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Praise for Why Be Happy?



‘Respect, flexibility, and the inspiration to articulate core values are the key elements to understanding different cultures. With these three approaches, Why Be Happy? describes quite eloquently the values that Japanese people want to hand to the next generation.’


Yoji Yamakuse, author of Japaneseness


‘Scott Haas describes dualism of life in Japan perfectly. He allows the reader to view the culture through his experiences as the Japanese simultaneously strive for perfection or imperfection, depending on whether you view it (the culture) from a western or Japanese standpoint. I highly recommend Why Be Happy? to anybody who’s interested in learning about Japan. Omedetoo gozaimasu!’


Kenny Garrett, Grammy Award-winning jazz musician


‘Why be Happy? is a fascinating, suggestive contemplation, filtered through experiences in Japan, of the happiness perplex in America. Haas perceives the basic elements of contentment in Japan as acceptance and empathy and asks if these aren’t more satisfyingly found in the connections between people than in the isolated (American) individual.’


Merry White, PhD, Professor of Anthropology, Boston University


‘Scott Haas has written a valuable book that is enormously helpful for integrating our Western approach with Japanese practices for stress reduction. Both anecdotal and grounded in research, the book is extremely pragmatic. By focusing on Japanese methods to reduce stress, he then suggests that the subsequent calm can enable people to better address the systemic and institutional causes of their stress.’


Robert B. Saper, MD, Director of Integrative Medicine, Boston Medical Center


‘Scott Haas understands that Japanese cuisine reflects culture and history; he takes us behind the scenes and shows how the food is a sure way to appreciate Japan.’


Shinichiro Takagi, owner and chef at Relais & Chateaux, two Michelin star restaurant Zeniya in Kanazawa, Japan


‘Scott Haas’s insightful and engrossing exploration into the Japanese way of acceptance is a road map to a more meaningful life. This wonderful book excites with food for thought that is sumptuous, savory, and nuanced.’


Drew Nieporent, Restaurateur: Nobu, Tribeca Grill, Bâtard


‘Scott Haas asks a very philosophical question, and he is really interesting and deep. Every time you open a page, you’ll be amazed.’


Kenichiro Ooe, former chef at Kozue, Park Hyatt Tokyo, featured in Lost in Translation
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For Dr. Reto Dürler, my oldest friend. A person whose passion for nature—from his knowledge of birds to his interest in the Swiss mountains—informs my thinking, deepens my awareness, and adds to my understanding. And, of course, for telling me about Braunwald: Hoch über dem Alltag.




I may live on until


I long for this time


as I remember now


unhappy times in the past


with fondness
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—FUJIWARA NO KIYOSUKE, TWELFTH CENTURY


(TRANSLATION BY YUMI OBINATA)


Translator’s Note: The poem is one of the hundred poems we memorize in order to play a traditional card game called Hyakunin-isshu (“One Hundred Poems”).




How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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The World


Wait, what? Japan? What does Japan have to teach us about happiness?


A lot, as it turns out, and that’s something that took me years to figure out, and I’m still puzzled and trying to make sense of it all. Key matters led me astray from the way I was brought up to think about happiness.


In Japan, happiness isn’t a private experience. And happiness isn’t really a goal. Acceptance is the goal.
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What Japan does at its best, and what we can learn from its culture, is how to ward off the pain of being alone in the world. Accepting reality, past and present, and embracing things that don’t last are fundamental to life in Japan. Spending time in Japan, studying its culture, and trying hard to figure out how people there go about planning, organizing, loving, and seeing themselves and nature have changed how I see and deal with stress.


Not everyone succeeds at being part of the multitude of groups in Japan, and isolation is a famous problem, as it is in the West with the elderly, the marginalized, and those with chronic mental illness.


But there are huge differences. Options exist for inclusion in Japan, from communal bathing to safe public parks to huge shrines and temples throughout the country that are open to all. A lot of mingling goes on (since the Taisho era, 1912–1926, but not before), thanks in part to Westernization that broke down barriers and hegemonies. Groups are central to existence from very early ages with kids all dressing the same and eating the exact same school lunches. Expectations are so obvious and widespread that a lot goes unspoken: you know how you are supposed to behave in Japan at home, in school, in shops, in restaurants, and at work—and these expectations don’t vary much from person to person (although biases about gender and age and homogeneity are embedded and inhibiting).


Most of all, who you are as a human being in Japan, your self-identity, is formed as much by your group affiliations as by your quirks, opinions, and likes and dislikes.


Growing up in the United States, I adhere to our broad cultural opportunities: the “can do” spirit, the message of “Yes, I can,” the extraordinary openness and creativity, the willingness to try new approaches to get things done, the ferocity of individualism.


This is where Japan comes in.


Observation, listening, being silent, taking things in, considering problems as challenges, being far less reactive, and, above all, practicing acceptance: these are at the pinnacle of how you relate to yourself and others. While these behaviors all exist elsewhere, of course, as they are characteristic of our species, in Japan they are the cornerstones of institutional and systemic development.


Knowing that who I am has a lot to do with who am I with is liberating. The road to self-analysis and self-satisfaction is endless, ironically confining, and peculiarly isolating.


Who needs privilege when you can have affiliation?


No place has added greater balance to my life, calm, patience, respect for silence and observation, and acceptance of how community and nature matter more than one’s needs. The individualism we prize in the West is supplemented by an awareness that life’s greatest pleasures come from satisfying others.
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When others suffer, and we are empathic, our well-being is diminished. By this I mean: when we exercise our empathy, it implies absorbing the pain of others. As a clinician, when I hear, for example, terrifying narratives of loss, shame, and isolation, my well-being is diminished. This explains, in large part, why those suffering in ways evident to others are often shunned, blamed, or feared. The more we empathize with the pain of others, the more we recognize that their condition is part of our identity.


Think of it in the most pragmatic ways: if your child, spouse, parent, or dear friend is suffering, your well-being, because you feel part of them, and because they are in your heart and consciousness, is diminished. If my son or daughter or wife is suffering, I can’t think about being happy.


Quite capable of creating my own stress, rather skilled at it, in fact, and coming from a family where stress was wholly normalized, I have had a tendency to repeat the same familiar mistakes.


And it’s not just the personal. It never is—how could it be?


When I interview people at my job three mornings a week at the Department of Transitional Assistance in Dudley Square,1 Roxbury, Massachusetts, doing disability evaluations among the homeless or impoverished or abused or recently incarcerated, and then drive back to my tony neighborhood, which is only five miles away, I can see in very stark relief that achievement and safety have far less to do with personal drive than with race, gender, and economics.


I found the help I needed, found what was missing, by integrating experiences in Japan with my life here.


Incorporating habits from Japan, gradually or even piecemeal, has fundamentally changed how I see and experience stress, how I avoid it, and how I accept the world while simultaneously trying hard to change my position in it.


Pushing the World Away is the name of one of jazz saxophonist Kenny Garrett’s albums, and since he knows Japanese and has spent a lot of time in Japan, the title is an indication of how he and others, like me, view its culture.


When I spoke to Garrett, he told me: “Japan has always been my second home.” Inspired by Japanese culture, he said, “My music is pulling you in, pulling you in, pulling you in, pulling you in. The energy that we’re using to push the world away is energy we can use in positive ways.”


That’s Japanese acceptance in a nutshell. Pushing the world away in a fervent approach to creating meaningful experiences that bring us closer to one another and to the sensuality of being alive.


Through integrating uncomplicated and daily activities and practices from Japan, I feel less stress that comes about from my own history as well as in working with the disenfranchised, whose stories are deeply cutting. It’s an ongoing process; some days are better than others. And for sure I have more to work with than ever before, thanks to using observation, silence, and, above all, acceptance in its many facets. I have more ways to understand and decrease the destructive power of stress.


These aren’t secrets to happiness; this isn’t a way out of the challenges we face as human beings who are responsible citizens. It is a different way of seeing things, to paraphrase John Berger, adding to our current outlooks.2 That way offers possibilities.


A while back, the idea of ikigai got really popular and was put forward as a code or secret that once you learned it, you would be well on your way to happiness. But Japan isn’t just about happiness. More so, the Japanese story is fortitude, resilience, and community.3


What Japan offers is truly and fundamentally different ways of getting things done, seeing ourselves as part of nature, creating and being of use to communities, and accepting our very brief time here.


Just to be clear: Japanese have not cornered the market on empathy. Far from it. On a day-to-day basis, life in Japan is often characterized by indifference—people don’t seem to want to react to others around them. What if I say or do the wrong thing? What if I am interfering? What will others think of me?


At the same time, typically (but not always) there is extraordinary public safety and civility established through powerful and overriding cohesion that has been well-established, in many ways, since day one. External structures are there to provide what is needed; the individual doesn’t have to react much. Things are taken care of.


However, when a crisis does occur, one in which the external structures are not enough to solve matters, what is the individual supposed to do? Conditioned to look to the group for meaning, it can be difficult to know how to act and what to do.


My favorite artistic example of this takes place in High and Low, the 1963 Akira Kurosawa movie in which a wealthy Tokyo industrialist is forced to choose between being ruined in business or saving the life of the child of his chauffeur.


Putting aside his selfishness, which the movie suggests he acquired through postwar Americanization of Japan, the character Kingo Gondo (played by Toshiro Mifune) demonstrates that empathy trumps profit.


The movie was made when Japan was going into high gear—accelerating its industries, not just catching up with the West, but on the verge of surpassing it. Kurosawa was making the claim that the core values of Japanese culture were threatened by succumbing to Western concepts of success.


What, he wondered, was being lost?


The movie implies that empathy is the essence of Japanese culture and must not be sacrificed by adopting Western values driven by selfish greed. To help others, to understand and accept that we are part of a community: that’s what Kurosawa is saying it means to be Japanese. In his view, selfishness and greed are temptations imposed by the Americans that must be rejected.


I know—it’s a nationalistic movie!


Yet, in the United States, selflessness and empathy can be found everywhere. Whether through religious ties, community values, supportive and thoughtful families, or just a natural inclination to be caring, Americans think of ways each day to help others.


Jackie Robinson said, “A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives.”


The solitude, the separation we have from one another, the separation we have from nature, the selfishness that informs life all too often: these stressful concerns are addressed in Japan from a very early age.


Being part of family, school, company, and community is reinforced in Japan through a ton of everyday activities, behaviors, and ways of relating to one another, from observing to listening to apologizing (a lot!) to accepting.


The han (groups) of elementary schools, public bathing, unspoken relatedness, and public decorum are part of that effort or consensus. When individuals in Japan participate in each of these settings, their individualism is shaped by those around them. In a school, students must conform with uniforms and lunches. In public baths, naked among strangers or people recognizable from the community, privacy is no longer possible. The silence in crowds on sidewalks suggests that everyone is joined together (like it or not). All of these cultural representations and accepted behaviors lead to a shared sense of responsibility evident in healthy behaviors, highly functional communities, a great public infrastructure, and long life.4


No guarantees, but for sure thinking more about others and observing your surroundings leads to awareness: you’re not alone and not that important—which should be a relief. Well-being comes from helping others and fitting in.


The ideal of community remains a mainstay and a function of Japan’s cultural imperatives. Its goals are embedded in the faith that being part of a group is more important than asserting one’s individuality. Asserting oneself—making individual demands that are not expressed by the group—is frowned upon in Japanese culture.


I’ve been fortunate to have Japanese friends whose patience with me, and ability to laugh at my numerous mistakes, has deepened my awareness. Japan is by far the most relationship-driven country I’ve ever been to, a place where whom you are working with exceeds contractual matters.


Japan is also very didactic. Friends constantly correct me and take the time to show me the right way to do things. Whether it’s how to hand someone a business card, what to ask at the outset of a meeting with a new colleague, or how to behave on a train, I’ve been taught how better to fit in.


Countless experiences from my early years visiting Japan for work attest to the guidance provided.


I first went to Niigata, a prefecture northwest of Tokyo, on the Sea of Japan, around 2005. I had told Rocky Aoki, the former Olympic wrestler and the founder of the enormously successful Benihana franchise, that I was headed there and asked him what to expect. He laughingly called it “the Oklahoma of Japan.” Our conversation was taking place in Rocky’s plush digs on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, overlooking St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and as far as he was concerned, Niigata was the provinces.


“Nothing to worry about,” Rocky advised. “Full of hayseeds!”


It was anything but that. Sophisticated, rebuilt top to bottom since the war, and a no-nonsense kind of place, Niigata is like a great industrial city in the United States.


Fortunately, my friend Takeshi Endo, who had invited me to his city, tagged along to make sure I behaved myself properly. I had been hired by the sake brewers’ association of the prefecture, many of whom Takeshi knew through his food company, to help introduce their beverages to the United States. Niigata sake, in case you’re wondering, is regarded as some of the best in Japan because of the purity of the water that comes from the annual, massive snowfall.5


Anyway …


Takeshi literally stood at my elbow and told me how to hand out my meishi (business card), how to accept the card of the person I was meeting, how to look at the card, what to say after receiving the card, and where to put the card after receiving it.


“Tell him that you are grateful to be invited,” he whispered in my ear. “Describe your hotel in favorable terms. Mention that you appreciate his trust in you.”


Some of what he told me was not exactly unique to Japan, but what was different, and essential, was the precision and timing of the paces he was putting me through. And the clear implication that there were no alternatives: there was one right way to do things. I loved the clarity—what a relief! It was like scaffolding.


I had to look at the card and recite the person’s name and occupation on it while looking briefly into his or her eyes. I had to say something along the lines of how impressed I was with the occupation. Then the person did the same with my card. After that, each card had to be pinched at the bottom corners, lined up to the exact measure of the table’s edges, and placed facing the person who received it, name and occupation showing. Takeshi and I had discussed the pauses between my questions and statements earlier that day: where to sit at a business meeting, where to stand in an elevator, whether to bow, how deep to bow, to shake hands or not shake hands.


My friends knew all these things the same way I knew how to tie my shoes; it gave structure and rhythm to the day. In Tokyo, Yuko told me how to order noodles at a shop: where to stand, how to line up, where to put coins in a machine at the entrance that issued tickets for each selection, which I handed to the host or hostess, who brought them to the cooks. Shinji instructed me on what phrases to say when thanking a chef after a meal. Yumi showed me what to do when exiting a restaurant and the staff are on the sidewalk waving goodbye and bowing until they can no longer see us. Jiro indicated where to sit in a car and what compliment to give a farmer who was showing us ducks that ate the bugs that had been destroying his rice.


As Jiro and I exited an Irish tea room, in the middle of nowhere in Ishikawa prefecture, the shop a perfect facsimile created by the deep pockets and fanaticism of the owner, who had brought over furniture and carpenters from Ireland, I was told: “Tell him he has a beautiful suit.”


More about each one of these individuals later in the book.


What the endless catechism in Japan provides is a set of cozy honorifics that add confidence and affiliation. It’s actually like a huge collection of secret handshakes. And once you get into the swing of it, it is reassuring and a great way of letting go of a lot of personal hang-ups.


Mind you, as a foreigner, I’m the entertainment. People are observing. Whether I get it wrong or right, it can be fun for the locals. Like the time in a restaurant when I folded the wrapper of my chopsticks into a tiny accordion on which to place the chopsticks.


Takeshi laughed.


“What’s so funny?”


“A Japanese woman taught you that,” he said.


“Oh?”


“A Japanese guy would never do that.”


“So?”


“No problem,” he said, and laughed again. “Just saying.”


Or when I get it right and nail the honorifics, in an email or a speech at an izakaya that I’ve been asked to give rather suddenly to thank the host, a friend will whisper: “You sound so Japanese!”


Um, thanks, I guess.


In-groups, out-groups, ways to tell who’s who. I really love it applied here—when the effort to affiliate comes from me toward another individual. To try hard to find what we have in common and build on that until we both feel safe with one another.


Like talking about the calming effect of watching ducks swim on a pond with a guy I’m evaluating who just got out of state prison after serving a decade for attempted murder. Or talking about favorite stew recipes with a woman in a scattered site shelter6 for victims of domestic violence and how cooking gives her a sense of being at peace.


I’m not ignoring the tragedies or the antisocial behaviors, and I’m not minimizing the upheaval in their wake. I’m trying to build trust and see what we have in common as human beings long before anything else. I’m not into the pathology-driven approach to maladies.


It’s better to start with what we have in common as healthy human beings, which, as it turns out, is far more than what we don’t have in common.


These are starting points—based on affiliation—not the end points, and it’s Japanese awareness of groups and my desire to inculcate them into my life here that has calmed me down a lot, brought me closer to others, and turned life into a set of observations rather than anything I used to react to in ways more personal.


At times, I pretend I’m in a movie:


The Airport. The Supermarket. Stuck in Traffic. On Hold with the Appliance Company.


When I see myself as part of a group that is in each of these situations, rather than going it alone, I’m better able to step back. And feel part of things as well as observe.


The groups are there if we bother to look for them and accept being part of them. We have more in common with that person on the margins than we may care to acknowledge.


And since I see and hear and feel aspects of that person that remind me of my family, past and present, I’m more inclined to do something to be of use to that individual. That is very satisfying.


The daily habits, the very pragmatic matters, make Japan a place where individuals are encouraged (and at times required) to let go of selfish needs and be part of their surroundings. When it works, you realize your insignificance, experience relationships and nature more fully, and focus on the needs of others. All this adds up to a deepening sense of satisfaction and well-being.


I hope to share with you the way of life in Japan that contributes to ukeireru—acceptance.


What does it mean to accept a state of letting go and put others’ needs before yours? Japan is not the only country that prioritizes selflessness, but it is a place that uses this concept to inform how it structures and maintains institutions and systems.


[image: Image Missing]


In the West, letting go of self is epitomized in the poet John Keats’s “doctrine of negative capability”: “If a sparrow comes before my window, I take part in its existence and pick about the gravel … [so] that in a little time I am annihilated.”


Now wait. Before you say, “Who in their right mind would want to be annihilated?,” please remember a few facts: Keats died two hundred years ago, in 1821, at age twenty-five of tuberculosis. He was annihilated by mycobacteria, folks, not by a little bird. What he meant, what I mean, and what Japanese excel at is the annihilation of self-exploration, self-doubt, and pure selfishness.


It turns out that we are not our own best friends.


By observing nature and focusing on the immediate and transient, we get out of our heads, which is enormously relaxing.


In Japan, that’s a way of life.
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Acceptance


In Japan, numerous words mean “acceptance.” Depending on who you are with and the situation in which you find yourself, finding the right words to express acceptance varies and presents challenges for the speaker and listener.


It’s no different from countless Japanese words and phrases that function as symbols or representations of meanings.1


When deciding to write this book, I contacted friends in Japan to see if they could help me understand acceptance at deeper levels than my own—an outsider to their upbringings, culture, traditions, and history.


What might acceptance mean in Japan?


[image: Image Missing]


Yumi Obinata, an interpreter in Tokyo, sent me a highly detailed spreadsheet listing four words that mean acceptance. She then explained in what kind of sentence each word can be used and how to use them.


“Ukeireru is used by a mother with a child to accept something gently.


“Uketomeru is used by a mother to accept ‘the burst of emotions of her child’ when ‘something comes with great force.’


“Toriireru can be used in describing the acceptance by Japan of Protestant missionaries.


“Ukenagasu can mean to receive and ‘let it flow away.’”


Yumi explained further: “It is like if you are standing in a stream, you would rather stand sideways so that the water pressure on your body feels lighter. So here in Japan people accept disasters as part of life and try to ukenagasu so that they may not be affected too much psychologically.


“Kikinagasu can mean to hear and listen and let it flow away, meaning that we pretend to listen to somebody’s nagging but not take it really seriously!


“Juyo-Suro can be used to describe accepting modern Western thoughts and systems.”


Yumi said that “jyō can be six different words, and ukeireru is used often in day-to-day speech.”


I have known Yumi and her family for many years. I’ve enjoyed talking to her son Nozomi about his college thesis on European Jewish post-Holocaust philosophers when he lived with my wife and me for a couple of weeks, having dinner with her and her husband and my wife in an upscale izakaya in Ginza, and drinking green tea with Yumi in Shimoda, the village in Shizuoka prefecture where the infamous black ships arrived in July 1853, with an ultimatum from Mathew Perry (the commodore, not the guy from Friends) demanding trade with the United States and allowing US merchant ships into Japanese ports.


When Yumi explained the many ways to express acceptance in Japan, my understanding of the word was shaped by our friendship.


The next person I asked about the meaning of acceptance was Yuko Enomoto, whom I met about twenty years ago in Tokyo.2


Yuko gave me three words:


ukeireru


jkukugo


jiko jyu yuu


“Jiko jyu yuu means ‘self-acceptance,’” Yuko said. “We can feel it. Jkukugo is perhaps more intellectual, while ukeireru is kind of easy to understand and fun to imagine inside oneself.”


Of all the people I know in Japan, Yuko is the most urbane. The two of us met through Slow Food, the Italian food organization, and she is the person who taught me a great deal about hidden teahouses, coffee salons, art galleries, and tiny neighborhood restaurants in Tokyo. Nowadays, with a husband who is one of the most highly regarded up-and-coming chefs in the city (cooking Italian and Peruvian cuisines) and a toddler son who appears to be the embodiment of goodness, Yuko is striking a balance between her professional gifts and the demands of motherhood, accepting what comes her way with insouciance.


A third person whose help I received was Kiyomi Tsurusawa. I first met Kiyomi ages ago at the Kayotei, my favorite ryokan (hot springs inn) in Japan, located in Yamanaka in the prefecture of Ishikawa. She was the interpreter over several days for work we were doing on a book about artisans of the region. We talked about traditional crafts back then, but also a lot about our shared love of jazz.3


“Many Japanese words can be translated as acceptance,” said Kiyomi. “It’s very tough, but here are six. And oh, we have more!”


shodaku


jyu yuu


shiji


ninjyu


gokaku


ukeireru


“Shodaku can mean accepting an invitation. Jyu yuu can mean accepting a present. Shiji can mean accepting an idea or thought. Ninjyu can mean accepting difficulties. Gokaku can mean accepting a person. And ukeireru can mean accepting reality.”


In the end, I fell in love with this definition of ukeireru: “Used by a mother with a child to accept something gently, fun to imagine inside oneself, accepting reality.”


What would it be like to act each day inspired by ukeireru? What might we do? What might we say? What sorts of things can we participate in and advance in order to have that sense of well-being brought about by acceptance?


Ukeireru means much more than self-acceptance. It means acceptance of our relationships in our families, in school, at work, and in our communities. It means accepting others. It means accepting reality and creating contexts that broaden the narrow, confining, and exhausting perspective of Self.


Through embracing the ephemeral and imperfect, ukeireru applies Zen Buddhist and Shinto principles to modern Japan to create well-being and satisfaction. This is evident in a shared aesthetic approach that started and developed centuries ago. The art established a way of seeing. Originating at the top through a, let’s say, collaboration between religious institutions and feudal lords, the aesthetic turned the tables on loss that actually is due to ignorance: few institutions, little science, rigid social-economic structures, a ruthless natural environment. Rather than despair over life’s harsh conditions, the aesthetic established that the meaning of life was accepting, embracing, and even seeking loss.


The goal is to create a mental state in which you feel at home with sufficient awareness and confidence. You accept and embrace loss. You also realize that however you define yourself, that realization is contingent upon affiliation with nature and society.


We operate here in a society that cherishes the individual and that makes happiness the goal, and if those things come at the expense of others, that’s too bad for them too much of the time.


“Win or go home.”


“My way or the highway.”


“What’s in it for me?”


What ukeireru does is magnify the relationships in which we find ourselves; it provides the strength needed to make changes that are personal as well as structural.


In order to change anything—big like systemic racism or small like bad customer service—you need to have a calm state of mind and proceed with focus, deliberation, and intensity. You need a plan.


The plan is to accept yourself, your family, your friends, your colleagues, and your community. As you do this, you might be able to understand other points of view.


If you’re not self-aware, and you lack a state of calm self-awareness, you won’t be able to change things, especially not the conditions that created or contributed to the stress in the first place.


Create well-being, and then, if you like, address the problems that contributed to your isolation, worrying, and sadness. This isn’t a call to arms. It’s not: hot green tea, a long bath, a nap, and then let’s take to the streets. But if you want, you can take the energy that comes from being calm and try to make necessary changes.


Practicing the habits and adopting the behaviors associated with Japanese culture have helped me to observe and read and write with more concentration and comprehension than ever. Time seems to slow down—I’m not always thinking ahead, and I’m not always thinking back. Ukeireru creates a kind of basic state of immediacy—of being present.
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