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PRAISE FOR DAN MILLMAN 
AND Everyday Enlightenment


“Brings enlightenment down to earth by presenting his own unique expression of practical spirituality to everyday life. I recommend this book to anyone interested in the bigger picture and higher purpose of living.”


—John Bradshaw, author of Homecoming


“[Dan Millman]pushes the New Age another step ‘closer to practicality…full of tips for ‘turning your daily life into spiritual practice.’”


—Dallas Morning News


“Presents an excellent, useful model for integrating spirituality into one's daily life. If you seek more meaning and direction in your life, you'll want to read this enlightening book.”


—John Gray, author of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus


“Provides a self-sufficient map and practice of spiritual principles that enhance personal, professional, and spiritual growth. The twelve gateways…allow us to serve the world with less fear, more trust and commitment, to cultivate compassion and authenticity in support of fostering the beauty of the human spirit.”


—Angeles Arrien, Ph.D., author of The Four-Fold Way and Signs of Life


“Millman has achieved a level of authenticity and courage not often touched upon. It is in the simple, realistic look at living the spiritual life that its radical nature is found.”


—Aquarius


“Dan Millman demonstrates his dedication to lovingly inspire those of us who open ourselves to his wisdom…. This book is indeed a magnum opus.”


—Arnold Patent, author of You Can Have It All and Money and Beyond


“An illuminating and spiritual discussion…gives us the knowledge we need for our spiritual journeys and shows us how to translate that knowledge into action.”


—Whole Life Times


“A brilliant marriage of spiritual vision and practical wisdom. Dan Millman speaks with both tenderness and authority.”


—Alan Cohen, author of The Dragon Doesn't Live Here Anymore


“Its clear and straightforward structure…offers advice for body, mind, and soul.”


—Newark Post


“Beginning with a personal, transcendent experience, Dan Millman generates a powerful, moving, and ‘practical guide for the individual journey toward spiritual growth…a superbly written and compelling map of the winding path to inner balance.”


—Dr. Kenneth R. Pelletier, author of Sound Mind, Sound Body


“Many thanks for the enlightening headstart! As a college professor who works also in the public schools I find your insights invaluable and want you to know you are also contributing to hundreds of children's lives in California.”


—Don Morris, Ph.D., professor, California State Polytechnic University, Pomona


“EVERYDAY ENLIGHTENMENT had proved to be just what I needed to regain my center and focus. I currently own every book you have ever written and apply the lessons therein on a daily basis at my martial arts school. Thank you for the inspiration to go beyond.”


—Robert Hopkins, reader


“Offers a detailed format for the inner journey that encompasses the physical, mental, spiritual, and emotional aspects of life.…Millman's personal story helped carry the thread of his message into my everyday life.”


—Unity Magazine


“I bought your book EVERYDAY ENLIGHTENMENT, and I must congratulate you on your work! I've only read two chapters and I feel like I've discovered gold.”


—Anthony Oliver, reader
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This book is dedicated to you, my readers, who lend my words new meaning and purpose in your own lives.



The path of personal growth


leads upward,


through the gauntlet


of human experience


to the peaks of our potential.


On this journey we encounter
 twelve gateways.


Their purpose is evolution.


Their arena is everyday life.


Their secret is action.


And their time is now.


—Dan Millman
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PREPARATION:
 Stairway to the Soul


Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they are after.


—Henry David Thoreau


A Flash of Light


One night, years ago, I fell into the depths of despair over a woman I loved and was losing. We had been married for six years and were living in a cottage at Stanford University where we served as dormitory directors. My wife had become enamored of a handsome tennis player. When he entered our cottage to speak with her, as students did on occasion, her eyes sparkled as they no longer sparkled for me. They spoke and laughed into the night, lost in conversation.


I went to bed but slept restlessly, waiting for her to join me. I awoke at two A.M., still alone, unable to sleep any longer. In a dark, disheartened mood, I rose, threw on a shirt and pants, and walked toward the front door. They were still sitting together on the couch.


“I'm going out,” I muttered, grabbing my car keys, hoping she would show some concern, even ask him to leave. She said nothing.


Waves of rejection, worthlessness, loss, jealousy, and, most of all, self-pity washed over me as I got in the car. I also felt foolish and weak. Why didn't I tell him it was time to leave? Why didn't I grab her and say, “Enough! This isn't right!” But how can one control the affections of another?


In this desolate mood—the closest I had ever come to feeling suicidal—I drove aimlessly through the night, ending up in a wooded grove. I stopped the car and stared out the window at the muddy earth puddled with rainwater. No reflection stared back at me, only blackness. I didn't know where to go or what to do.


Then it happened.


My awareness suddenly shifted of its own accord. Words fail me here, but at the precise moment I could no longer stand the pain, my consciousness exploded, leaped, broke free, and I was touched by God.


The pain—and this is important—hadn't gone away. The circumstances of my marriage and my life remained the same, yet I had changed in my relation to it all. Suddenly it didn't matter what was going on inside my mind or emotions. The hurt feelings remained, but there was no “I” to suffer them. My feelings and thoughts no longer seemed to mean anything. They had no significance, power, or influence. I was free—free of time, existing not in the moment, but as the moment. From that state of grace, that transcendent awareness extending beyond the confines of my personal feelings, I thought of my wife and her friend and was overwhelmed by compassion for them both, and for all beings. No, it was beyond compassion; it was a sense of resplendent empathy, of unity. I was not separate from them, or from the trees or the stars.


I began to laugh uproariously, as if life were a cosmic joke and I had just gotten the punch line. If someone had found me in the woods that night, they might have mistaken me for a crazy man. The irony was, for the first time in my life I felt completely sane. I looked around—the night seemed filled with light, reflecting the light within me.


Eventually the light faded and the realization passed, as all things pass. In the months and years that followed, I sought to recapture that sense of unity and divine perfection. I yearned for the light as one might long for a lover. I tried meditation and visualization, seminars, soul-searching, and self-analysis. I had insights and experiences, but nothing matched that simple illumination in the forest grove.


Still, the impression of that experience served as a template of possibility and, I believe, a preview of our collective destiny. It also served as a catalyst in my life, generating within me the desire to share what I had learned. My quest began to shift from what I could get to what I could give. I knew that ancient schools and religious traditions had devised their own methods of personal and spiritual growth, from yoga to meditation to prayer, so I traveled and read and studied, not for my own sake, but to gather gifts I could share with others. In the end, I found the answers I sought not in the temples of the East or schools of the West, but here and now, in everyday life.


The most important understanding that emerged from my experience that night in the forest was that peak experiences fade—and that if I was to make a real difference, I would have to find a universal path, free of exclusive dogmas or cultural trappings. I needed to find a way less dramatic but more lasting than my experience years before. All signs pointed me to everyday life as a spiritual path and practice—and to the twelve gateways.


I use the terms “personal growth” and “spiritual growth” interchangeably because we are spiritual as well as physical beings, and as we mature and grow personally, through the challenges of everyday life, we also evolve toward a deeper awareness of our spiritual nature.


Twelve Gateways to Spiritual Growth


If we never suffered pain or loss—if death did not await us—we might never need to seek a higher understanding, might never wonder about the soul, the hereafter, or the ultimate meaning of life. But life is brief—a flash of lightning, a snap of eternity's fingers. So we question and wonder. While striving for a successful place in the material world, our path eventually leads to the arena of spiritual growth and discovery. We sometimes seek Spirit in churches, temples, or revival tents, but we don't always encounter it there. Some of us look for Spirit in a bottle or a pill, leading either to an early death or unconscious life. Others seek inspiration in sports or sexual relationships. Yet all the time, Spirit has been waiting for us, calling to us, right here, right now in everyday life.


A man once wrote to me, “I want to make time for more spiritual practices, but I have a wife, three kids, and a full-time job.” He hadn't yet realized that his wife and children and work are his spiritual practice—a practice far more challenging and rewarding than sitting in a cave and meditating. I know, because I've done both.


Everyday life is our spiritual school. As you see your reflection more clearly in the mirror of daily life, you will come to know and accept yourself as never before. As you learn from the natural consequences of your actions, you'll find the wisdom necessary to progress on the path of personal and spiritual growth.


As an athlete and coach, I learned to divide goals into distinct, manageable steps. First I applied this method to finding the qualities that constitute a talent for sports. Then I explored the qualities that generate a talent for life, blending elements of psychology, ethics and values, spiritual principles, and practical wisdom. I found a complete map of the territory of personal growth and everyday enlightenment.


The premise of this book is that human evolution—whether we call it personal or spiritual growth—necessarily involves a passage through twelve gateways, like a school from which we graduate after passing twelve core subjects. Twelve seems an auspicious number. After all,, there are twelve hours on a clock, twelve inches to a foot, twelve months of the year, twelve days of Christmas, twelve signs of the zodiac, Twelve Step programs, twelve labors of Hercules, twelve jurors to dispense justice, the twelve tribes of Israel, twelve gates to the city of Jerusalem, and the twelve disciples of Jesus—and in some circles, the twelve disciples is a metaphor for the twelve disciplines of life presented in this book.


Inward spiritual practices such as meditation, breathing techniques, and self-analysis generate insights and enhance abilities, but none are so useful as learning to live harmoniously in a committed relationship, being a skillful parent, or juggling the demands of daily life. Spiritual practice begins on the ground, not up in the air. The twelve gateways form our stairway to the soul.


When people ask me abstract questions about time, or space, or reincarnation, I may respond by asking whether they exercise regularly, eat a wholesome diet, get enough sleep, show kindness to others, and remember to take a slow, deep breath on occasion—because it seems important to bring our spiritual quest down to earth. Of course, there's nothing wrong with philosophical speculation. But let's not mistake conceptual thought for the spiritual practice of everyday life. After all, what does it serve to know whether angels wear earrings if we can't hold a regular job or maintain a long-term relationship? What good does it do to pray like a saint or meditate like a yogi if we are unchanged when we open our eyes? What good to attend a place of worship on Saturday or Sunday if we lack compassion on Monday?


This point struck home early one morning twenty-five years ago, as I sat in peaceful meditation until my three-year-old daughter, Holly, tugged at my pants leg, wanting my attention. I hissed angrily, “Don't bother me! I'm meditating!” In the next instant I realized that I had missed the entire point of spiritual practice: that picking up and hugging my daughter was a more important spiritual practice in that moment than chanting my mantra.


The Gateways' Higher Purpose: The Liberation of Attention


Most of us experience God or Spirit (terms I use interchangeably) as a sense of inspiration. Each time we feel uplifted or inspired, we are touched by Spirit. In fact, Spirit surrounds and interpenetrates us in every moment. Spirit is always present, just as the sun is always shining above the clouds. Our lack of inspiration is not the absence of Spirit in our lives, but, rather, a lack of awareness.


From a conventional view, Everyday Enlightenment helps you create a more fulfilling life. The awareness generated by this book will reduce or eliminate self-sabotage, strengthen your will, lead to improved energy and health, help to create financial stability, and increase your compassion, perspective, and humor, leading to more loving relationships. But do you truly believe that a satisfying relationship, money in the bank, or good health are in themselves the ultimate purpose of life? Or is there something more?


I propose that the “something more” involves a unifying spiritual theme—your evolution up through the twelve gateways. Psychologist Abraham Maslow once proposed that we need to satisfy or resolve lower needs in order to address higher ones, ultimately leading toward what he called “self-actualization.” In other words, until we have addressed survival and safety needs, we don't have energy or attention for higher social or spiritual concerns. As you resolve the issues of each gateway, you release attention previously bound by those issues. When attention is free, it rises like a balloon to higher levels of experience. The challenges of life remain, but your perception and awareness becomes bright and clear.


Thus, the higher purpose of each gateway is to free your attention so that you become capable of seeing Spirit everywhere, every day, in everyone, and in everything, leading to everyday enlightenment.


 


Life is denied by lack of attention, whether it be to cleaning windows or trying to write a masterpiece.


—Nadia Boulanger


 


Imagine hiking up a mountain toward the summit of your potential. You begin with a knapsack filled with twelve heavy stones. As you pass through and resolve the challenges of each gateway—money concerns, health issues, relationship problems—you release one of the stones, becoming lighter as you ascend. Although the climb can be difficult, the higher you rise, the more wondrous the view, because you see the bigger picture. You begin to perceive and appreciate the bright reality that exists here and now—the same magical world you saw as a wide-eyed infant, gazing into mystery at the soul of life. And as your awareness ascends further up this stairway to the soul, the so-called mystical states begin to occur naturally.


Through the Gateways to Everyday Enlightenment


In the final section of this book, I articulate the practice of everyday enlightenment, the core and culmination of my teaching work. It's natural to want to skip ahead to that section or to those gateways that seem most relevant to your life right now. After all, in everyday life different issues emerge day to day, moment to moment, in random order. But in this book the order of the gateways is not random or arbitrary. I urge you to explore them as presented, because each gateway helps to prepare you for those that follow: Discover Your Worth opens you to fully use the other gateways. Reclaim Your Will provides tools to transform what you learn into what you do, to apply the practices presented in Energize Your Body, thus building a foundation to Manage Your Money and achieve financial stability, further freeing attention to observe and Tame Your Mind. Insight into the nature of mind helps to open inner sight so that you come to Trust Your Intuition, thus helping you to Accept Your Emotions and create more harmonious relationships, empowering you to Face Your Fears. Armed with the secret of courage, you ascend the stairway to the soul to Illuminate Your Shadow and reintegrate denied aspects of yourself, thereby liberating energy and attention once trapped in defending your self-image. In Embrace Your Sexuality you find deeper pleasure and intimacy by transcending both self-indulgence and self-denial, leading upward to Awaken Your Heart and turn love into action as you Serve Your World, thereby completing the circle of life.


Each gateway begins with a brief overview or road map of the path ahead. However, instead of piling one point on top of another in building-block fashion, I create overlaid themes and counterthemes that build upon one another—more like composing a symphony than constructing a building. This may at first seem confusing to your left brain, but it has an oddly stimulating effect on your right brain—and in the end, I hope it will play for you in near perfect harmony.


Since these gateways clarify how to live a sane, balanced, healthy, productive life, they are compatible with religious teachings. Still, some ideas here may stir the kettle of controversy, even provoke disagreement. This seems natural and appropriate, since no practice is right for everyone. (If we agree on everything, only one of us is necessary.) Take what is useful and discard the rest. Read with healthy skepticism. Test these ideas against your own experience. My interest is not that you trust me, but that you trust yourself and the process of your life unfolding.


The Twelve-Week Program for Everyday Enlightenment: We learn best by concentrating on one element at a time. Applying this principle to your life, you can create your own twelve-week program by focusing on one gateway each week as you go about the business of everyday life. View each day that week through the lens of that gateway. Reread one chapter. Do the exercises. Apply the principles that stand out for you. Make a few notes each evening in a weekly gateways journal. At the end of twelve weeks—one season of the year—you will have completed all the gateways and created a whole-life make-over. If you repeat the cycle, you will find yourself writing new insights, going deeper, seeing new changes in your journal.


Even if you don't choose to engage in such an intensive program, simply reading this book begins an irreversible learning process. As you read through each gateway, the light of awareness creates an alchemical change within your psyche. Like a beacon in the darkness, this awareness reveals what was always present but unnoticed, infusing your life with clarity, energy, illumination. Everyday life will reveal her secrets because you'll be seeing with new eyes.


These gateways apply to each and all of us. No matter how different our appearances, cultures, or beliefs, we share in a common quest for meaning—no one is exempt and no one excluded. Taken together, the twelve gateways provide a direct path to your hidden promise and potential, a way to reconnect with your soul's deepest yearnings. As you travel through the pages of this book, expect to find an expanded sense of purpose and direction, toward the summit of human experience, where you can live the spiritual truths at the heart of your existence. As you take this journey, you have the opportunity to reflect upon your past, consider your future, while living fully in the present.


Welcome to the path of the peaceful warrior, where everyday life is your journey and adventure. The road is open. Your destiny calls. Spirit waits with infinite patience.


 


Dan Millman


San Rafael, California


Spring 1997



THE FIRST GATEWAY 

Discover Your Worth


No matter how intelligent, attractive, or talented you may be— to the degree you doubt your worthiness


you tend to sabotage your effortsand undermine your relationships.


Life is full of gifts and opportunities;


you will open to receive and enjoy them to the degree that you begin to


appreciate your innate worth, and to offer to the same compassion and respect that you would give to others.


Discovering your worth


sets your spirit free.


 


 


 


 


Opening to Life


It is a funny thing about life: if you refuse to accept anything but the best you very often get it.


—W. Somerset Maugham


Road Map: The First Key to Transformation


Aaron and Charlotte, brother and sister, are born into a two-parent, stable, middle-class household. Their parents are educated, hardworking, caring, have no alcohol problems, abusive habits, or guilty secrets. Aaron grows up successful—earns good grades, wins a junior chess championship, plays sports, and later earns a good income to support a family of his own. Charlotte does moderately well in school but chooses unsavory friends, starts using heroin and other drugs, turns to theft and prostitution to support her habit, which leads to jail time and the hell of withdrawal.


Not all siblings are as different as Charlotte and Aaron, but some of us take higher roads than others. In families all over the world, children grow up differently, make different choices, lead different lives.


Many factors shape our lives, including beliefs, support systems, motivation, relationships, family dynamics, fate, or karma. But the central premise of the first gateway is that our sense of self-worth is the single most important determinant of the health, abundance, and joy we allow into our lives. In the case of Aaron and Charlotte, his behaviors demonstrated his higher sense of self-worth. But the story doesn't end there.


Charlotte, who had always loved children, later found new purpose, meaning, and opportunity for service in her role as a dedicated mother of two. As her children grew, so did her sense of worth. Charlotte got her life together and is doing better all the time.


Not all stories have such a happy ending. Thousands, even millions, of us in all walks of life make self-destructive choices because we have lost touch with our own worthiness to receive life's gifts.


Discover Your Worth is no more or less important than any other gateway. But it comes first because only when you come to appreciate your unconditional human worth will you allow yourself to fully apply and benefit from the gateways that follow. Discovering your worth provides a foundation from which to build, one gateway at a time, a new way of life. Finding your worth is the first step in creating everyday enlightenment.


The purpose of this gateway is to assess your current sense of self-worth, to appreciate the arbitrary factors that created it, to understand how a low sense of worth can generate (largely subconscious) self-destructive behaviors, and, finally, to help you get out of your way and move into a more expansive life.


In the first gateway you will learn how self-worth differs from self-esteem; how your sense of worth impacts the choices you make in life; three ways you can discern your own (largely subconscious) sense of worth; the source and mechanisms of self-sabotage and how to overcome it; and, finally, ways to appreciate your own unconditional worth.


In setting out, bear the following points in mind:


No one else can give you an improved sense of self-worth. Self-worth comes from doing what is worthy. As the Talmudic scholar Abraham Heschel once said, “Self; respect is the fruit of discipline.”


This gateway is about discovering your worth, not raising it. Your innate worth has never been lowered, compromised, or touched by fate or circumstance. It exists as a fact of life, like air and trees, and doesn't need to be raised, revitalized, or earned.


The problem is not your actual worth, but your perceived worth. Nearly all of us have lost touch with our intrinsic goodness—allowed it to be covered over by memories of a thousand transgressions, real or imagined, so that we feel only partly deserving of life's blessings.


In the gateways that follow, you will find additional keys to resolving and ultimately transcending the critical issue of self-worth. The twelfth gateway provides the final key. We begin now by clarifying the meaning of self-worth, how it differs from self-esteem, and how it impacts the quality of your everyday life.


The Heart of Self-Worth


At its core, your level of self-worth is your answer to a single internal question: “How deserving am I?” Or, to put it more directly as it pertains to your daily life: “How good can I stand it today?” If you observe your life very closely, you will discover that you don't necessarily get what you deserve. Rather, you get no more and no less than what you believe you deserve. Only to the degree that you appreciate your innate human worthiness will your subconscious mind open up to life's bounty. Success involves talent, effort, and creativity, but first of all, it requires a willingness to receive. To paraphrase a speech I heard Ram Dass give many years ago, rain may pour down from the heavens, but if you only hold up a thimble, a thimbleful is all you receive.


When a window of opportunity appears, do you pull down the shade? Each of us has a specific degree of pleasure that feels right and appropriate. If that level is exceeded, it makes us anxious.


At a residential seminar I once taught, I encouraged participants to ask for a standing ovation. As each came forward, I noted the variety of ways they responded to enthusiastic applause. Some people opened their arms wide, laughed, even jumped up and down. Others could tolerate only a few seconds of applause before holding up their hands as if to say, “Enough. Please stop. I'm getting uncomfortable.”


Self-Worth and Self-Esteem


Because many people assume that self-esteem and self-worth mean the same thing, it seems important to note the distinctions between the two.


Self-worth (associated with self-respect) refers to your overall sense of value, worth, goodness, and deservedness. Your sense of worth can change over time based upon your actions. For example, my sense of self-worth has increased over time as I gradually learned to be a responsible, loving father and husband, and helped others through my writing and teaching.


Self-esteem (associated with self-confidence) refers to liking or feeling good about yourself, your appearance, or your abilities. Your sense of self-esteem may change moment to moment, based on appearance, abilities, or situation. For example, as an experienced gymnast, I felt high self-esteem (confidence) in the gym, but less self-esteem at parties or social gatherings.


Many books offer advice on how to raise your self-esteem and feel better about yourself. Discover Your Worth, as you will see, addresses a deeper and more pervasive issue of your own intrinsic sense of value, goodness, morality, and deservedness. By the time you finish your journey through the twelve gateways, you will understand how to transcend feelings of self-esteem and self-worth. Until then, we focus on self-worth and its impact on the paths you choose in life.


The Choices You Make


The central theme of the first gateway is that you subconsciously choose or attract into your life those people and experiences you believe you deserve. In everyday life pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional—a by-product of poor choices.


Your sense of worth or deservedness shapes your life by creating tendencies.


If you feel worthy and deserving, you tend to make productive choices. (“The world is my oyster.”)


If you feel unworthy and undeserving, you tend to make destructive or limiting choices. (“Beggars can't be choosers.”)


At each and every crossroads you are free to choose the high road—by being kind to others, working hard, finding supportive partners, and following good role models. Or you may choose the low road—by burning your bridges, using drugs, or choosing destructive relationships. Your sense of self-worth tends to influence whether you choose to learn easy lessons or difficult ones, to strive or to struggle, to cave in to difficulties or rise above them.


Such choices determine your educational and income level, your health habits—even your longevity. Those of us with a strong sense of self-worth are less likely to get caught up in self-destructive habits with tobacco, alcohol or other drugs, or the abuse of food.


Coming to appreciate your worth can, in some cases, dramatically improve your circumstances by changing the choices you make and the actions you take. And as you begin to treat yourself with more respect, other people begin to do the same, since we subconsciously “train” others how to treat us through messages we send through body language, tone of voice, and other subtle cues and behaviors. Discovering your innate worth and living from that place allows you to make more constructive choices—to choose the higher roads of life.


Since you are exploring this gateway, maybe now is the time for you to take stock, to reflect upon your own circumstances and sense of worth, and to determine if your life is working as well as you would like. Are you now where you want to be?


A Self-Worth Wake-up Call


There is a danger of studying self-worth from a distance—exploring the issue the way some people explore Africa from an air-conditioned bus. Keeping a safe distance is more comfortable but far less useful than feeling its impact on your life right now.


Since your sense of self-worth (and tendency to self-sabotage) is usually subconscious, awareness of the problem is part of the solution. Here are three complementary methods to become aware of your sense of worth.


Life Scan: Rating Your Own Worth


Remember that your sense of self-worth—of deservedness—is related to your perception of your relative goodness. On the scale stretching from a totally bad person to a totally good person, where do you fall? Take a few minutes to scan your life intuitively, taking into account your relationship with your parents, siblings, and others at school, home, and work—the times you have been kind, courteous, generous, and supportive as well as the times you were less so. I am not asking you to remember many specific incidents, but, rather, to get an intuitive feel for your life as a whole. Then rate yourself on a scale of 1 to 100 as to your overall sense of worth. On a 1–100 scale, how good a person are you? A score of 100 would mean you deeply believe that you are totally good and therefore deserve a life filled with good things—love, joy, health, success, and fulfillment. A score of 1 would mean that you believe that you deserve the pits of hell. (Most of us fall somewhere in between.)


Stop reading until you have given yourself a rating.


This self-assessment has to do with your perceived worth rather than your innate worth. It's important to note that the most sensitive, self-reflective souls among us—those of us with the highest vision, ideals, and standards—often have the lowest sense of self-worth, because we constantly fail to meet our own idealized standards. Maybe that's why George Bernard Shaw once remarked that “the ignorant are cocksure and the intelligent are full of doubt.”


Whether or not you consciously remember your past behaviors, the fact that you could come up with a number indicates that your subconscious mind has been keeping score. Seminar participants I've asked rate themselves across the spectrum—usually between 45 and 95, with most clustering around 60-80. In any event, if you rated yourself less than 100, you have self-worth issues to address. Welcome to the first gateway.


Self-Reflection on Self-Worth


In order to get a better sense of how your 'sense of worth impacts areas of your life, consider the following questions, and answer “Yes,” “No,” or “Sometimes.”


•  When fortune smiles on you, do you think, “This can't last”?


•  Do you find it easier to give than to receive?


•  Does your life feel like a series of problems?


•  Does money seem scarce and hard to come by?


•  Do you find your work unfulfilling?


•  Do you find your relationships unsatisfying?


•  Do you work long hours but not have much time to enjoy yourself?


•  Do you resent or envy people who take frequent holidays?


•  Do other people seem to have more fun than you do?


•  Do you feel driven to work more, do more, be more than others?


•  Do you overeat, smoke, drink alcohol every day, or use other drugs?


•  Do you feel uncomfortable when you receive praise, applause, lots of attention, gifts, or pleasure?


•  Have you turned down or passed up opportunities in education, work, or relationships and later regretted it?


•  Do you get sick or injured more than other people?


•  If someone asks the cost of your services, do you price yourself lower than others in your field?


If you answered “Yes” or “Sometimes” to more than half of these, then you stand to benefit from your journey through the first gateway.


In the Mirror of Everyday Life


Perhaps the most realistic way to determine what you believe you deserve is to observe your life as it is right now. The state of your relationships, work, finances, education, and lifestyle reflects your perceived worth—how good you can currently stand it. Of course, not every person living in poverty lacks money solely because of low self-worth. There are conditions, such as where you were born or grew up, over which you had little or no control. But as you grew, you chose your response to your situation—a response that reflected, and helped shape, your sense of worth.


Money and Self-Worth


Your perceived worth is another kind of belief that impacts how deserving you feel of abundance. Other factors being equal, money scarcity is often related to low self-worth and resultant self-sabotage. For example, lottery winners and others who suddenly receive large sums of money (or fame) sometimes encounter (self-created) troubles if they see their good (but unearned) fortune as undeserved, as illustrated by the following story told to me some years ago by a rabbi:


A little tailor lived in a dingy tenement in a small town in the Midwest, earning a meager existence. But each year he pursued a dream and bought one ticket in the Irish sweepstakes.


For fifteen years his life continued in this manner, until one day he found two men standing in his doorway and smiling. They stepped inside and informed him that he'd just won the sweepstakes—$1,250,000, in those days a fortune.


The tailor could hardly believe his ears. He was a rich man! He would no longer have to spend long hours altering clothing, hemming dresses, making pants cuffs. Now he could really live! He locked his shop, threw away the key, and bought himself a wardrobe fit for a king. The same day he purchased a limousine and hired a driver and reserved suites at the best hotels in New York City. Soon he was seen with a variety of attractive young women.


He partied every night, spending his money as if it would last forever. But it didn't; soon he had lost not only all his money, but his health as well. Exhausted, ill, and alone, he returned to his little shop and started his life over. Everything returned to normal; out of habit he even bought one lottery ticket a year from his meager savings.


Two years later, the two gentlemen reappeared at his door. “This has never happened in the history of the sweepstakes, sir, but you have won again!”


The tailor stood on shaky legs and said, “Oh, no! Do you mean I have to go through all that again?”


As the tailor's story exemplifies, how we handle money (or power or fame) often reflects our sense of self-worth.


The Simple Source of Self-Sabotage


If self-worth had no impact on your actions—if it were contained within the feeling dimension alone—its only power would be over your moods. Sometimes you'd feel worthy (a pleasant feeling) and sometimes not (an unpleasant feeling). And that would be that.


However, low self-worth also influences actions, generating tendencies to sabotage your own efforts, so that things just don't seem to turn out well. You may feel unlucky at times or feel as though God is punishing you, when in reality you are only punishing yourself. You do this through behaviors of which you aren't fully aware. Or, like the alcoholic who knows he drinks but doesn't view it as a problem, you may be aware of your behavior without acknowledging its destructive impact.


I have never known anyone who wasn't affected at some time or in some way by self-sabotage or subtle self-destructive behaviors in the arenas of money, relationship, education, or career. The question repeats itself in different forms: How high will you rise? How good can you stand it?


To help eliminate any covert tendencies to sabotage your own efforts, let's examine the simple but profound source of self-sabotage. We need to make this mechanism conscious, so let's look at how it was formed and how it operates.


Your internal Scorecard


One of the most important steps you can take to improve the quality of your life is to become aware of how your self-assessment has shaped your existence and how you can transcend whatever rating you gave yourself.


To understand the roots of low self-worth and the source of self-sabotage, we need to examine a universal dynamic that applies to you and to every individual in every culture on earth.


In order to fit into society, your parents ( or caregivers) taught you what was considered right and what was deemed wrong.


If you behaved well, you earned your parents' approval and were rewarded with positive attention. If you behaved poorly, you received their disapproval and were punished with negative attention.


Thus, when quite young, you learned the two prime moral directives: If I am good, I am rewarded. If I am bad, I am punished


In an ideal world, these rules would be absolutely fair and consistent. In the real world, however, your parents didn't always notice misbehaviors. Even if they did see every misdeed, they might have been too tired or distracted to respond consistently to your actions.


But there was someone who saw and noted, without fail, every single misstep you ever made. You did, and you still do. Not only that, you also saw and, recorded every negative, hateful, petty, envious, spiteful, or cruel thought and feeling that passed through your mind. Thus began your issues with self-worth.


Remember the two rules: If I am good, I am rewarded. If I am bad, I am punished. Your parents, however, didn't always do the punishing. So you end up punishing yourself—sometimes for the rest of your life—in the form of self-sabotage or self-destructive behaviors.


The Subtleties of Self-Sabotage


Self-sabotage takes many forms, such as quitting school, taking low-paying jobs, choosing a spouse who abuses you physically or verbally, spending more money than you make, committing slow suicide with tobacco, alcohol, or other drugs, getting involved in crime, working yourself to illness or death, self-starvation, self-inflicting wounds, running away, dropping out, or engaging in other behaviors that undermine your health, success, or relationships.


Fame and fortune have a downside for those who feel undeserving of the adulation. Think of the celebrities who engage in punishing, self-destructive behaviors. It is important to note that those who have garnered fame and success without self-destructing have at least some of the following characteristics in common:


•  Someone in their family nurtured them as innately worthy, independent of what they could achieve or do.


•  Even when they were treated poorly, they had at least one significant person—a teacher or relative or friend—who listened to, valued, and treated them with respect.


•  They felt deserving because they had paid their dues—had sacrificed, studied, and worked diligently over a period of time.


•  They developed a sense of perspective and had a sense of humor about themselves; they didn't take themselves so seriously.


•  They shared their wealth in concrete ways, donating to charities, working for a cause they believed in.


Consciously you may desire success. You may read books and attend seminars, only to undermine your efforts in ways both subtle and creative. Consider those times friends or loved ones you trusted advised against doing something, but you did it anyway because you just felt you had to.


Of course, sometimes it's best to follow your own counsel. (Where would Columbus have been without it?) But if you see a pattern of blindly stepping into potholes despite others' guidance—like buying a lemon of an automobile when a mechanic friend thought it was a bad deal, getting an expensive item you didn't really need, gambling more money than you could afford to lose, or getting involved in a hurtful relationship—consider this: Haven't you already punished yourself enough?


Taking Charge by Taking Responsibility


While coaching gymnastics at Stanford University, I walked into a workout one day and found Jack, the team captain, lying on the mat, stretching—grasping one of his legs and pulling it toward his chest. As I walked by, I saw him grimace and heard him groan, “Oh, God, I hate this—it hurts so much!” I didn't know whether he was talking to me, to himself, or complaining to God, but I felt as if I'd wandered into a Mel Brooks movie. I wanted to ask Jack, “Who's doing it to you? If it hurts that bad, why don't you just let up a little?” This holds true for your life as well: If it hurts so much, why don't you just let up a little?


The moment we recognize the degree to which our difficulties are self-imposed, we begin to heal them. We end self-sabotage only by taking responsibility for the choices and actions that created it. Only when we stop blaming our boss or government or parents or spouse or partner or children or circumstances or fate or God can we change our lives and say with conviction, “I chose where I am now, and I can choose something better.”


Of course, not every misadventure, injury, or problem is created by your subconscious owing to low self-worth. For all we know, certain difficulties or challenges are gifts from God or arranged by our souls in order to test and temper our spirit. As the old proverb says, “Take it as a blessing or take it as a test; whatever happens, happens for the best.” And as it happens, adversities may sometimes contain their own blessings.


The Upside of Adversity


We have all had our share of pain, illness, and adversity. When I was in college, about to fly to Europe to the World Gymnastics Championships, my motorcycle was struck by an automobile and I sustained a broken right femur—my thigh bone was shattered into about forty pieces, according to the doctor. Looking back, years later, despite all the searing pain, disability and depression, and lengthy rehabilitation, I believe it may have been one of the most spiritually useful things that ever happened to me. It shook me “up” and made me consider the bigger picture of life and death. It set into motion some new directions. (I do not, however, recommend broken bones, illness, or other injury as a method of personal evolution.)


It's just that we can, if we examine the bigger picture, find blessings in adversity. If we are psychologically healthy, we do not seek pain, injury, or illness, but we can appreciate that everything contains its opposite—an upside and a downside.


Whether or not adversity is a self-sabotage or a spiritual lesson, when a misfortune does occur, something rather surprising can happen. Many survivors of serious maladies—with all the pain and suffering—report experiencing a kind of inner peace they had not felt before. Pain has a way of clearing the subconscious scorecard, as if the adversity and suffering pays off sins real or imagined. It's as if you finally get punished for all those things you said or didn't say, did or didn't do, and the scales are finally balanced. The psyche finds ingenious, sometimes tragic ways to find peace. I raise this topic to make it conscious, so that you can find inner peace through service (as in the twelfth gateway), not through pain.


Most of us have at one time or another experienced a need to do penance, to pay off debts, or to ask forgiveness for past mistakes. As you discover your innate worth, you come to see that life is tough enough without adding self-created difficulties; you begin to embrace the joys of life and to bring more joy to others.


The Leverage for Change


Self-worth is not a thing; it is a perception. Just as a gymnast begins a routine with ten points and receives deductions for each mistake, so you began life with a natural, complete sense of worth. (Have you ever met an infant with self-worth issues?) But as you grow, you serve as your own judge, deducting points when you misunderstand the nature of living and learning—when you forget you are a human-in-training and that making mistakes and having slips of integrity and mediocre moments are a part of life, not unforgivable sins.


What follows are some reminders that can help you to score your worth higher in the game of life. By shedding light of awareness and compassion on your own life, you can begin to meet your destiny with arms open wide.


Know That You Are Not Alone


The first step is to realize that you are not alone. We have all made mistakes as part of our life and growth. We have all said, thought, felt, and done things we regret. Our worth is not dependent upon being perfect. Many of us have fallen into self-defeating cycles—behaving badly, leading to a lowered sense of self-worth, leading to more negative behaviors. If we can stop judging our mistakes so harshly, we can also stop ourselves from reactively engaging in the negative behaviors.


Know That You Did the Best You Could


The second realization is that no matter what your behavior, you have done the best you could every day of your life. You may not agree with this. So before we tackle that question, consider this principle in relation to your parents or other caregivers: whether they were kind or abusive, they were doing the best they knew how in light of their own limitations, wounds, beliefs, fears, values, and anxieties. Their best may have been wonderful, or terrible, or somewhere in between. In the same way, even though you have certainly fallen short of your ideal many times and made mistakes, you have also done the very best you were capable of at the time.


Apologize and Ask Forgiveness


Most of us have replayed in our minds an incident we wish we could do over. Maybe we could have, done better on a job interview, a speech, an exam, or a performance. Or we may wish we could take back hurtful actions—moments of disrespect or dishonesty.


You cannot change past mistakes, but you can avoid repeating them. The past no longer exists except as a set of memories and impressions you keep alive in the present. By focusing on doing what you can do now—by reviewing your mistakes with eyes of compassion and asking forgiveness—you do much to heal your fragmented sense of worth.


If you are sorry for never sending your mother a birthday card, send her a special one now. Even if she has passed away, write the card. And ask her forgiveness. If you hurt a brother, sister, parent, or other person, review that memory; then contact them, apologize, and ask for forgiveness. If they will not forgive you, then forgive them for not forgiving you. Then send them flowers or another gift, perhaps with a letter. Going inside and visualizing those you have hurt, and asking their forgiveness, provides a healing that begins to lift your sense of worth as it heals relationships.


Trust Your Process


The next time you feel that something good can't last, remind yourself that evolution moves in an upward spiral and that life can, and usually does, get better over time. You live and learn, stumble and evolve, rise and fall, fail and grow, expand, progress. If you pay attention and strive to improve, you become stronger, clearer, wiser, and more capable. Life is a process of rediscovering your worth and the worth of all beings.


The Power of Grace


Finally, it comes to this: To discover your worth, you have to reach within yourself and find it there. You have to create it through worthy actions. In the twelfth gateway, Serve Your World, you will find the ultimate means to rediscover the unconditional worth you felt as a child. The gateways that follow will prepare you for that final step. Each gateway will yield new insights leading beyond self-worth to the practice of everyday enlightenment.
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