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To the many heroes in our world who show us what embracing uncertainty truly looks like.


They open our eyes to the astonishing, but sometimes forgotten, strength that lives within us all.


We have only to remember.
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Now, more than ever, we need something enduring to hold close, something that won’t wash away in the furious tides of change.


Walter Cooper1





Embracing Uncertainty is a book about sleeping better at night … about easing the pain in our brain that comes from trying to control the uncontrollable … about making life more of an enriching adventure than a continuous worry. It is about providing that ‘something enduring to hold close, something that won’t wash away in the furious tides of change’.


The wise philosopher Alan Watts points out that there is the feeling that we live in a time of unusual insecurity. He attributes this feeling to the many new technologies with which science and industry are bombarding us. He also attributes it to the many long-held traditions that have broken down relative to family life, religion and the world of work.2 Now here’s the surprise … Watts made these observations in 1951! I would venture to say that the feeling of insecurity has greatly escalated since those seemingly ‘good old days’! Since then we have lived through many events that have further eroded our sense of security, none more startling and upsetting than the destruction by terrorists of the World Trade Center in New York City and part of the Pentagon in Washington on September 11, 2001. So many people from all over the world lost their lives. And so many lost people they dearly loved. What happened on this historic day has had the effect of putting the entire world on a state of alert. For how long? Only time will tellfn1.


To compound the difficulty, we live in a society that teaches us to grasp for control, total control, of everything – our career, our relationships, our children, our health, our money, the state of the world and on and on and on. We insist that life be secure, safe, predictable and all good things. As a result, we are uncomfortable, even panicked, about all the uncertainty in our lives. After all, uncertainty implies ‘no control’fn2.


If the truth be told, most of us don’t handle this reality of ‘no control’ very well. We take pills to lessen the anxiety. Or we go into denial. Or we become addicted to work. Or whatever else we find to do to take our mind off the fact that we have so little control. Or we simply live with a cloud of anxiety that never goes away as we think about the unknown … the unexpected … and the uncontrollable. What is lamentable about the situation is that …




We spend so much of our lives worrying and trying to prevent the bad from happening in our lives that we forget to enjoy the good! What a waste of a life!





Thankfully, it doesn’t have to be that way. We don’t have to walk around with a dark cloud over our heads. The truth is …




Nowhere has it been proven that a rich, joyous, abundant life cannot exist in the presence of uncertainty.





This is an essential concept for you to take in. There have been many before us and many with us today who have proven that life can be wonderful, despite the uncertainty. In fact, there are those who have proven that life can be wonderful because of the uncertainty. Yes, because of the uncertainty!


The question is, ‘What do we need to do to reach this wonderful state of being in this world?’ As I pondered this question over and over again prior to and during the writing of this book, I came up with many answers to help you learn how to make life grand despite, better yet because of the uncertainty.


But before you delve into all the ideas I provide within these pages, you need to embrace three important realities. Without an understanding and acceptance of these three realities, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to make yourself comfortable with all the uncertainty in the world today. Once you embrace these three realities, you will be on a stronger footing to begin to embrace the grand adventure of it all. And it truly is a grand adventure!


I suggest you read these three realities a number of times. In the beginning, you may not like all of what you read, but ultimately you will be able to see the definite advantages that can come from embracing all the uncertainty in your life.




Reality 1


The only certainty is that life is uncertain!





‘Susan, I already know that!’ Of course you already know that. But on a very deep level of your being you don’t truly believe it … nor do you want to believe it! When you picked up this book, the likelihood was that you would have preferred its title to be Erasing Uncertainty instead of Embracing Uncertainty!


On a very deep level of your being, you want guarantees. Isn’t that true? You want a promise that life will give you a happy marriage, lots of money, vigorous health, well-behaved, happy children, a world without conflict … or whatever applies to you. If you truly believed that life is uncertain, you wouldn’t be looking for any guarantees; you would be looking for something else. And I will keep you in suspense for a little while before I tell you exactly what that something else is.


Again, and I can’t repeat it often enough, the reality is that there never is a way to erase the uncertainty in any area of our lives. Name it, and it is uncertain. We could cry, scream and be angry about this, but nothing is going to change the fact that even if we do our very best, we cannot predict or control even the next second of our lives, let alone how our children turn out, how our relationships will turn out, how we are treated at work, how long we will live, and on and on and on.




There’s nothing that’s certain … of THAT you can be certain!





I can hear many of you saying, ‘How depressing! You mean I REALLY can’t control my world? I REALLY can’t create the guarantee, the safety, the comfort I am seeking?’ I REALLY can’t become strong enough to control my own destiny? My answer is, ‘No. You cannot gain the kind of control you are seeking.’


‘Oh yes I can, Susan. I can get insurance. I can raise my kids a certain way. I can eat the right food.’ Denial. Denial. Denial. Of course you can do all of the above and I am not against your taking such action. In fact, I encourage it. That still doesn’t offer any assurance that things will turn out the way you want them to. The hard reality is that the insurance company can go out of business, your children can grow up the opposite of what you would have wished, and the right food today is the wrong food tomorrow. Whoops! You get the picture.


It is now time for you to take a deep breath and SURRENDER to the fact that you can control NOTHING when it comes to the future. To help you accept this reality, you need to say to yourself over and over again …




I have no control over the future.


I have no control over the future.


I have no control over the future.





Believe it or not, you will soon come to realize that this ‘negative’ statement is a very positive affirmation!fn3. As you repeat this affirmation over and over again, you will consciously LET GO of any hope that you can create any certainty in your life. This sounds like bad news, but it truly isn’t … which leads us to the second reality …




Reality 2


Once you surrender to the fact that you are unable to control the uncertainty, you will, at last, be able to breathe a sigh of relief!





Yes, when you finally do reach that state of SURRENDER, you can’t help but feel the peace that comes when you stop trying to do the impossible. (Did you ever notice how great it feels when you stop hitting your head against the wall?)


Understand that surrender in this case doesn’t mean giving up on your attempts to do the very best that you can; it means letting go of something over which you have no control … THE OUTCOME of any situation in your life. Once you’ve let go of the outcome, you can understand why you are overcome with a wonderful sense of calm. ‘Whew! I don’t have to work so hard doing the impossible … controlling the future. I can rest at last.’ What a relief!


This is important: As long as you think you can beat the very nature of life itself, you avoid looking for a way of being in this world that actually embraces the nature of life itself … which is uncertainty. You continue to live with the delusion that there has to be a way to control everything.


If, however, you are totally clear that there is no way to create certainty in your life, you can then move on to something more life-affirming. That is, you can learn how to embrace uncertainty instead of trying to erase it … which, of course, is impossible! Now on to the good news …




Reality 3


A ‘deep’ acceptance that life is uncertain opens the door to a powerful way of living.





Earlier, I told you that if we truly accepted the fact that life was uncertain, we wouldn’t be looking for guarantees. We would be looking for something else. And not to keep you in suspense a moment longer, here is what we would be looking for …




We would look for the valuable gifts inherent in all that happens to us … no matter how bad things may seem in any given moment. Finding the gifts minimizes – even erases – the suffering.


We would look for a way of being in the world that assures us that we could handle whatever life hands us. Therefore, we would live with a ‘bring-it-all-on’ attitude, knowing that we are prepared for anything that comes our way!


We would look for a way of being in the world that allows us to see uncertainty not as something to fear, but as an enriching aspect of life.





Let me tell you a little about my own experience of learning how to embrace uncertainty. I grew up desperately wanting guarantees in my life. I kept looking to Daddy or Mommy or God to always keep me safe and secure. I married very early (at the age of eighteen) hoping that my Prince Charming would make me feel safe and secure. Poor guy! Of course he couldn’t make my fairy-tale expectations come true. This disappointment created a lot of strong emotions within me … anger, denial, frustration, helplessness, sadness and fear. Ultimately, we divorced. Between my marriages, I dated a lot of men, but finally had to admit to myself that there truly was no one out there who could make me feel safe and secure.


So I took another tack. I became defiant and tried to control the uncertainty all by myself. Exhausting … and, of course, futile. Ultimately, I had to SURRENDER to the fact that even I, hard as I tried, couldn’t keep the harsh realities of life from knocking at my door … realities like illness, or divorce, or the death of people I loved. I was totally helpless when it came to creating certainty in my life.


In the beginning, this realization was very distressing to me. But little by little, as I explored the many ways of accessing the great power that lies within my being, my feelings of distress turned into feelings of delight and discovery. As I learned, and as I wish to convey to you throughout this book …




There is great adventure in the unknown that propels us to discover powerful parts of ourselves that we didn’t know were there.





Each moment, each day, each age, each experience – good or bad – brings its own challenge and its own wonderment as to how it will all unfold. The trick is to learn to love the uncertainty of it all … to find, at last, the great satisfaction, the great joy and the great opportunity that lie within the uncertainty.


So how do you choose to live? Do you choose to live in a state of unhappiness, exhaustion and futility … or do you choose to live with a sense of excitement and possibility about all the uncertainty in our lives? Yes, you definitely have the choice, and, unless you are a masochist, I am sure you will choose the latter.




Making the choice to live a life filled with excitement and possibility is a first step. Helping you take the next step … and the next … and the next … is what Embracing Uncertainty is all about.





In addition to the many new ideas presented within this book, I’ve included forty-two exercises (yes, forty-two!) to help you get rid of your soul-destroying ways of thinking and being in this world. You would be wise to take note of those particular exercises that ‘speak’ to you as you read through the book. Then go back to your favorite exercises, and little by little, make them an important (and enjoyable) part of your daily life. Eventually, you will be able to embrace the fact that life is grand despite the fact that, or better yet because, life is uncertain.


I also want you to know that this book definitely has a mind of its own! It told me that it wants to be read over and over again. It wants to be your resource when you need help in pushing through your worries about the future. It wants to help you in a multitude of ways. So I suggest that you make this book one of your very best friends. Visit it often and get to know it well. If you do, it won’t let you down.


So, are you ready for an adventure of the most exciting kind … the kind that propels you from one way of seeing the world into another? As you travel through this book, you will take a magical journey into the mind and into the spirit. Along the way, you will open your eyes to the beauty, the miracle, the joy and the possibility in it all. All you have to do is take a good seat in the theater and let the story unfold. And what an amazing story it is!
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Destiny is a mysterious thing, sometimes enfolding a miracle in a leaky basket of catastrophe.


Francisco Goldman1





You’ve entered the cinema and are very excited about seeing this great movie that has been touted by the media for months and months. You are happy that none of your friends nor the media have revealed the ending. In fact, at dinner last night, you stopped someone from blurting it out as you put your hands over your ears and started singing loudly. It got a great laugh and your friend got the point … he didn’t reveal the ending. You wanted to experience the story for yourself. You didn’t want the movie spoiled. Think about that. It would spoil the movie if you knew the ending.


Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could think of the story of our lives in just this way? We could allow ourselves to be the observer of the greatest story ever told … at least to ourselves. I WONDER what’s going to happen. I WONDER! Strangely, as much as we worry about the uncertainty of the future, I believe that if someone could tell us in advance how things were going to turn out, we wouldn’t want to hear it. Oh yes, we love fortune-tellers to tell us that we will be rich, healthy and find true love. It’s always great to hear the good stuff, but I don’t think we’d like to hear the ‘bad’ stuff, and, of course, some bad stuff is likely to occur in all our livesfn1.


Suppose that I had the power to predict the future with absolute certainty, which of course I don’t, and I presented you with the following chronicle of your life …




You will be happily married at the age of twenty-eight.


You will be divorced at the age of thirty-five.


Your mother will die when you are thirty-seven.


You will have a kidney operation when you are forty-two.


You will have two children … a boy and a girl. The boy will be great. The girl will be a terror.


You will remarry at the age of forty.


You will have a great relationship with your new husband.


Your husband will die at the age of seventy-three.


You will die at the age of eighty-four.





And everything in between. If this were describing the events of your life, would you really want to know? Again, I don’t think you would. I think your advance knowledge of the bad stuff, and there’s always bad stuff, would make you a nervous wreck.


And how would knowing how things would turn out affect your decisions? For example, how would you approach your first marriage knowing it would end in divorce? Perhaps you would not have married in the first place. If you chose not to marry, perhaps you would have missed some wonderful and valuable experiences.


As I mentioned before, I married my first husband at the age of eighteen, and I was divorced at the age of thirty-four. Had I known before I married that the marriage would definitely end in divorce, would I have married him? Probably not. Would I have missed many wonderful experiences and great learning? Absolutely. Even though we are now divorced, it was not all bad. I am not unhappy about the great times we had together, the great children we raised, and so many other things. And, very significantly, it was largely what I learned from my first marriage that helped me create the very loving and joyous second marriage that I’m in right now.


Isn’t it better that we take things as they come – the good and the bad – and learn and grow as events happen? I believe that each moment, each day, each age, each experience brings with it its own challenge. And the trick is to learn to love the uncertainty of it all. I know that these are words, just words, that can’t describe the pain in which some of us find ourselves at times. But if we can transfer the feeling of upset, even panic, about the future into the understanding that we can learn and grow from it all, we will have made great progress.


And do we really want to ruin the challenge of it all … the surprise around the corner … the true adventure of ‘not knowing’? If we can shift our uncertainty, our not knowing, into an adventure, how wonderful that would be! Even if things go wrong, we would always be the seeker rather than the victim. ‘I wonder how this will all turn out.’ ‘I wonder what I am going to do about this.’ ‘I wonder what I will learn from this.’ The good news is that we can train ourselves to be adventurers instead of worriers. We can come to the realization that uncertainty is a very exciting thing. And when you think about it, if we really want to be happy, what other choice do we have? The unknown … the uncertain … defines so much of our lives. Do we want to be miserable or do we want to be excited about life? I suspect you prefer the latter.


For us to reach such an enviable way of being requires that we take a look at our present habits of being in this world and change what doesn’t work for us. We need to develop healthier habits that give us peace of mind and make our lives more productive, loving and fun. As many of you may already know from my earlier books and tapes, I am a lover of daily exercises to help us develop healthier habits, that is, exercises that help us move from the thinking of the Lower Self (that part of ourselves that is filled with insecurity, doubt, pain and fear) to the thinking of the Higher Self (that part of ourselves that is filled with peace, confidence, power and love). Trust me when I tell you that things always look better in the arena of the Higher Self. It is here that we find the power to embrace all the uncertainty in our lives.


You can make the exercises a lot more fun when you share them with a friend who wants to improve the quality of his or her life as much as you do. Mutual motivation is a very good thing. It really helps to have someone prod you along when you get lazy … and vice versa. It’s a win-win situation for both of you.


I’m sure you’ve found, as I have, that even though we know certain behaviors can really help us, we not only resist doing them, we actually forget to do them! That’s because our Lower Self is stuck in its own habits and doesn’t want to change. It really wants to have control. It does not want you moving up to the level of the Higher Self where peace of mind can be found. It wants you to stay in the muck and mire of its negative thoughts.


I implore you … don’t let it have its way! Make the commitment to stay the course that leads to the best of who you are. And here’s the first exercise to get you started. Enjoy!


The ‘I Wonder’ Exercise


This exercise is designed to help you create a ‘Wondering Life’ instead of a ‘Hoping Life’. Hoping can lead to a state of unhappiness if those very hopes are dashedfn2. It can create a fear of uncertainty, even if those hopes are eventually realized. It can blind us to valuable opportunities for growth.


Wondering, on the other hand, doesn’t result in unhappiness, as there are no hopes to be shattered. And with the magic of wondering, fear of the uncertain is replaced by curiosity. Wonder can also open our eyes to valuable opportunities for growth. You can see why, when we substitute a Wondering Life for a Hoping Life, we have taken one important step towards embracing uncertainty.


What follows are three variations of the same theme. Any one of the three will help you in your goal of discovering the wonder of wondering. Naturally, you will be better served by doing all three … over and over again!


1) Find yourself a large blank sheet of paper and draw a line down the center. (All exercises of this type can of course be done on a computer.) On the left side, begin listing all your hopes for the future. An example would be, ‘I hope the party is a great success.’ Keep going until you can’t think of any more. Don’t stop there. Just keep thinking a little longer until a few more hopes pop into your mind. You will be surprised how many of them are stuffed into our heads and hearts. In fact, our lives are consciously or subconsciously filled with hopes for all kinds of things every moment of every day.


Once you’ve finished your list of hopes, it’s time to fill in the right side of your paper with sentences of wonder instead of hope. Let me illustrate …





	A HOPING LIFE
	A WONDERING LIFE




	I hope he’ll call.
	I wonder if he’ll call.




	I hope I lost some weight.
	I wonder if I lost any weight.




	I hope the bus comes soon.
	I wonder if the bus will come soon.




	I hope I get the job.
	I wonder if I’ll get the job.




	I hope I have kids.
	I wonder if I’ll have kids.




	I hope I have a happy marriage.
	I wonder if I’ll have a happy marriage.




	I hope my blind date is handsome.
	I wonder what my date looks like.




	I hope my son does well in school.
	I wonder if my son will do well in school.




	I hope I get a raise.
	I wonder if I’ll get a raise.




	I hope I am always healthy.
	I wonder if I’ll always be healthy.






You will notice how the pressure about the future is relieved when we live in a wondering world. In the next chapter we will take this a step further, but for now notice that when you take away the hoping, wishing, wanting and desiring, you are much more open to having it go either way, thereby being able to relax as the future unfolds. ‘I wonder how this story will end.’ It’s the stuff from which good movies are made.


2) This variation of The ‘I Wonder’ Exercise asks you to take a look at your diary or daily planner and, on a separate piece of paper or on your computer, make a list of activities that are coming up the following day. After each activity on the list, write, ‘I wonder how this will turn out.’ There is no hoping, there is only wondering. Then, at the end of each day, again as if it were the end of a film, record how it did actually turn out.


It is common for us to make statements about approaching events such as, ‘I hope Tom and I will have a great dinner tonight.’ Again, this kind of statement inherently has the opportunity for disappointment since hopes are often shattered. The dinner may be lousy. And you are disappointed. When that sentence is changed to ‘I wonder how my dinner with Tom will turn out,’ you create an opportunity for a win-win situation. It may be good or it may be bad, but you have reduced the emotional investment that hoping usually brings. You have also increased your opportunity for adventure instead of judgment.


3) Another variation: Each morning as you wake up to face a new day, say to yourself,




‘I wonder what will happen in my life today.’





You do not say to yourself, ‘I really hope this happens’ or ‘I really want this to happen.’ Then, at the end of the day, record what actually did happen in your life that day. You may want to place a sticker displaying the sentence, ‘I wonder what will happen in my life today’, on your mirror, your refrigerator or your desk, just to remind you. How quickly we forget!


This is a very important step towards peace of mind. Instead of stating you want things to turn out a certain way, you are simply reporting how it all happened. You step out of yourself to become the observer. You take note of all the events that occur during the day as the reporter or the journalist. Yes, you may experience all manner of emotions throughout the day, as we all do – fear, love, joy, upset, anger, delight, and so on – but you are the observer of these emotions as well. When you become the observer, you are not trapped in the drama when times are bad, and you can be appreciative when they are good.


Here is a shortened version of what it will look like …


Morning: I wonder what will happen in my life today … Evening: This is what happened in my life today …




I had a headache all morning. It put me in a bad mood.


I had a great lunch with Lydia. I really enjoy being with her.


My meeting with my boss didn’t go well at all. I think I’d better ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ and get a new job. It’s time!


I saw the movie Schindler’s List and it was great. I cried through the whole picture.


Dinner with Bob was a bit tense. I wonder if he’ll call again.





Notice in this last item that you are not hoping he will call, you are wondering. Immediately, you’ve taken the drama out of the experience. No hopes can be dashed. He’ll call or he won’t. (‘I wonder how this movie will end.’) Also notice that you didn’t spend the day filled with hopes and expectations that can be dashed. You are simply the observer of the facts and your emotions.


I know we are told always to have hope. In a sense this is better than having no hope. It is better than feeling nothing will work out for you. (‘I bet I won’t get the job.’ ‘I bet I won’t be able to have kids.’ ‘I bet I won’t have a happy marriage.’ ‘I bet my date is a jerk.’) And when you bet something will be lousy, you will usually ensure that it is. How depressing! Yes, hoping is better than pessimism. But, as I have tried to show you, even hoping has its down side. It can actually create an intense experience of suffering. It certainly keeps us from enjoying the present. Perhaps instead of the popular saying, ‘Don’t give up hope’, we need to say, ‘Learn from the huge adventure of it all.’


Wondering neutralizes both hoping and pessimism. It allows us to better handle what life brings us. It helps us to drop our need for control of the uncontrollable, thus setting us free. It cleans the slate for the future and relieves us of much anxiety. You can see why it’s time to create a Wondering Life for ourselves instead of a Hoping Life. A Wondering Life is filled with … yes … wonder.


As I already told you, when I was young, I needed to know exactly what life was going to hand me. More and more I am learning to like the adventure of not knowing. So I ask you to join me in calling forth the adventurer and the observer within yourself. Immediately a sense of peace will begin to stir in the depths of your being. Always remember …




Don’t wish for it to happen.


Don’t wish for it not to happen.


Just watch it happen.


Let the wonder of life unfold.
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The trouble with the world is that the stupid are cocksure and the intelligent are full of doubt.


Bertrand Russell





I loved Sting’s response when he was asked, ‘What is the trait you deplore in others?’ His answer was, ‘Blind certainty.’1 Have you noticed that so many people in today’s world have this trait of blind certainty? What makes this trait so lamentable is that with it goes an unyielding need to be right. Certainly this would have described me a number of years ago. In fact, as many of you already know, I consider myself a recovering know-it-all! I used to be so cocksure about everything … at times, to the point of obnoxiousness. I admit that even now I slip back into it once in a while, but more and more I am learning that …


I DON’T REALLY KNOW ANYTHING!


And neither does anyone else. The good news is that I have learned there is an incredible amount of freedom in that recognition. And there is more. Leo Tolstoy observed long ago that …




The only thing that we can know is that we know nothing and that is the highest flight of human wisdom.2





So not only are we feeling a sense of freedom with our not-knowing mind, we are also feeling incredibly wise!


Yes, there are many advantages to cutting our very destructive attachment to knowing it all, to being right. Certainly letting go of blind certainty not only makes us less deplorable (à la Sting’s observation), it also opens our eyes to the wonder which, as you have already learned, leads us to a great adventure in learning.


Gestalt therapist Barry Stevens tells us that the Jains in India have a word that means ‘to the best of my knowledge at this time’. That word is syat. Stevens says that they toss it into conversation frequently to remind others and themselves that is all that anyone has to go on.3 When we toss in the word syat, it states that perhaps there is no such thing as the truth, only ‘MAYBE’ which means, ‘I think, but I’m not sure.’


What we as human beings constantly forget is that we have mortal eyes. And while mortal eyes are truly a miracle, the reality is that they cannot see beyond the walls of a room. Ironically, when we close our eyes, our vision is a bit wider … but just a little bit. In our mind’s eye, we can actually rise above the clouds. We can soar. We can imagine, picture and pretend. But there is nothing in our human makeup that allows us to see what I love to call the Grand Design.


Elsewhere, I have described the Grand Design as the larger dimension, the larger plan of the Universe that is beyond our grasp as an ordinary mortal to see or understand. We can guess, ponder and surmise, but we’ll never ‘know’. And anyone who says they do know makes their world much smaller and much more frightening than it need be.


We need only look around to see that the blind certainty so many of us possess is responsible for creating tension and unrest in our lives instead of flow. In a world of discovery, instead of blind certainty, we can relax and let go of our need for things to be a certain way. This does not mean we stop taking action to create important changes in our lives and in our world, but it does mean that we let go of how we think it’s supposed to be or how it should turn out. Again, we let go because we don’t really know the Grand Design. When we drop our attachment to any outcome, we start feeling that all-important WONDER. We start feeling curious about how it will turn out. The emotional hold that attachment creates melts away and we are free to engage with others in a more encompassing way. Life gets bigger and certainly easier.


So how do we get ourselves out of the habit of thinking with closed minds? And, truly, it is a habit. Obviously, when we are more comfortable with the great adventure of not knowing, we are much better able to embrace the uncertainty that we are totally unable to avoid. I’ve come up with a few insights and exercises that have really helped me. Let me share them with you.
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