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“If you find yourself growing older, this book is for you. We are all so fortunate to have such a wise ‘beginner’ as Ezra Bayda to guide us on this important journey.”


—Lizabeth Roemer, PhD, coauthor of Worry Less, Live More and The Mindful Way Through Anxiety


We all grow old—and every one of us is a beginner.


Aging brings us to a new phase of life, inevitably marked by losses big and small— and yet this can also be a phase of renewal. Bringing a beginner’s mind to our own aging, we see we have an opportunity to devote more time to reflection and inner exploration, to dive deeply into life’s meaning and connect to the love that is the essence of our being. Amid whatever physical, psychological, or circumstantial limitations we may be experiencing is the possibility of cultivating and living increasingly from kindness and gratitude. 


With techniques that are both simple and richly unfolded, this book will help readers:


•learn the subtle art of being with pain,


•uncover the fears that amplify suffering,


•tap into the transformative power of curiosity, and


•connect to a life of satisfaction and equanimity.


“Bayda writes with exceptional clarity and simplicity about the awakened life. He has a gift for describing the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of everyday life. His style is as plainspoken as Pema Chödrön’s.”—Publishers Weekly


“Groundbreaking and comprehensive.”—Toni Bernhard, author of How to Be Sick


“Written on a foundation of psychological insight and raw personal honesty, Aging for Beginners is a road map for those who wish to embrace growing old as an essential path for their own spiritual journey. We all need the type of guidance this book offers.” —Gregg Krech, author of The Art of Taking Action












To all of the starving and suffering children throughout the world, with the wish that they may someday have the opportunity to experience the life of a contented geriatric









Preface


MY SPIRITUAL SEARCH began when I was twenty, out of trying to make sense of my constant feeling of anxiety and confusion—a state I later came to call “the anxious quiver of being.” My initial attempts, mainly reading and journaling, gave me a degree of intellectual understanding, but did little to relieve the anxiety. Then, in 1970, at age twenty-six, I started a daily meditation practice—beginning in earnest with a disciplined approach to the path of self-discovery. I was truly a beginner, with both a seriousness of purpose and an open curiosity to learn whatever I could. Now, after over forty-eight years of practice, and despite experiencing and learning a great deal, I find I am once again a beginner. Older age, and particularly the challenges of an aging body, have made it clear that there is still a lot to learn. The truth is, we’re all beginners when it comes to the process of aging.


The idea of writing this book arose several years ago shortly after I developed kidney cancer and related complications—but I felt that I couldn’t write it until I had more clarity. As a beginner in the process of aging I felt that I didn’t have a broad enough perspective, and that my words therefore wouldn’t be helpful to anyone. But when I talked to Josh Bartok, my friend and editor, he reminded me of something that I had forgotten: that just communicating about my own struggle is something that might be helpful to those dealing with their own similar struggles. So as I observed and worked with my own experiences, as frustrating as they sometimes were, and as I began to put down the words, I found that articulating my struggle forced me to clarify it—for myself, and hopefully for others. It also helped me to find some of the perspective that had previously eluded me. The experience of writing this book, especially repeatedly working through the various techniques and practices, has been invaluable to me.


Much has been written about aging in recent years—which isn’t surprising, given that the percentage of people in the United States over the age of sixty-five has risen to a historical high of 15 percent. But aging doesn’t begin when we’re sixty-five. The experience of aging is very much based on our perception. When we’re twenty, thirty may look to us like seventy. When we’re forty, the thought of being sixty-five may seem as if life will be essentially over. And then, when we’re sixty-five or seventy-five, we may still feel inwardly like we’re in our forties. The point is, we can feel “old” at any time along our life process. When serious illness or incapacity strikes, for instance, or when we lose someone, we may understand, at least temporarily, the fact that we don’t have endless time. And those with chronic pain, regardless of their age, may wake up each morning feeling the burden of having to face another day.


It’s often said that the process of a human life can be described as “diapers to diapers.” Another frequent quip is that “aging is not for wimps.” Philip Roth put it even more emphatically when he wrote: “Old age is not a battle. It’s a massacre.” These three comments are humorous, sure, but also a testament to the fact that getting older can be an experience that is often difficult to navigate. This is not to say that we can’t live with vigor and vitality into our sixties and seventies and perhaps beyond, and of course, we may still live happy and meaningful lives. And many articles promote a can-do attitude—putting an emphasis on staying physically fit, socially active, and engaged in everyday activities. All of these things may indeed be helpful and good—yet we also have to recognize that sometimes these things may not be possible, and even when they are, they may not be enough. Sometimes the realities of aging may present difficulties that nothing in our life has truly prepared us for.


The majority of this book will address the difficulties in aging that exercise, social contact, and meaningful activities alone cannot address. Moreover, there are times when a can-do attitude may in fact be counterproductive; fighting to change the things we cannot change is never helpful—such things as the loss of our strength and physical abilities, the loss of our friends, the objective fact that we will one day surely die. But learning to relate to these objective difficulties in a new way is both possible and meaningful.


Perhaps we can start by asking this: what makes getting older so potentially difficult? Certainly, as part of the menu of aging, there will be loss and the grief that follows it—grief not just for the loss of loved ones, but also for the loss of our youth, our health, our appearance, and our feelings of significance. For some there will be loneliness and helplessness. Often, there may be anxiety and depression, especially around the uncertainty of what the future will bring. Many feel the world is changing so fast, especially technologically, that they feel left behind. For all, there will probably be some degree of pain and an increasing sense of the finality of death.


But the menu of aging has a second page, an additional section: “Possibility.” There is possibility because people are now living longer than ever before—from ten to twenty years longer than our grandparents. Being older no longer means that we are necessarily sick and incapacitated—or that we have to withdraw from active pursuits. For some, old age may be a new stage of life—a stage of renewal—in which our inner life can be experienced as being of equal importance with our outer life. This gives us the possibility of understanding what this life is really about, including our place within it.


There’s the possibility that we can understand, on the deepest level, that the gradual breaking down of the body is to be expected as part of the natural order of things. And then, when it happens, instead of fighting it, there’s the possibility of learning to accept it with equanimity, realizing that our new difficulties don’t mean that our life is now over. And then, in between the periods of difficulty or pain, we may have increased appreciation for what is actually present and be better able embrace the everyday treasures of being alive.


Although aging can certainly be difficult, it can also be a surprisingly rewarding period of our life. Accordingly, a good portion of this book will explore how we can use our aging to enhance the quality of our daily living. Unfortunately, though, there are no foolproof formulas or simple guidelines for navigating the aging process. No matter what we read or learn about how to cope with aging, the actual experience for ourselves will much more likely be a gradual back-and-forth process of confusion and insight.


One of the sources of suffering in aging arises if we take on the identity of “an old person” or “a sick person”—and then start to see our environment as a source of danger rather than fulfillment. If we start to look at everything solely in terms of how we can cope, our life becomes very narrow. And yet, while we certainly don’t want to fall into such a dark place, at the same time it is necessary to honestly acknowledge that we are, in fact, getting older or losing our good health or perhaps some of our abilities to cope as we once did. To meet this skillfully, we have to give up pretending that we are the same person we were when we were younger and healthier. At some point we may even realize the value of acknowledging the fact that we will die, even though we have no idea when that will be. This acknowledgment doesn’t have to be morbid or a lament; in fact, with the clarity that our life will someday surely end, we may experience the sense of lightness that comes when we no longer identify so strongly with our bodies. This is a fine line we need to learn how to walk—accepting we are older or unwell, without assuming that this is all that we are.


As we get older and it hits us that our days are limited, we can more easily prioritize how we spend our time and energy, based on what is truly important to us. For me, there has been a definite change in my life perspective, as well as subtle changes in how I am living my life. There is less dwelling on petty worries and less willingness to let anger or fear dictate my life. I have found that I am less afraid to do the things I want to do—even and especially the ones I previously held back from doing. I am also less inclined to do things out of a sense of obligation that is no longer so important to me.


Hopefully, for all of us, in aging we can become more appreciative of many of the little delights throughout the day that we so often miss. And we certainly will want to communicate and connect more deeply with those we most care about. But perhaps one of the greatest gifts of aging is acquiring the wisdom to live as best we can from kindness and love.









PART I


Understanding the Terrain
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The Basic Predicament


IT’S SOMETIMES SAID that aging is difficult because each day brings us closer to death—but though this certainly may play a part, the truth is, we may not even think about death all that often. Yet there are a variety of other factors that, when combined, can make this last stage of life particularly challenging. We start with the fact that we are all beginners when it comes to the process of aging—none of us has ever done any of this before. This alone can make it seem daunting as we face one challenge after another.


Even so, there is something we can do. The rest of this book will address how to approach these challenges in a way that can radically alter how we experience our aging.


The Human Factor


We all have an innate craving for safety, security, and control—this is part of how humans are wired for survival. Accordingly, it’s difficult for us to accept the reality that so little of life is subject to our complete control. We may want to believe that we’re in control, in the same way that the steersman thinks he’s in control of his boat. A steersman moves his rudder and to some extent he can determine where his boat will go—but the stream is going at its own speed, and there may well be unknown twists and turns and rapids ahead. Like him, we may occasionally realize that we’re not in control, but as soon as our boat hits the quiet waters, we fall back into the illusion that we are in charge of what happens. Because we simply don’t want to feel the uncertainty and helplessness that come up when our illusions fall short, our response is often to deny, or resist, or fight the inevitable—in our search for something stable to hold on to. Of course, we will want to do the best we can with our changing circumstances, but that’s different from demanding that we have control.


When we experience the difficulties around aging, one of our first reactions might be to ask why: we may analyze the situation by asking, Why is this happening to me?, Why am I depressed?, Why am I so tired?, Why am I anxious?—and so on. We ask why, in part, because we want certainty; we want to avoid the anxious quiver in our body, the discomfort of losing our illusions of control. Yet no matter how hard we try to maintain these illusions, aren’t we all just one doctor’s visit away from the sense of total helplessness? This is a crucial part of the predicament of aging.


On the surface, there’s nothing wrong with trying to be safe or comfortable. What makes this area problematic is that, at an early age, our survival mode takes over and becomes one of our main motivations. Then, as we get older, we suffer the consequences of having pushed aside some of our other basic, natural urges—like curiosity, appreciation, and living from our true openhearted nature. Until we know how to cultivate these more positive urges, our lives become narrower and increasingly less satisfying, especially as we experience the loss of safety and security that comes as our bodies begin to gradually break down.


The Existential Predicament


All of us have an inborn desire for certainty, meaning, and structure. Yet, how does this square with the fact that we live in a world where impermanence is the nature of reality? We get sick, we get old, and we eventually die. Accordingly, all of our attempts to find a permanent ground to stand on will eventually fail. This is one of the main sources of our fundamental existential anxiety—the anxious quiver in our Being.


Yet, it’s not just the fact of impermanence that causes us to have anxiety and suffer—it’s our resistance to accepting impermanence as an inevitable aspect of life. The inexorability of aging pushes us to confront the clash between what we want—security and comfort—and the reality of what is. Trying to avoid the unwanted seems to be deeply ingrained in the human psyche, and if we forcefully continue our evasions, our suffering increases.


The existential predicament starts with the fact that as humans we want a sense of secure ground. Yet somewhere along the way we may come to the frightening realization that uncertainty and groundlessness cannot be avoided. We may experience this when we are hit with a personal crisis, such as a serious relationship breakup, a financial reversal, or a troubling diagnosis. It may become clear to us that what we want is a sense of certainty and meaning—yet we live in a world that may not offer either. This is one of the essential predicaments that all of us must eventually face, and particularly so as we get older.


The existential predicament continues with the fact of our basic aloneness. At bottom, this is the tension we feel that comes when we recognize our absolute isolation—the fact that we are born alone and that we will die alone. We may not recognize this very often, but it is in sharp contrast with our deep desire for connection, protection, and our wish to be part of a larger whole.


Perhaps the most daunting part of our existential predicament is the fact that we will all someday surely die. This is in direct conflict with our deeply ingrained desire to continue to live. There’s no getting around this conflict—wanting to exist and knowing that someday we will no longer be. We can posit an afterlife or take comfort in the legacy of our children or our accomplishments, but, in truth, this comfort may not be enough to prevent the anxiety from seeping through. The solution, which will be addressed in later chapters, has to come from our acceptance of the fact that we will surely die, and from our ability to surrender to this as part of the natural order of things.


Entitlements


When difficulties around aging arise—and comfort and relief are not forthcoming—or we find ourselves in situations that won’t improve and may worsen, there’s a feeling that life is definitely out of sync. This doesn’t just apply to aging: as far back as 2,500 years ago, the Buddha pointed out that everyone has to deal with the fact that life entails discomfort and disappointment. We will always have our many problems—fears about our health, concerns about financial security, relationship difficulties, anxious striving toward success and acceptance, and so on—and these problems may feel more acute the older we get.


Still, perhaps the most basic problem, as silly as it may sound to say it outright, is that there’s a part of us that really believes that we shouldn’t have any problems. Perhaps that’s a significant factor in what makes our aging seem so distressing to us: we firmly believe that we should have what we want. We expect good health and the ability to stay youthful and physically fit. When life greets us with illness or injury, we commonly experience frustration and even betrayal. Sometimes just getting a cold will trigger our anxieties over losing control and feeling powerless. Our sense of entitlement basically says that life should go the way we want and expect it go—and even tells us that we shouldn’t have to experience discomfort. Then, when discomfort inevitably comes along, we may feel that something is wrong; we might feel it’s unfair, or feel sorry for ourselves, or get angry. If we persist in this sense of entitlement, it guarantees that we will eventually feel like a victim.


As an example, for several years I regularly experienced nerve pain, which sometimes seemed that it would never go away. Even after many years of meditating I would still hear (inside my own mind) the classic lament: “It’s not supposed to be this way!” This was a humbling experience, to see how easily I could still get caught in a sense of entitlement. But one of the things this taught me is that we should never underestimate the depth of our feelings of entitlement.


The source of these feelings of entitlement is the ego, the small mind that is trying to control its world, trying to have life on its own terms. We all know the silent soundtrack—“If I do this, I’ll feel better”—the assumption that we can make ourselves, and life, be the way we want them to be. But this can only bring disappointment. Why? Because no matter what we do, there’s no way that we can guarantee a life that is free of problems.


Complacency


It is normal to get caught up in the complacency of our routines, living our life on autopilot. As we get older and get a taste of the changing and impermanent nature of things, this may shake us out of our complacency and comfort. In fact, this can be quite unsettling. Even if we’re somewhat buffered from being actively unhappy, this is still the classic case of skating on thin ice. All it takes is one crack in the ice—such as a serious threat to our health or finances—and we see how little we can count on. We begin to see we’ve been chasing a false sense of certainty, dependent on favorable, yet temporary, external circumstances. An old Chinese proverb sums this up: “To be uncertain is to be uncomfortable, but to be certain is to be ridiculous.”


Part of our problem is that our view is so myopic that we miss the bigger point. On the survival level, the point is simply to live. Beyond survival, however, the bigger point is to live as authentically as possible. Why? Because it’s our nature to do so. Our true nature strives to reveal itself, just as an acorn strives to become an oak. This is why our deepest satisfaction is to become who we truly are.


However, when complacency takes charge, we usually just go from one thing to another, often only seeing what’s right in front of us. We’ve lived most of our lives caught in this complacent state called “waking sleep,” where we’re lost in or identified with whatever we’re doing, rather than being actually aware of who we are and what we’re doing with our life—and we end up focused primarily on wanting to be comfortable or secure in some way.


We can spend a lot of our energy trying to fortify a particular self-image, such as being strong, or competent, or helpful. We spend still more time and energy following our usual strategies, such as trying to please others in order to gain approval, or trying to prove our worth, or gain control to ward off the feeling of chaos. These strategies are always based, on some level, in fear. Without a bigger view of what life is we will continue to sleepwalk through life, discontented and lacking in a sense of purposeful living. Ultimately we need to focus, experientially, on one of the key issues that we all face as we age—the fact that we feel disconnected from our true nature. The remainder of the book will try to make it clear what this actually means and what we need to do about it.


Specifics of Aging


We are often faced with new and specific challenges as we get older. For example, when we have a serious illness, or begin getting one symptom after another, it’s very common to see ourselves as no more than a set of symptoms. In a way, we can even take on the identity of being a “sick person.” When this happens, our life becomes filled with fear. Fear is powerful, and it can make our life feel very dark and narrow. The mind can obsess with fear-based questions: What will happen to my body? What will happen if my mind starts to go? We worry about being a burden, and at the same time we worry about who will take care of us when we need help. Will anyone even care?


It is also not uncommon to worry about losing what we have. This becomes even more acute as we age, particularly when we regularly experience the loss of our physical abilities and our health. It’s likely that we will begin to lose our physical strength, stamina, and flexibility. For some this is the hardest thing. No longer having the same energy and vitality can easily spiral down into depression. For others, the hardest part of getting older is the seemingly endless parade of health issues. Sometimes it seems that as soon as one pain or symptom goes away, another one appears. Over time this can make us weary; at times it can seem as if our life is essentially over.


For some, a major difficulty in aging comes with the changes in our appearance; there are those painful moments when we realize we no longer look attractive or appealing and that there’s no going back. When we look in the mirror, we can see the graying of our hair and the increasing wrinkles of our skin. We can feel the pains in our joints and the aches in our muscles. We can’t see as well or hear as well or walk as well. All of these losses add up to the feeling that nothing is quite the same. The simple fact is, for many, it’s no fun getting old. It may seem as if everything just starts to fall apart.


Sometimes growing old means loneliness or isolation. For some, it becomes a long wait for the inevitable. For others, one of the most difficult aspects of aging is the feeling that we are no longer useful—that we have lost our place as an important or productive person. Although it is natural to give up our roles and our occupation, their absence might cause us to begin to question our identity. This is particularly difficult when we no longer have others to confirm our importance, and we lose a sense of purpose. As we become less physically able, this feeling of loss can become acute. There may also be financial issues—it can be frightening to suddenly find yourself on a fixed income, while at the same time expenses just keep going up.


In our younger years, many of these problems may seem workable, since we tend to carry on as if we have endless time. As we age, it becomes a little more difficult to hold on to this illusion. But many may still remain in denial, seeing themselves somehow as exceptions, as if the biological laws of aging don’t really apply to them. After all, we’ve spent all of our lives pretending that only other people get old. Adjusting to the reality that we’re actually “them” can be difficult. When Elizabeth and I moved into a retirement community, we were the youngest people there, so when I’d look around and see people bent over or with walkers, it was easy to believe that they were “old” and I was still “me.” But sometimes, when I would walk by a glass window and see my reflection, it was impossible to pretend that I didn’t look old. And as I began to experience my share of difficulties and losses, I had to adjust to a new reality. It didn’t come easily, and I had to go through the process of reflecting on my place in the world.


Each of us has to examine where and how we get in our own way. We can start with noticing our entitled belief that life should please us and go the way we want, that we should always be healthy and comfortable. We can also observe the thinking mind, with all of its laments about the past and worries about the future, with all of its blaming and judging thoughts, including those directed toward ourselves. All of this keeps us lost and without direction.


Although it’s a challenge, discovering who we are and our direction is one of the rewards of the process of aging. One of the things that this requires is seeing the extent to which we identify with our body. We are normally so convinced that the body is who we are that we redouble our efforts to control it. But we’re not in control of sickness, and certainly not of old age and death. When we try to control these things, it often leads to anger and then to powerlessness and hopelessness. When we resist the realities of aging, the result is always suffering—from the small everyday distress to the dark nights that can seem overwhelming.


The Dalai Lama, when asked what surprises him most, purportedly answered, “Man—because he sacrifices his health in order to make money, then he sacrifices money to recuperate his health. And then he is so anxious about the future that he does not enjoy the present; the result being that he does not live in the present or the future. He lives as if he is never going to die, and then dies having never really lived.”


Underlying this is the basic predicament: that our world is constantly changing and that there is little we can do to control it or to satisfy our innate craving for safety and certainty. But even though we can’t stop our aging or control the changes that are part of getting older, we can nonetheless begin to discover and integrate some essential teachings that can be of great value.
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The Essential Teachings


AGING, especially with the difficulties that inevitably arise, can present us with an essential choice point. Finally realizing that we don’t have endless time, our priorities can begin to shift, and we can begin to live in the phase of life that can best be described as the “natural monastery.” During this phase we can learn to see our difficulties no longer as obstacles, but rather as part of our path toward self-discovery and inner freedom. Cultivating this attitude is crucial. In the second and third parts of this book we will present very specific ways for working with common difficulties—such as anxiety, loss, loneliness and physical pain—but understanding the overview from this chapter is a basic prerequisite to utilizing the specific approaches that come later.


Many who follow a spiritual path are familiar with Buddha’s noble truths. There are many versions of these, but the essential teaching is that everything is temporary and that nothing in life can be certain. We suffer because the mind can’t accept the reality of impermanence, and the more the mind resists this by searching for some permanent ground, the more we suffer. In other words, it is not just the outer circumstances of change and uncertainty that are the problem, but how we deal with them. Once we understand that it is the mind, or ego, that is an integral part of the problem, we have the opportunity to cultivate a new way of seeing and relating—a way which can reduce our suffering and bring a degree of equanimity. Using the difficulties of aging as our natural monastery, it is possible to cultivate a mind that can adapt to uncertainty and change. For example, when confronted with new and changing circumstances, instead of saying “Oh no—not this!” we can learn to greet them with the curious mind that says, “So this is what’s next—let’s see what it will be like.”


This may not always (or ever) be easy. Our fears around aging, particularly when we increasingly experience discomfort and pain or sense the beginning of the loss of our mental faculties, can become a dark shadow that goes with us everywhere. A vague sense of doom can become a constant companion, and when that happens, we might lose our sense of appreciation and vitality. The more vulnerable we feel, the more widespread the fear becomes, and our lives may feel like they’re spinning out of control.


Added to this, the way we perceive old age may increase our sense of its inherent difficulty. When we talk about old age, the words we use to describe our perceptions actually shape the way we view and react to our world—and it’s often true that our culture describes these things in terms of burden and frailty, and focuses on pain or discomfort. These societal views of what old age is supposed to be tend to emphasize loss and helplessness and decline. In other words, is it possible to look at old age with different words and concepts?


Let’s consider what it might mean to regard old age as the natural monastery. In a monastery, which we might enter when we’re very young, we voluntarily give up control of our life situation in order to live in peace and solitude. Although we may not want to live in solitude as we age and still want to have at least some degree of control over our life, nonetheless we can devote this time to a deeper inner quest—the essence of monastery life. We can prioritize having fewer distractions, leaving more time for meditation, prayer, reading, and writing, as well as being in nature. Consequently, we can begin to look at our life in terms of the positive qualities of getting older.


When we do this, we have the possibility of focusing on this stage of life as a period of renewal, including cultivating the ability to see life more clearly, to live more from kindness and gratitude, to become less caught in our attachments, and to appreciate the innumerable delights that are always right in front of us. Many believe that children have a natural sense of wonder, which becomes dulled and lost as they age, but in actual fact children mostly take life for granted, and our sense of wonder only develops as a result of using aging as a stage of self-discovery and renewal. No longer pretending that we have endless time, nor ignoring how thin beneath us the ice actually is, we can fully appreciate the line from Camus: “Autumn is a second spring, when every leaf is a flower.”


There is another useful teaching, often attributed to the Buddha, that we can use as a guiding principle: “In the end this is what matters most: How well did you love?” With this in mind, as we learn to cultivate a new way of seeing, we learn to always aim toward love. The question is: how do we do this?


Perhaps we think there is some secret formula or that we have to do something special to bring love to the fore, but the only “secret” is in learning how to see and relate to whatever our life is right now in a new way. This has to include even the things we find difficult, the things we don’t want—the aching body, the limited stamina, the feeling of loss of purpose, the mind that seems to be slipping. When we can work with our own self-defeating attitudes around our difficulties, love is more likely to be available to us.


It’s essential to see the power of our unexamined beliefs. Aging, for example, can seem so much more problematic if we have the view that life itself should forever follow our agenda. This limiting view comes from a sense of entitlement—a belief that life should always give us comfort, pleasure, and ease. Sadly, this keeps us from realizing that the fullest and richest experience of life often comes as a result of the difficulties that life presents, where we are forced to go deeper. In this way, disappointment can often become our greatest teacher. The crisis of facing the changes that come as we get older can be reframed; from a fresh perspective they can be seen as an opportunity for inner growth and renewal. We learn to view discomfort as a pathway to learn and open. We can come to understand that disappointment and pain can actually be tenderizers for the heart, awakening us to love.


During this process, there is a point at which an essential shift occurs in our Being. We move from being stuck in a life whose primary goals are comfort, security, approval, and control—all of which fortify self-centeredness and unhappiness—to a growing orientation toward wanting to live more from our deepest values. This shift is not like a change in mood, or a temporary phase, or even a change in attitude; it is an actual change in our way of Being. This shift deepens our willingness to persevere, and although strong emotions and old patterns may resurface once in a while, fundamentally there is no turning back from the natural monastery. Without this shift in our Being we will always be at the mercy of our moods, desires, opinions, and emotions, as well as of our ever-changing external circumstances. In other words, we will perpetuate our old ways of seeing and being, which keep us caught in a life that alternates between complacency and unhappiness.
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