless grief and despair. We would have to see ourselves.


While these insights make the gears of vengeance visible, they don’t justify it. May simply and strongly shows how difficult it is for us to bare our own pain and loss. Often, it is an unconscious sequence of little choices—to hide instead of face, to lie instead of cry, to harden instead of staying vulnerable—that leads us to a numb place where we can’t recognize ourselves. The writer and director Menno Meyjes speaks to this human struggle with little choices as his impetus to create the film Max (2002), which focuses on the development of Adolf Hitler’s aberrance as a human being:


The movie isn’t about Hitler’s great crimes.[8] The audience knows all about them already. This is about his small sins—his emotional cowardice, his relentless self-pity, his envy, his frustration, the way he collects and nurtures offenses—because those are the sins we can see when we look in a mirror.


Hitler, like Osama and Saddam and Milosevic, obliges us by representing an uncomplicated picture of evil. But nobody wakes up one day and slaughters thousands. They make choices, one at a time, and they do it because they do not have the courage … to give up illusions and look within and accept one’s humanity.


What Menno Meyjes raises here is very profound and challenging for every human being. For it is the simple, daily choices—or lack of choices—that enable power over compassion and self-righteousness over empathy. Countless times in our days, we find ourselves faced with the almost imperceptible choice to enable trust or distrust, to affirm directness or indirectness, to empower anonymous judgment or the courage to stand in one’s truth without judging others. In minute ways, each time we let distrust, indirectness, and anonymous judgment spread and deepen between us, we water the seeds of evil that make a Hitler or Milosevic possible. I cannot overstate this connection. If a butterfly beating its wings in China can cause a strong wind on the other side of the world, then the seeds of inhumanity that we all carry, the small wings we tear in private, can incubate darkly over a continent of time into something horrific. It is all connected, and all our choices contribute to what appears before us: love or hate, welcome or disdain, compassion or cruelty.


Other traditions speak, as well, to these ethical forks in the road. The philosopher Jacob Needleman speaks of the ancient Greek notion of Thumos, which means spirit of fight. The Greeks believed this to be a part of human nature. Whether it becomes a destructive or healing energy in the world depends largely on whether that spirit of fight or struggle is directed in self-centered ways at the disappointments we experience in not getting what we want, or in deeper, self-transforming ways that seek out the resources of spirit, love, and truth. It seems to be perennially true that if that spirit of fight or struggle is not directed at what distances us from God (our isolations and illusions), then it will be directed at others. Needleman suggests that the misdirection of Thumos, our spirit of fight or struggle, has been a timeless source of war, evil, and unnecessary woundedness in the world.


Yet when we can find and stand by our core, when we can face our isolations and illusions directly, we have the chance to enliven a different kind of relationship with the pain of life. To understand this, we need to consider the nature of a flute. It is a simple fact that a flute cannot make any music if it has no holes for the breath of life to pass through. Each being on earth is such a flute, and each of us releases our unique song of spirit through the holes carved by our experience through the years. Like it or not, this is one of the purposes of suffering.


And since no two flutes have the same holes carved in them, no two flutes make the same music. Likewise, no two beings sing the same song, since the holes in each life produce their own unrepeatable melody. All this to say that there is a great, ongoing choice that awaits us every day: whether we go around carving holes in others because we have been so painfully carved ourselves, or whether we let spirit play its song through our tender experience, enabling us to listen, as well, to the miraculous music coming through others. When experience opens us and spirit moves through, we can be astonished into humility. Once opened in this way, there is great strength and joy in listening together for the song of spirit that arises so uniquely from our brush with life on earth. In submitting to this journey, courage can turn wounds into openings. In embracing this journey, love can turn brokenness into song.


 



Wrestling with God



Like an inlet worn open


by unceasing depths,


I can no longer decide


what belongs in or out.


This ever-present choice—between facing our own experience or perpetrating it on others, between integrating or disintegrating, between empowering vengeance or enlivening the music of spirit—requires another kind of spiritual practice that wrestles to keep our inner and outer lives aligned and congruent. The ongoing struggle between these energies is, in some fundamental way, what we are put here for. Waking in the midst of these choices evokes an engaged practice of living that makes use of both being and doing. It is both receptive and active.


The Jewish tradition speaks to this ongoing engagement with experience as a necessary form of wrestling with God. The assumption under this sort of practice is that head-on engagement and heart-on engagement with the mysteries of life hone us to what is essential. It is a courageous engagement that wears away whatever is extraneous. Repeatedly, our vitality often comes alive from our wrestling with the energies of God.


This form of give and take is beautifully described in the Old Testament story of Jacob, when he “plunged down into the profound ravine of the Jabbok thousands of feet below.”[9] Reaching the strong river rushing at the bottom, he found the place of crossing and sent his family and all his belongings on. There he waited, not sure for what, until an apparition appeared and wrestled with him all through the night. At the sign of first light, the figure went to flee, but Jacob held on saying, “I will not let thee go, except thou bless me.” Finally, the spirit gave Jacob its blessing and vanished as dawn flooded the length of the river. The spirit refused to name itself, but Jacob knew he’d seen the face of God. From that point on, Jacob was known as Israel, which is Hebrew for God-Wrestler.


The essence of Jacob’s journey awaits anyone who dares to search for God and who thinks truth might have something to do with it. For who among us, in our heart of hearts, can deny that such a profound ravine exists within us all, waiting for the instant we summon the courage to descend into our own depths? And, against all our fears, at the base of this profound ravine is that portion of God’s river cutting through our deepest stone.


The story seems to say: if you can descend to your rock bottom, no matter what brings you there, you will find God’s river. And, at the place of crossing, if you put down all that you carry, if you send on all that you love, if naked of all attachment you wait in your deepest rock through your darkest night, the spirit of the Universe will enfold you, and you will have the chance of a lifetime to turn and bend, to wrestle with the elusive Being of the World. Then, if you can hold on until there is a trace of fresh light, the ineffable will reveal itself to you, and that revelation will bless you, renew you, enable you to wade through God’s river into the freshness of original living.


This is a parable of transformation worth meditating on. I invite you to retell it while personalizing all the players: placing yourself as Jacob, naming your loved ones who travel with you, particularizing the landscape of your own ravine, describing the taste of God’s stream that you alone know, and putting a face and voice on the spirit that you wrestle with. Imagine your conversation with that spirit. Enter the parable again with all these personal faces and see what you learn.


At the heart of it, the story confirms that at the bottom of our toughest troubles flows God’s stream. It tells us that by facing our own experience there, we will be forced into a baptism that confronts our deepest assumptions about life. It is important to note that in facing these things and wrestling with God, the purpose is not to conquer or pin God, but to take hold of what is essential and elusive at the heart of our experience and stay in embrace with it until it reveals its secrets and blesses our journey. Inevitably, we are given the chance, again and again, to face the river at the bottom of our ravine, where we will rise either more committed to seeking vengeance in a life of wounds or to making music out of our suffering.


Just what happens in that ravine, to be honest, is hard to say. I can only speak from my own experience. Entering that ravine does not seem to be something that we can will, or set up, or orchestrate. But when we’re wounded, we have a chance to enter the ravine of that wound. When our sense of things is undone, we have a chance to enter the ravine of our confusion. When we are thrust into loss and grief, we have the sorry chance to descend into the ravine of that awful loss or grief. I know, for me, in those moments when I have been able to face the travails that life has presented me, sometimes there is a glimpse of a spirit or angel that I can hold onto. And in that moment of hold, I have been able to love the part of me that is hurt, the part of the world that is ugly, and the dark side of God’s face that is so difficult to understand. And briefly—when I have wrestled with the wounds of my cancer, with the loss of loved ones and friends, with the end of a long marriage, with the pain of innocents slaughtered in the machine of time halfway around the world—I somehow can rise loving all of life more, all of the mystery more, all of our human flaws more, all of my peculiar stumblings even more. Though I can’t say how, I can bear witness that each wound is a threshold into God’s ravine in which our nameless angel waits.


In psychological terms, the moment of divine hold at the base of who we are is a terrifying one in which all that is unnamable by its very nature remains elusive, changing shape over and over. Because of this, when we, finally in the chasm of our own life, in our darkest night, hold onto the Being of the World, we hold a writhing mirror of ourselves that turns from lion to serpent to worm. This effort to face ourselves can rearrange who we are. In this moment, if we can hold to our darkest elements—in fact, embrace them—we might become whole. Nothing is harder than to enter our own depths and embrace the underside of our own nature, to say to our shadow-self as it flails in our arms, “I will not let thee go, except thou bless me.”


These changing appearances that elude our grip, these shifting forms of life energy, are the many faces of God. And since the beginning of time, the essential seed in us, our soul, has always been ready to love-wrestle the Divine for its gifts—for glimpses of wholeness, for moments of insight and inexplicable love, for seeds of transformation. These are all gifts that cannot be possessed or owned lest they vanish. They can only be faced and embraced. As the great Taoist master Lao Tzu says, having without possessing is part of the supreme virtue. The things that matter most can be touched but not forced to linger.[10] For trying to hold onto our pain or our joy is like trying to hold a wave even as it douses you. In actuality, we all must deal with the fleeting, perennial task of spiritual turning or bending, of lovewrestling from God’s Being the very life force that we chase and resist during the tumble of our days.


Paradoxically, we are asked to both refresh and mature our innocence at the same time. By maturity, I do not mean the sullen and cynical acceptance of the broken side of things as the dominant shaper of the world. Rather, a more balanced acceptance of the cycle of experience on earth that is always forming and breaking down and forming anew. An acceptance that we are not exempt from that mysterious process and that only by facing and love-wrestling with the face of God that speaks to us can we survive the broken side of things.


When I think of the little Guatemalan girl tearing the wings off her butterfly, I can see the tiny broken angel inside me, waiting, if not held, to tear something smaller. This possibility is never far. But the other side is always near, too, as wonderfully evoked in this poem by a fourth grader in Detroit, Michigan, Cameron Penny:[11]



If you are lucky in this life,


a window will appear between two armies on a battlefield.


Instead of seeing their enemies in the window, the soldiers


see themselves as children. They stop fighting and go home


and sleep. When they wake up, the land is well again.





 



Letting the Story Unfold



There are pearls in the deep sea, but one must hazard all to find them. If diving once does not bring you pearls, you need not conclude that the sea is without them. Dive again and again.
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In many regards, time is a path that, if allowed to unfold, will lead us right into the heart of what matters. In real terms, we need to trust time. This can be very difficult as we all fear death, which waits at the end of our time. This fear, unchecked, leads us to anticipate that the unexpected will be catastrophic, when in truth it can just as often be bountiful and refreshing. In the face of this, a life well lived can be understood as one that risks not being trapped or governed by its fears, one that follows the pulse of what matters as it presents itself. This is not to say that we will ever be free of fear, but that, in spite of our fear, we can be drawn by what matters down the unplanned path of time, where we are often called to choose what is actually there over what we thought we’d find. In day-to-day terms, to let time unfold tests our courage. It asks us repeatedly to stand by our core and unlock our fear and let the story we are in continue, so that we might live closer to the elemental moment that is constantly forming everything.


A great story of time unfolding is how flowers, after the ice age, migrated from China to repollinate the world. Once covered with vegetation of all kinds, the earth was blanketed by ice and, during that time, almost everything living was frozen and buried. For a seemingly endless spell, we were an ice-covered planet spinning in space, just drifting there like the heart of a god gone numb from all the pain the living have inflicted on each other. It must have seemed that life on earth was at an end. But the glaciers failed to cover one vastness known to us as China.


There, though it was difficult, flowers and trees kept inching their way until they broke surface. Eventually, as the story of the earth’s thawing slowly unfolded, the glaciers receded. And, over centuries, the winds blew pollen in every direction, and animals started to appear again, carrying seeds and thistles unknowingly on their fur. Then tribes began to migrate, repopulating the earth. Some brought flowers with them. Some didn’t know what was carried on their coats. Finally, others came to China and, marveling at peonies and tulips and orchids, they brought flowers back to England, and soon Europe was in spring.


This slow reseeding of the earth is a metaphor for how we grow. For sometimes we are frozen and buried. Sometimes it seems that life is at an end. But if we can let the story we are in unfold, then the mystery of time will keep moving through us, and we will be returned to the heart of what matters. Often this is what happens when we lose someone we love. The earth seems to freeze over and life stalls. But eventually, even against the sanctity of our grief, the glacier around our heart begins to thaw, and we start to pick up seeds that, in spite of our pain, start to grow. And then, one summer day, when a small bird sings in our ear, we turn and in the sunlit window we see the reflection of a flower blooming inside our pain.


The truth is that, given enough time, life bestows its gifts, a drop at a time, if we can find the courage to stay open to the mysterious flow that is larger than any one event.


 



The Boy and the Drum



How little I have for coming


all this way, just my heart


that whips like a flag.


There is an old Hindu story. In it, there is a boy who wants a drum, but his mother can’t afford a drum, and so, sadly, she gives him a stick.[12] Though he doesn’t know what to do with it, he shuffles home and begins to play with the stick. Just then, he encounters an old woman trying to light her chulha, her woodstove. The boy freely gives her the stick. She lights her fire, makes some bread, and in return she gives him half a loaf. Walking on, the boy comes upon a potter’s wife whose child is crying from hunger. The boy freely gives her the bread. In gratitude, she gives him a pot. Though he doesn’t know what to do with it, he carries it along the river, where he sees a washerman and his wife quarreling because the wife broke their one pot. The boy gives them the pot. In return, they give him a coat. Since the boy isn’t cold, he carries the coat until he comes to a bridge, where a man is shivering. Riding to town on a horse, the man was attacked and robbed of everything but his horse. The boy freely gives him the coat. Humbled, the man gives him his horse. Not knowing how to ride, the boy walks the horse into town, where he meets a wedding party with musicians. The bridegroom and his family are all sitting under a tree with long faces. According to custom, the bridegroom is to enter the procession on a horse, which hasn’t shown up. The boy freely gives him the horse. Relieved, the bridegroom asks what he can do for the boy. Seeing the drummer surrounded by all his drums, the boy asks for the smallest drum, which the musician gladly gives him.


This story serves as a good example that, underneath our trouble, the true nature of generosity is only fully visible if we let the story—whatever it is—unfold. If we limit the old teaching story to the boy asking for one thing and his mother bringing him another, we have a lesson in not getting what we want, but accepting what we are given. If we end the story when the boy gives the woman the stick, we have a moment of altruism or sacrifice, depending on how we look at it. If we end the story when the woman gives the boy half a loaf of bread, it becomes a lesson in barter and fair exchange, trading what’s timely and of use. But if we let the story take its full and natural course, we are given something quite different. For the longer we let relationships unfold, the more we see how everything goes together and how answering the needs of others depends on how we accept what we’re given as unexpected medicine, even if it’s not what we want.


Often, this courage—to wait and let the fabric of the Universe reveal itself—dissolves our individual sense of ownership into a sense of guardianship over gifts that no one owns. In this larger fabric, gifts rush through the Universe, moving from one place of need to another in a pattern too big to really see, in much the same way that blood rushes to a place of injury in the body. This humble story, allowed to unfold, lets us recognize that the unexpected gift that comes our way might not be for us. It might be that, like the Hindu boy, we are called to carry it to another. We might be but one exchange along the way and one exchange from realizing how we are all connected.


The Power of Passing Through So Many Hands


By assuming that we alone author and own the gifts that we give, and by limiting our acts of giving to a surface understanding of one exchange, we often lose the deeper meaning that true generosity awakens. Sadly, viewing others from our smaller frame of reference cuts us off from resources and wisdom. This limited way of seeing ultimately rejects any idea or person that is not like us. A powerful example is how Westerners have misconstrued the Native American understanding of what it means to give. We’ve all heard the term “Indian giver” and its Western meaning that denigrates someone who gives something and then asks for it back. In our unwillingness to let the story unfold, we miss the beautiful and profound truth of how Native Americans give and receive, which presumes that no one owns the gift. Rather, it is understood in Native American culture that the gift is to flow, to be passed back and forth to whoever needs it most. In this way, the gift mysteriously gains sanctity and power for passing through so many hands, including even those who offered it in the first place.


It reminds me of a relic of a saint someone gave me when I had cancer, a chip of bone from someone centuries ago who began a religion I was not a part of. As I held onto the relic, I worried and prayed and kept sweating through my terror. The relic became precious to me. Once well, it became a sacred aid for me, until one day the person who gave it to me fell terribly ill and needed it back. Was she an “Indian giver” in the Western misnaming? Hardly. Were we beautifully thrown into the mysterious sanctity of the gift gaining power as it moved back and forth between us? Amazingly so. I was afraid to give the relic up and felt naked without it, but giving it up made everything holy. I have since, when the time proved right, given away other precious things I have lived with, treasures I have carried for years, belongings I have long held dear. For I have learned that only in use does the gift continue to heal.


In the case of the boy and the drum, the smaller, truncated stories within the larger story show us how people give to each other in times of need. But the larger version of the story shows us how staying in relationship and staying open to a continual practice of giving and receiving opens the mystery of abundance that informs all circumstance, even when we feel blinded by our need.


Still, this courage to return to a larger view is easy to forget and hard to take hold of. Because of that, and because of its importance in restoring our sense of being a part of something larger than ourselves, this return to a larger view is a central task of education; an education that helps us face life and live in the world. It always helps to let the story unfold from seven exchanges to seven generations, and beyond if necessary. In the unfolding is the way.


 



The Swan and the Tailor



From God’s eye, there are no


countries, no policies, no visas.


There is only one earth softened


by one sweet water.


There are two very different but wonderful examples of how following our questions can lead us into a deeper way of living. By letting the story before them draw them further and further into it, both the Hindu spiritual leader Ramakrishna and the American Quaker John Woolman discovered a fountainhead of truth.


For the first story, we need to go back to nineteenth-century India when the British Empire was at its height. There, in the northeastern part of that magnificent subcontinent, in the province of Bengal, a spiritual leader was born. It was three years after the death of India’s first Universalist, Rammohun. It is said that when the Atman of many unborn beings gathered to enter life through the birth of Ramakrishna, the tigers looked up from the tall grasses, feeling a wind that wasn’t there. No one could know that Ramakrishna (1836–1886) would take Rammohun’s understanding of the common center of all spiritual paths to another level of experience. Little did anyone know that the journey of Ramakrishna would become legend. No one could know that Ramakrishna would follow his want for the Divine beyond the boundaries of his own Hindu tradition, and that he would bravely and simply live the many traditions to their common center.


In his childhood, it became clear that his capacity to be touched by essence was extraordinary. It is told that, as a small child, he happened one evening upon a flock of snow white cranes and chanced to watch them pierce a darkening cloud. The flight of these birds parting the dark sent him into such a trance that he lost consciousness and had to be carried home by some villagers who found him lying on the side of the road. Those close to him knew that this enormous sensitivity was a sign that his spirit lived at the Center and could not be named.
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