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To the last three years on the long road, and the many places and people who opened their hearts and homes.

And to this chapter of wandering coming to a close and the new unknown one just beginning.






You say goodbye and I say hello.

—Lennon–McCartney








FOREWORD

“Where am I? Who am I? Who are you? What do I do now? What was isn’t any longer. Someone left. Someone arrived. Something broke. Something repaired. Life changed. Now, what can you do to mark this moment and find yourself again, to recognize that this is no longer that?”

You and I are asking these questions now more than ever. What can we do to mark the often-unspoken moments our society urges us to ignore? Are we to simply pass them by, glossing over and moving on from the miscarriage, the breakup, the coming out, the move, the loss of a loved one, the healing of an illness? What about when we find a new love, a nourishing friendship, a job, a surge of creativity?

Instead of muscling our way through difficulty or numbing ourselves when things feel fantastic, what might help us pay attention and grant appropriate significance to these thresholds? How can we note these moments, learn from what’s arduous, and honor holiness?

In 2016, there was a forty-eight-hour period between my mom’s entering the hospital and her sudden passing. Calling in wisdom from dear teachers and my rabbi, I created personal rituals for nearly every hour during that time. A tiny altar was arranged in the room where my son and I slept, in front of which I would sit whenever I wasn’t at the hospital. From a lifetime of images, I crafted a digital altar in my phone. Then I made myself into an altar, wrapping myself in my mom’s scarves, her jewelry, her favorite shirts.

Standing at her kitchen sink during that time, staring at her yard and her garden, feeling her presence, taking immense, full breaths, I would whisper mantras to comfort myself, moving slowly to ensure that I would feel every ounce of grief as it moved through me in waves. Those breaths and chants, I now see, were rituals I used to find resilience and fortitude as she slipped away from me.

Since her death, I continue to create these informal sacred spaces where I have time to quietly connect with her; sometimes aloud, often silently. It takes only a few seconds of sitting still to hear the singsong way in which she would call my name from the bottom of the stairs. Often I’ll put on a piece of her clothing in order to feel her energetically holding me, surrounding me.

Similarly, as a parent of a teenager, my aim is to give my son as much space as possible, even though I wish I could shrink him back down and fold him and his curls back into my arms. Some evenings I’ll use the teacup he made in pottery class to drink my tea, a tiny ritual that helps me steady myself as my role in his life shifts, giving him much-needed solo time while tending to my own heart. It’s the small things.

If you’re sensing it’s your time to stop turning away and start venerating the shifts in consciousness you might be experiencing in your own life, this is your sign. No matter what’s happening for you right now, the book you hold in your hands is here to help you pay attention, slow down, and listen differently.

Day’s first book, Morning Altars, illustrates his colossal capacity for alchemizing ordinary bits of nature into an experience of quiet, prodigious respect. Hello, Goodbye takes this element of transformation to another stratosphere, elevating each moment to new relevance. Day steeps us in ancient understandings, inspiring us to cultivate conscious rapture and true respect with each suggestion. He reminds us that there are simple, profound ways to manage and mark the moments in time that seem small but mean the most.

Day reminds us to stop and recognize that something is happening. To feel. To create distinctions. To be discerning. To remember. To grieve. To heal. To begin again. To know that our heartbreak is actually a form of love, worth our reverence.

—Elena Brower

Santa Fe, New Mexico

June 2021






HELLO.

This book is a child of change. Its first words were conceived at the onset of a global pandemic. Chapters formed as markets crashed, unemployment skyrocketed, and uncertainty descended on the world like a thick fog. I pursued the writing even as I anxiously watched the ground fall out from under me—my mother’s lockdown in her memory-care facility, my grandmother’s COVID infection and hospitalization, and all of my employment vanishing within one week. It’s certainly ironic to write a book on marking change while swimming or sometimes even flailing in its abyss.

But perhaps it couldn’t be any other way.

What kept me afloat every day was a quiet morning ritual. Before any coffee was ground, before any word typed, I would head to the sea. The tiny home that this book was written in is a stone’s throw from a small beach named Seabright. I visited Seabright every morning before anything else in order to feel human again.

It took real discipline to keep to this ritual. My attention was being pulled in a hundred other directions during those early days of the pandemic. Each morning would kick-start with another fire to extinguish or emergency to tend to, and honestly, going to the sea felt frivolous. But a voice within me knew better. This voice said: Going to the sea will let you not lose yourself. So, I made a nonnegotiable agreement to head to Seabright first before looking at any email, answering any call, or responding to any worried text message—and this granted me the capacity to face that day’s shit show. Going to the sea wasn’t a beach visit. It was a ritual—a way to remember and feel connected again. Every morning, I’d grab my coat and my basket, slip into rubber rain boots, and head outside. Along the way I collected whatever caught my eye—golden cedar cones, old man’s beard, dried maple helicopters, lush spongy moss, fallen snowdrop petals—all depending on the season, of course. As I crossed the small footbridge and climbed down the rickety stairs, I came to an expanse of stone, water, and islands. Some days, just glimpsing that deep green gulf would break me down in grief and relief, as if I was in the presence of something that could hold me so I could finally collapse. On those tender mornings, it was enough to let myself just be a fragile human, unsure and undone, mingling my tears with the salty Salish sea.

Most mornings, however, I’d get on my hands and knees and listen to the symphony of the place: the tide raising and lowering the shore’s pebbles; the sounds of a distant seal’s bobbing head and the gruff of his heavy breath; a family of geese honking incessantly overhead, flying with haste beyond the grand firs. No matter how much my world was spinning, no matter how the pandemic had undone everything I took for granted, these sounds oriented me. Listening to them, I found my center again. They brought me back to my body, my breath, and to the simple and quiet rhythms that lived on this island. The sea softened me so I could feel my grief and gratitude. To hear life carrying on like that gave me a way to carry on too.

Then, between two barnacle-speckled rocks, I laid down the leaves, shells, or pine cones I had collected, and put them into a shape or pattern—some semblance of order to remind me that there was such a thing. Even though I have been making impermanent altars out of nature for so many decades of my life and have even built a name and career from it, something I’ve come to call Morning Altars, this year in particular most of my creations weren’t artistic as much as they were necessities. Every little altar put down became a grounding rhythm and rod.

This ritual also midwifed this book. It carried me through every day of writing and offered continuity every time my doubt surfaced, my fear took hold, or the ground under me dissolved.

Whether I like it, hate it, invite it, or refuse it, life is forever changing. Especially this past year, ritual has always given me a place to temporarily stand on, to understand from, to make meaning with, to slow down and bear witness to. Rituals are ways that I can recognize the reality of where and when I am—which as I write this still happens to be in Canada during a pandemic—and lets me locate my whole self again in this unfolding story.

Tomorrow, this ritual ends for now. Tomorrow, I move out of this tiny home and leave my daily visits to Seabright. I’m heartbroken to say goodbye to this everyday companion and friend—leaving behind the steadiness and continuity it gifted me this year. But before I put the last few boxes in the car and drive away, I will mark this threshold by saying goodbye in the same way I have said hello each and every morning. Tomorrow at dawn, I will head to Seabright one last time, to mark the end of this remarkable chapter—putting down an altar to all that’s been lost and all that’s come into being since arriving to these Salish shores.

As the world yearns to open again, as life tries to return back to its normal rhythms, I want to linger at this edge between coming and going—not yet ready to come out but not completely capable of staying in. This threshold moment is stretching me, tenderizing my heart to the point of breaking because I am once again remembering that my grief is really love and this ending is also a beginning. To let both be simultaneously is the truest way I can understand this time and, really, my life.

As I head out tomorrow on the road and return to my home country, facing a new variant of the virus and more uncertainty, I carry with me the reminder of what Antonio Machado said of this long and winding road: “Traveler, there is no path. The path is made by walking. Traveler, the path is your tracks. And nothing more. Traveler, there is no path. The path is made by walking. By walking you make a path. And turning, you look back. At a way you will never tread again. Traveler, there is no road. Only wakes in the sea.”

—Day Schildkret
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Introduction


The times are urgent; let us slow down.

—Báyò Akómoláfé



Yesterday she forgot my name. A name she gave me. A name she’s been calling me since I was born. She forgot it so easily—“What’s your name again?”—as if it were nothing, as if I was an acquaintance meeting her in line at the grocery store. Even though I had dreaded this moment coming, it had finally arrived. And it defeated me as much as you’d think it would. For years now, my mother’s memory has been in steep decline. At the beginning, we could just sense it coming, like whisperings about an inevitable and unwanted guest. At first, simple things went missing: keys, phone, her pocketbook. But this year was an avalanche of amnesia. This year, the year of the pandemic and the separation and isolation it brought to so many and especially people like my mother, accelerated what was already becoming undone.

And now my name. What can be done after a moment like this? How to pivot, as I usually do, to a sweet song or a funny voice or a benign “What did you have for lunch?” This time on Facetime, I had nothing in my pockets. And so there was only space between us. Just silence that felt endless which I’m sure lasted only a moment or two. Then, like two strangers, I reminded her of my name, to which she replied, “I know,” and the conversation petered out as quickly as she forgot she was even on the phone at all.

Today, she didn’t remember that moment. But I did. That moment meant something to me. It was another cairn on the long road of losing her. Another way to mark this ambiguous loss, this time of her being here and not here. Of her slowly fading away. To others, this grief would be more recognizable if she had died and I was mourning her. “How’s your mom?” is a question my friends sometimes ask me, which sounds exactly the same as if she was in full health. For there isn’t much in our collective arsenal of meaning to mark these small monumental moments. There isn’t a guidebook that tells you what to do when your mom forgets your name, and so that day I just tried to carry on as usual. There was work to do; there were emails to answer, dishes to wash, calls to make. And as much as this moment pierced me to the bone, what else could I do?

This book is about what I did in that moment. And other moments, big and small, that plead for a ceasing of our regularly scheduled program. A way to ward off the spell of normalcy by recognizing that something has happened. The path we’ve been treading is winding in another direction. The highway we’ve been coasting on is merging into another. All the signs say: “Pay attention. Slow down. Be prepared to stop.” But it’s not that easy. If it were, we’d all be doing it. Most likely, if you’re reading this, you too live in a modern culture that doesn’t value slowing down. Actually, it’s more pernicious than that. Our modern culture resists it, even fights it. Our culture is competency-addicted and aggressively compelled toward speed and mastery. Our collective mantras are “carry on,” “chin up,” “keep going,” “just do it.” Then these moments of change and uncertainty become diminished as things to overcome or sidestep in order to get back in the game. Or worse, these remarkable moments are treated like a spectator sport, something we watch but aren’t impacted by. And the consequence is our days carry no evidence that anything even really happened.

I sat at the crossroads of that possibility after this video call with my mom. It might have been just like any call we’d ever had. But it wasn’t. That moment marked me. It left a fresh wound on my flesh. And it sat there waiting for me. It wanted something from me too. An equal marking. It was looking for me to make it into something. It was available for that, like wet clay ready to be molded and shaped. It wanted my hands to do something. My mouth to say something. It longed for this sorrow to be made into beauty. To call together all of those who mattered and gather them around this time. It wanted teary-eyed songs that could be sung and heart-aching poems that could imagine what forgetting felt like. This moment needed something to crack open, like my heart was doing, or something to tear, in the same way our connection was being ripped in half. Anything symbolic would have sufficed so I could physically bear witness to my own loss and recognize it as real.

And that almost didn’t happen. The insurance guy called. My neighbor came asking me to help jump his car. My calendar had a meeting scheduled at 3 p.m. Life did not care about my name. No one had time to notice me losing my mother in a new, distinct way. And even when I called a friend and got the earnest “I’m so sorry” in return, it paled in comparison to the utter wreckage that was my heart. I just couldn’t carry on with my day as if nothing had happened. And, thankfully, I do have a little experience in refusing to go on while still going on, to paraphrase Samuel Beckett. And so I did just that. I set a limit on this incessant and relentless river of time. I stopped. I felt. I noticed: Something had happened. Something was different. And this gut-wrenching moment was asking more from me. It needed me to create a distinction in the everydayness of life so that I could really see what I was in the presence of. So I could remember what needed to be remembered.

Creating distinctions is a skill that’s been hammered into me since childhood. Judaism has been my cranky old teacher, my companion, my guide to better understand how to mark “this from that.” For instance, it says, these are the weekdays for work, and that is our holy day for rest. Or this is regular bread to eat and that is our sacred bread to remember. As our days progress, it instructs: Say these prayers, or light this candle, or shake this thing, or break this glass to make this special moment recognizable, to see it as purposeful and something worth remembering.

When I turned twelve years old, I came even closer to Judaism than my family ever would. I chose to wear our ancestral sacred garments every day—a head covering, or kippah; prayer fringes, or tzitzit—and became shomer mitzvot, or a practitioner of our commandments. For a decade, I immersed myself in the learning, customs, laws, and traditions of my people and had some excellent schooling in the acts of sanctification, or ways to make something distinguished and sacred. In fact, Judaism does this best with time. In my forty-something years, it has not only taught me the old ways to make time holy, but why it is necessary to do so. For without discerning and marking time, you forget where you are inside of it. And then you are lost.

After the call with my mom, I groped for something, anything. I could feel the grief rising up in me like a storm brewing and couldn’t ignore it. Over the years, and especially since my father’s death ten years ago, I have been practicing grief and grieving as a skill and capacity, a way of being with the way things are despite my preferences for how I want them to be. A way of being in the world that understands life as something bigger than my life. Rather than being afflicted with grief and hating on it as the thing that interrupts and messes with my day, I’ve come to see it as another way of loving—a way to love what is leaving or has left entirely. That heartbreaking love of life keeps stretching me open, especially now, witnessing another step of my mother’s departure. And this welling up of grief and love and tenderness toward what was leaving needed more space to live in my day. This grief needed to be seen, to be welcomed in as a Gift Bringer, a Life Teacher, a Great Rememberer of the way things are. I needed to offer it the same kind of hospitality I would give any beloved guest; otherwise it would become a Grendel-like monster, clawing at the door and forcing itself inside my day anyway.

While I am known as someone who builds altars, in this moment all I could think to do was open the drawer and pull out two beeswax candles. I was rightfully undone, but I could at least do that. Lighting candles is a go-to meaning-maker for us Jews. We light candles to begin Shabbat and we light candles to end it. We light candles to remember our old stories and we light candles to remember our dead. And, while it wasn’t a Jewish custom, I knew I needed to light these candles to mark this moment and make it different. I needed to see those little flames flickering as evidence of how tenuous, how beautiful and fleeting this day, my mother’s days, our days truly are. And so I employed the same rhythmic ancestral memory used to distinguish “this from that.” But now I was to distinguish those days past when my name easily rolled off my mom’s lips from these new, uncertain days when that name was nowhere to be found. My, how things had changed.

My candlesticks are already covered in wax. Layers of it. Most recently, I lit candles alongside many others for an online baby shower. We sang songs, told stories, and offered prayers of health, happiness, and wholeness to our dear pregnant friend, on the verge of birthing a new one into this world. Below that was wax from the winter solstice and the candles I lit to mark the darkest day in the year and the much-needed return of the sun, especially for those of us in the Pacific Northwest. Under that were drips from the beautiful celebration of my best friend’s summertime pandemic wedding, and peeking out from under that drops from when my dear friend began her journey into chemotherapy and her battle against breast cancer. The wax was like strata of stone, layered bands of storied moments and meaning made manifest from the year; joyful ones sitting on top of sorrowful ones sitting on top of grateful ones sitting on and on and on.

One of the deeper beds of wax was from the vigil I held this past summer when my ninety-four-year-old grandmother got diagnosed with COVID-19 at a rehab center in Florida. Those were dark days, indeed, but I kept those candles burning the entire time she was sick. Before one went out, another was lit. The candles delineated the time, marking a departure from the assumption of safety and health into the wild and viral waters we found ourselves in. Granny sat at the edge for more than two weeks, and the whole thing was honestly beyond me. Except lighting the candles. That I could do. It housed my fears, my prayers, my love, and gave them somewhere to live. It provided a solid place to stand on when everything seemed to be falling apart. Even though I was thousands of miles away, tending to these candles let me, in a way, tend to her.

These days, it seems like I am watching life happen from a distance. My mother’s decline, my grandmother’s sickness and recovery, my friends’ wedding vows, and baby shower and birthday parties and divorce happening with us all apart. This pandemic kept us from coming together, isolating moments meant to gather us in, but also revealing how much we truly do need one another, especially now. You see, there are certain moments that can’t be taken in by only ourselves. Or shouldn’t be. Sometimes you just need to see it in another’s eyes. Sometimes you just need someone else to hold your hand and affirm, “Yes, this is really happening. Yes, I am here with you. Please don’t try to hold this yourself. The only way is for us to hold it together.” Times of wonder are like that. Grief too. They displace us from the lonely perch of autonomy and certainty, and humble us to the point where we need one another in order to steady ourselves again.

The pandemic also caused us to stop taking “getting together” for granted. Places of worship were shuttered, concerts and festivals postponed, and even the smallest gatherings, like birthday parties and Christmas dinners, let alone funerals, were canceled. As we waded in the wake of so much loss and uncertainty, there also surfaced a real urgency to find a way to bring the brokenness in our lives back into some kind of wholeness. Yes, there is a plague but there is also life happening. Yes, there are restrictions, but people are still dying, marrying, graduating, birthing. And so what do we do when the familiar ways of gathering to mark, celebrate, welcome, mourn are not accessible to us? How do we make sense of our lives in a time that is beyond our control? We must be in deep waters if a mainstream newspaper like the New York Times puts out a headline pleading “We Need More Rituals,” or the Harvard Review reminds us of “The Restorative Power of Rituals.” Even NPR, Al Jazeera, the Wall Street Journal, and the BBC keep telling stories of how people are forced to reimagine rituals that can tend to life and death, alone but still together. Loss is an interesting beast. It wreaks havoc on our hearts but also can bring us face-to-face with a willingness to remember what we still have and force us to love it even more so. Maybe these newspapers and radio shows calling for new rituals are onto something. Maybe we do need new ways to hold both the grief of what is gone while praising all that still remains.

This book hinges on moments of endings and beginnings. Just when you figure out how to walk upright in the world, just when you’ve gotten used to and comfortable with things as they are, cocky even, you find yourself once again knocked over, tossed aside, scattered about, turned around by the Fates, like Odysseus at one of life’s many thresholds: You leave your job. Your kid goes off to college. You miscarry. You receive a diagnosis. You move. You turn fifty. You come out of the closet. You survive a global pandemic perhaps. In these moments, the well-trodden path of your days turns, bends, crooks, or dips, and you find yourself in a totally different and unfamiliar territory. If you’re reading this, maybe you’re there now. And maybe those basic questions that were once so firmly in your hands, things you assumed you knew the answers to, reemerge unanswered: “Where am I?” “Who am I?” “Who are you?” “What do I do now?” What was isn’t any longer. Someone left. Someone arrived. Something broke. Something was repaired. Life changed. Now what can you do to mark this moment and find yourself again, to recognize that this is no longer that?



I finally lit the candle. The little dancing light cast shadows around the room. I wished I was surrounded by my people, not alone. I wished my mother was surrounded by her people and not alone. I wished we were acknowledging this moment together, not pretending, from a distance, that everything was okay and nothing unusual had happened. I wondered if I wasn’t the only one. Maybe she’d forgotten her friends’ names too. Or her sisters’. And if so, had it wrecked them as much as it had me, or did they see it as just unfortunate and to be expected? Did they miss the woman we’d all known, and did they feel as alone in this as I did? That one candle suddenly seemed insufficient. I needed more. I needed a candle for every person that should have been there with me, with her, and wasn’t. In the dark descent that is dementia, I needed more light. And so I lit more. Each one I named. Every candle was lit for another friend or family member that I wanted to be in this with me, so that I would not feel so alone. I even lit some for our ancestors: her mother, her father, her aunt, her grandparents, all gone but needed now again. Ten, fifteen, twenty candles, burning until my little room was dancing in light and in shadow. And though there was still loss and absence and grief, my teary eyes looked around and could now see beauty too. For turning grief into beauty is how ritual renews the world again.

And so I sat quietly watching those candles burn down until each one, slowly, softly, faded away.


WHAT THEY LEFT BEHIND

While I’m quite familiar with individual memory loss, there is such a thing as a culture losing its memory. What does this have to do with a book on rituals? Everything.

Some of us in North America live every day of our lives in a collective amnesia that began when our ancestors arrived to this sweet land of liberty, forgetting the places, languages, names, and customs they came from in order to be folded into this great melting pot. Yet most of them didn’t casually choose to come; more so, they were running away from something, enslaved or forced out. My own family ran. Life for Jews in the Pale of Settlement at the end of the nineteenth century was brutal. Double taxation, merciless restrictions to owning property, and forced conversions plagued them, and after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, which was falsely blamed on the Jews, it got even worse. Waves of bloody pogroms spread throughout the Pale, forcing a tidal wave of Jewish refugees to get to anywhere but where they were. To this day, I hear stories of my grandfather’s father, who was imprisoned by the Russian tsar for being a troublemaker, or vildechaya, but more probably the real crime was being a Jew.

So, the story goes, my great-grandmother visited him in prison every day, rolling him cigarettes and slipping them through the barred windows, and though the whys and wherefores get quite blurry, when he got out of prison, he fled to New York, leaving behind pretty much everything. After settling in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, in an apartment right above a paint shop, he sent letters for his wife to join him, and began to make a new life in the new world. This also meant to actively and purposefully forget the old ways: English was now their language, and Yiddish, the language my family had spoken for hundreds of years, was relegated to the home. Their Jewish-sounding last name was Americanized, and the Jewish rituals that had been woven into the fabric of my family’s everyday life for hundreds of years began to badly fray.

My grandmother, who has told me this story countless times, also reminds me that when she was a young girl, she never even thought to look back, to ask about the names of her grandparents, to wonder what rural village her parents were born in, to consider where all her relatives’ bones lay, even what everyday life was like back in the old country, a life her family had lived for centuries. Instead, Granny tells me that she only wanted to look forward, to be modern, to be American. Forward-looking is often a code word for forgetting.

The reason I bring this up is because if none of our families had fled or were forced to leave; if we all lived as they lived, in the same village as our ancestors, having grown up on the same stories that happened in that very place, surrounded by elders, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and neighbors who had known us since birth and were committed to our lives and well-being; and if we had been raised on the foods, the clothing, the crafts, and the traditions of that particular place, continued for generations, then the book you hold in your hands would not be necessary.

These pages are not a product of things working out here in the West but rather a response to things having gone astray.

Our orphaned culture is ritually bereft. We have far too few ways of remembering where we came from, who we belong to, how we got here, what we have, what was lost along the way, and in the face of that, what it all means. Ours is an amnestic culture, often turning from the past and away from death and our dead, toward the new, the next, the easier, the faster, the better, the more. This impulse to relentlessly move forward is a traumatized response to the enormous loss of all that once held so many generations together—the land, the language, the food, the village-mindedness, and especially the ritualized and ceremonial way of living life together. To write a book on rituals is to first and foremost acknowledge our modern culture’s bankruptcy, a word whose Latin root, rumpere, doesn’t just speak to an inability to repay debts but more so, a rupture, a fractioning of what was once whole and together.

One of the greatest losses that this book swims in the wake of is the relationship between the places that many of our ancestors left behind and the rituals that connected the people to those places, and therefore, to their ancestry and living memory.

Without this relationship to the place itself—to the cycle of the seasons, to when the rains would come and not come, to the forest’s gift of bark and berry, to what animals arrived in the spring but left for the winter, to the moon’s fullness or thinness and what harvest that spoke to, or to the jagged contours of the nearby mountain range and the myths remembered there—without living in the presence of all of that, a people can easily forget their ways of remembering.

So many of my own traditional Jewish rituals make little sense when taken out of their place-based understanding. For instance, we have a holiday called Sukkot, for which we build little impermanent huts and shake a bundle of branches made of three tree species from our ancestral homeland (willow, palm, myrtle) called in Hebrew a lulav, while holding a particular citrus fruit called an etrog, all of which, when shaken in the seven directions, attempt to compel the rains to fall. While I love the earthiness of this holiday, it makes little sense when detached from the place where these plants grew and where these rains might relieve a thirsty people and a parched ground. Yet we still do this ritual, thousands of years later, all over the world, because its memory continues to carry the imprint of its original purpose, a reminder that we too, like our ancestors before us, find ourselves wandering in the wilderness and similarly humbled and in awe of life’s impermanence.

Without this fundamental relationship to place that grounds our rituals, many in our modern culture look to other cultures and people who still have some semblance of intactness and memory to their place-based traditions. There is something so profoundly nourishing to be in the presence of a people who remember their old ways, old stories, and old ceremonies. I’ve been hungry for that myself, having attended through the years sacred circle dances hosted by Shoshone elders, prayerful pipe ceremonies passed down by a Cherokee woman, and inipi, sweat lodges, held in a traditional Lakota way. But what begins as hunger can easily reveal itself as starvation. A teacher of mine, Stephen Jenkinson, once said, “Food makes hunger,” which I understood to mean that it’s not the absence of something that manifests the desire for it but rather it’s the presence of it. When what appears before you is the richness of a ritual that has been carried, continued, and cared for by many generations, it is appetizing to want to be a part of it, to take from it, and maybe even to inadvertently borrow or steal it. What many refer to as cultural appropriation is a real possible threat in any book that aligns itself with rituals, this one included. Therefore, I want to caution you, my reader, to proceed with discernment and curiosity, as I have while writing this book, and that even the scent of a ritual might awaken the devastation brought on by your own cultural displacement and may compel you, consciously or unconsciously, to take from another culture’s traditions. While that is understandable and lamentable, it is unacceptable. This book does not traffic in or promote cultural appropriation. Hard stop.

So then what? In the face of all the rituals that my, and perhaps your, people have lost and forgotten from their displacement, what role should ritual now play in our modern lives? If we can’t remember the rituals of our ancestors and ancestral homeland, do we dare not touch them at all? Should we only be doing rituals that were passed down to us by our religion and culture, or can we partake in another people’s rituals? Can rituals be an invented thing, made up in the moment without ties to any heritage?

This book attempts to be a gathering place for these questions, by both deeply respecting the traditions and cultures that have inspired some of the rituals found here, many of them from my own Jewish culture, while simultaneously courting something redemptive, and possibly even creative, that reclaims our capacities to make meaning with our days, even and especially when we don’t know what to do.


A RITUAL RECOLLECTS

What does a ritual do, and how do you create one? I absolutely love what the author Michael Meade said about this in an interview with the Sun magazine: “Rituals, traditionally, are made from what’s at hand. They are partly remembered and partly made up on the spot.”I

To me, it doesn’t seem so different from cooking: Maybe you have a recipe that’s been passed down through the generations, like my mom’s delicious mandelbrot, or mandel bread (almond bread in German), or maybe you experiment with the ingredients you already have in your kitchen to make something completely new. Cooking is a way to remember and experiment. When I make mandel bread these days, I use a recipe that my mother received from her mother, handed down through the generations from Eastern Europe (and before that, possibly Italy), but because I now live in California, I use California almonds—so the dessert becomes both the continuation of an ancestral food, coming from another time and place, and something else that fits my new circumstances.

Rituals, like recipes, have an adaptive ability. They can be both traditional and reimagined, remembered and renewed. But rituals also serve up another kind of nourishment: food for memory. We need them to remember where and who we came from, but we also need them to remember who and where we are now. And even though many cultures and religions have frozen and fenced in their rituals to preserve them from the very real threat of being lost or stolen through appropriation, assimilation, or eradication, the basic function of crafting a ritual, like crafting a meal, doesn’t belong to any single people or person. Each one of us can and must learn how to cook up small ways to feed this greater remembering, for that is how rituals adapt and evolve.

Why do we need ritual? Simply put, we forget all the time and need to remember. But forgetting isn’t wrong; it’s human. Forgetting is what actually gives a ritual its purpose, which is to recollect our memories. Robin Wall Kimmerer puts it perfectly in her book Braiding Sweetgrass: “Our elders say that ceremony is the way we can remember to remember.” What that means is that when forgetting inevitably occurs, we need ritualistic and ceremonial ways to come together and remember again, which is why so many rituals are repetitive. But remember what? What it means to be human, which includes temporarily forgetting what it is to be one. Rituals are a way to keep taking our frayed and tattered memory and make it whole again.

How do you do ritual? Rituals can’t be thought; they must be done. With your whole body—your hands, your feet, your mouth, your belly. With fire, earth, wind, or water. Alone or with witnesses. Doing them is the only way to keep them alive. Especially during threshold moments, a ritual can slow us down and gather us in to all that has been scattered by the speed and busyness of our days, re-collecting that time into some semblance of understanding and meaning. When the season shifts, a ritual can align us with the greater cycles, marking and remembering what it is we’re leaving behind and where we’re arriving. When a death anniversary comes, a ritual can remember our beloved dead and allow the grief and love that connects us to them to resurface. Or if we survive a traumatic experience, a ritual can call us back from that frightening edge and remind us of what a profound gift it is to receive our life back, the same but different.

Any culture worth a dime understands that memory, both personal and collective, is not static but alive and changing, and therefore must be maintained and tended to, like a living garden. Rituals are ways we can replant the seeds of our memory in the ground of our everyday life, our waking, our eating, our sleeping, and, especially, our losses and celebrations so that our memory might flower again. No matter the culture employing a ritual, it carries a similar cadence, a willingness to remember together again and again, season after season, year after year, and, especially, as my people say, l’dor v’dor, from generation to generation. This is how we can be responsible descendants—by keeping our collective memory alive.

IDENTIFYING THRESHOLDS

The rituals in this book stand in the doorway between endings and beginnings, otherwise known as threshold moments. I keep mentioning thresholds, but what are they and why is this book devoted to them? It’s a pretty commonplace understanding to interpret threshold moments as passages or doorway moments, leading us from what is known and familiar to the frontier of what is unknown. Sometimes we choose to cross a threshold, and other times we’re pushed, cajoled, or shoved over it, landing with our face planted in a new reality. As we stride or stumble, these moments often require us to leave something behind in order to receive something new; whether that’s an identity, a commitment, a relationship, a home, a hard lesson, or another level of consciousness. For instance, a threshold moment can be the end of your single life and the beginning of a partnership or marriage. Or it could be coming out of the closet—the transition from a false sexual or gender identity into a genuine one. This book, as its title suggests, is devoted to moments of coming and going, entering or exiting, those times of change when something or someone arrives and/or something or someone departs.

But threshold is a funny word, as it doesn’t actually refer to a doorway at all. While the folk etymology of the Old English word prescold is sometimes misinterpreted as that, its history is quite ambiguous. What stands clear is that the root of the word refers to the action of threshing. To thresh is to sift, beat, and trample grain, sometimes by hand, foot, or flail, sieving and separating the edible parts from the inedible straw. When you’re rhythmically beating the straw, it can sound like hitting a drum, often accompanied by a threshing song to keep focused and stay energized. This is important to the thrust of this book because threshold moments are rhythmic moments when we can and must remember the underlying rhythm of our lives. And they ask for something more from us than just simply crossing over them. They are times when we must practice a certain kind of alert discernment so that we can distinguish the difference between what was and what is now.

Discernment is tough. Sometimes we might be living a new life but still think we’re in our old one, like being newly retired but still waking up every day at 6:00 a.m. as we did when we were working. One of the key functions of ritual is that it can externalize what is happening so you can both bear witness to a threshold and be witnessed in it.

Each ritual in this book is accompanied by fundamental questions to help make these distinctions digestible, but the doing of each ritual is how the distinguishing happens. Every ritual included here is based in symbolic action, often paired with an element like fire, water, air, or earth. Symbolic action is doing something tangible to represent the deepest feelings that accompany beginning or ending whatever it is you are going through. Instead of just engaging your intellectual self, symbolic action lets you engage your emotional and sensual body too, and access all the hidden layers that live subterraneously. It’s often done by burning, submerging, cleansing, washing, tossing, binding, ringing, breaking, lighting, shaking, and/or burying something. The power in doing that symbolic action is that it empowers us, not as a victim but as a participant, to make sense of what’s changing and make those changes feel more tangible and real. It gives our body and soul a way to bridge and orient between two distinct worlds.


A RITUAL COOKBOOK

Let’s talk about how to use this book.

Since I’ve been talking so much about food, consider treating this book more like a cookbook, meaning it’s not meant to be read once and done. Rather, it’s designed to be used—a faithful companion for when life expectedly or suddenly changes and you need some meaning to stand on. A good sign of this book’s usefulness will be if it becomes dog-eared, dented, and dirty from years of not just your use, but others’ too—filled with fingerprints from the many hands that you passed it to.

This book consists of thirty-six different life or daily thresholds. Each chapter is broken down into two sections: The first section is “the what”: an investigation into that particular threshold—historically, culturally, anthropologically, etymologically, mythopoetically. I strongly believe that to reimagine a ritual, it should be informed by and be a response to the culture and time they come from. That way the ritual can be, as author Starhawk suggests, “A symbolic act of activism that shifts consciousness.”II

The second section is “the how”: a tangible ritual recipe that you can easily cook up or use as fodder to create your own. And as with any cookbook, you can just skip to the recipe, because sometimes you just need to make food and eat.

This book is designed so you can easily and readily reach for a tangible way to make meaning when you need it most. If the recipe has ingredients you’re allergic to, substitute them. For instance, if you don’t resonate with my suggestion to burn something and instead want to bury it, go with your gut. The material is symbolic, the meaning is yours to make.

The heart of all rituals is relationships. But not just between people. Each thing you use in your ritual has the potential to be deepened in the ways you relate to it. Just like eating. You can get takeout and eat dinner immediately, or you can buy the ingredients from a grocery store and make dinner yourself, which requires more planning and takes a longer time. Or you can buy produce from a local farmer or plant seeds in a garden and grow food yourself. Ritual is very similar. Each object you use can be a doorway to endless relationships. For instance, in the chapter on death anniversaries, I ask you to use candles. You can absolutely buy these candles and I do all the time. But you can also make them. You can procure beeswax from a beekeeper, learn about bees, and even attempt to keep a hive of your own, eventually making candles from your own beeswax. How remarkable would that be? There is an endless web of relationship potential, which leads us deeper and deeper into remembering.

But baby steps please. Maybe just start with buying a candle from a store. This is a practice in leaning into the edge of your capacity but not over it. As with any relationship, there is no getting “there”—it’s all about the “here.” The health of any relationship is maintained by the degree you take care of it, here and now. But in doing so, maybe you’ll notice that bit by bit, these ritual-meals can start to resemble beautiful feasts.

MANY VOICES

This book is not an aria. I haven’t lived all possible lives; I am a queer, Jewish cis man, and can speak only from my own experience. So I put out a call to which two hundred people answered, each willing to participate in an hour-long conversation with me about a moment in their life, large or small, that forever changed them. Some of those I spoke to recounted miraculous stories that clearly became the centerpiece of their lives and identities, like Jeanie, who at three years old was mistakenly run over by her father, an accident that cracked her pelvis and permanently transformed the way she could be in her body for the rest of her life (Jeanie is now a pelvis specialist). Others I spoke to shared silent moments, significant to them but invisible to everyone else, like Carl, who was born with cerebral palsy but was forced to grapple with his own mortality and frailty only after contracting a chronic illness. I interviewed a husband who longed to finally open up about his wife’s many miscarriages and how they impacted him. And I listened to a mother speak about her own evolution witnessing her son transition into her daughter. Each conversation was profound, intimate, moving, and tender as these individuals shared how this threshold fundamentally altered their lives.

Ritual is a complicated topic, and I never assumed that we were on the same page when talking about it, and so each interview contained the question “How do you define ritual?” Just asking that question gave most people pause and produced incredible insight that went on to inform the very architecture of this book. Here are some of their responses to the question of what ritual is:


	
“It’s a language for meaning-making.”

	“Something you do to mark occasions, out of traditions.”

	“A meeting place where the spiritual meets the physical. The unseen meets the seen. The formless meets the form, concretizing the sacred.”

	“I see ritual as a cue or road sign, to point me in the right direction.”

	“Ritual is a mini-journey. You start somewhere, sometimes you have a destination that you seek in the ritual and sometimes not.”

	“Slowing things down so that something can happen, so that something can appear.”

	“A way to ask for support, to offer gratitude or express awe at the wonder of the world.”

	“A way to get out of my mind and into my animal body and listen to what’s around me.”

	“Ordering, removing stuff, reordering.”

	“Ritual brings change with it while acknowledging that change has happened.”

	“A ritual says I am, or we are, here.”



I love all of these. To me, a ritual midwifes us through transition, helping us acknowledge the change and transform us from who we were to who we are now.

RITUAL, NOT ROUTINE

Let’s talk about routine for a moment. Routines are not rituals. Even though many people confuse them, they are distinct and one does not mean the other. The etymology can help us distinguish them. The word “routine” comes from the French word route, which means a beaten path or a way. Routine describes the trodden course in which we can get from Point A to Point B. We do routines every day. They are repetitive actions that bring continuity and order. Whether your bedtime routine is to brush and floss, wash the dishes, put your kids’ toys away, or draw the curtains, these actions are inherently goal-oriented, meaning that you’re doing them to end the day and get your butt to bed.

Rituals have a totally different purpose. Sometimes they can look just like a routine, but the distinction is that they’re imbued with meaning and purpose. For instance, before you go to bed, a ritual can simply be to light a candle and wonder about the day ending: Who did you meet? What did you learn? Do you have any regrets? What did you fail at? What were the small wins? What are you grateful you still have?

Ritual is a way to turn toward the big and small beginnings and endings in our life. Whether we’re completing a job, starting a relationship, ending a big trip, beginning a new year, or simply waking up in the morning, rituals create “outlook moments” that let us reflect and find stability and calm in the midst of change. Sure, a routine can also provide stability, but a ritual can help us approach these times with curiosity and wonder. For instance, if, gods forbid, you receive a diagnosis, ritualizing that moment can give you a way to ask: Why did this happen? Why me? Why am I still alive? What now?—without the demand for an answer. To put it another way, the psychologist Esther Perel suggests, “Routines get us through the day. Rituals guide us through life.”

I want to add something important here: Maybe performing a ritual seems easy and doable. If that’s you, great; skip ahead. However, there’s a real possibility that a ritual may seem totally foreign to you and, at times, just not possible. Perhaps the first thought that comes to mind is I just couldn’t or I don’t have time or I’ve never done it before, and that’s totally fine. But what distinguishes a ritual from a routine is that it does indeed ask something more from you that you might not be accustomed to. It might feel like a stretch or a hurdle, but doing it anyway is actually what gives the ritual its prominence. So don’t worry if this feels a bit strange to you, that’s actually expected. But do ask yourself this: Can you do it anyway? Can you rise to the occasion and not shy away from it? If you can try something a bit unusual, you might find that it also brings unusual value to you or your family during those transitional times.

BEARING and BEING WITNESS

While some of these chapters are written for you, others are written for those who love and need you.

So many of our Western cultural values center on self-efficiency and mastery, and you’ll be tempted with a heroic mindset that sounds like “I can do it myself,” but sometimes you actually can’t or shouldn’t. For instance, while writing the chapter on rituals for aging childlessly, I spoke to a middle-aged woman who had never thought about doing a ritual to mark this time because, she said, “I could never do it myself. Even talking about it now, my throat gets tight. My heart starts pumping. I get scared thinking I need to mark this alone. I just can’t be in charge of this and could never design it myself. I need others. And the only way would be if someone else, someone I trusted, could guide me into this.”

There are many moments like this throughout the book when I will strongly encourage you to quietly hand it over to a friend and say, “I need you. Would you help me?” These times when you can’t continue alone are not less than, but actually are how rituals bind people together. Some thresholds are too big to cross by yourself.

There are times when you may need to consider who to invite for a ritual. Creating a guest list for a ritual has two significant purposes. First, it gives you an opportunity to participate in a reflective process—reviewing who at this life stage matters to you and to renew those bonds. Second, it gives you a chance to exclude those who don’t. Exclude? Excuse me? Yes, to limit your guest list to a small number and intentionally choose to not invite everyone. There is wisdom to this. In her book The Art of Gathering, author Priya Parker asks essential questions when creating a guest list: “Who not only fits but also helps fulfill the gathering’s purpose? Who threatens the purpose? Who, despite being irrelevant to the purpose, do you feel obliged to invite?”

Excluding skillfully can help you create a guest list of people who can help hold the ritual’s purpose. Here are my own questions to ask yourself when considering who should be there:


	Is this person committed to my well-being?

	Can I share vulnerably with this person?

	Would they show up for me when I needed them?

	Would I show up for them if they needed me?

	Are they willing to look at things more deeply?

	Can they listen well?



Lastly, many of the rituals in this book ask these guests to become witnesses. Witnessing is not watching. Witnessing, or “with-nessing” as the author Báyò Akómoláfé calls it, is an act of staying with what is happening in the ritual no matter what feelings, questions, or uncertainties arise. It’s not about giving opinions or trying to fix anything, but rather, witnessing is a profound and generous act of listening and presence. Endings and beginnings can be disorienting, overwhelming, and vulnerable, and having a witness to steady you, remind you, encourage you, and deeply listen to you can be a stabilizing and affirming force when crossing that threshold.

PREPARING RITUAL TIME and SPACE

Ritual is a funny thing to a modern mind. We’re so used to things happening when we press a button, like watching a movie or starting a car. But ritual isn’t like that. Rituals are vessels that invite in something vulnerable, healing, and alive. Therefore, ritual spaces need to be approached like a courtship. The space needs to be prepared well. The objects need to be laid out beautifully. Think of it like setting up a stage for something special to occur. Setting the space beforehand can let the spirit of the ritual enter.

Like a play, all rituals have a beginning, a middle, and an end, so while they are happening, they require a held container and a similar courtesy to being at the theatre: make sure your cell phones are turned off, all distractions are eliminated, and you are fully present, being attentive to what’s unfolding before you.

Also, be mindful about how you enter and exit a ritual. I’ve been a part of more than enough failed rituals to advise you: Don’t just jump into it. Take time to have small talk, to set the altar, to admire the place itself, to nosh on a little food. Don’t underestimate the power of arriving and settling down.

As much as you might think getting to the meat and potatoes of the ritual is the priority, it actually isn’t. Rituals rise and fall depending on how they are approached, as the way you come to them impacts what comes from them. For instance, many rituals in the book begin and end by lighting or extinguishing a candle, singing songs, or with silence. These transitional moments help us settle in and be less driven to get the finished product, “the healing,” or whatever your desired outcome is. The more you can give yourself and everyone else the spaciousness to slow down and show up, the more that can show up within the ritual.

Lastly, let’s talk location, location, location. Wherever you choose the ritual to be, prioritize privacy. Ritual needs intimacy—a willingness for all gathered to come closer to something and to let it reveal itself. Whether that’s anger, grief, or love, privacy provides a container for these expressions to come on their own without the fear of being self-conscious that someone else might be nosing around. Find a place where you are not going to have to contend with other people coming and going. For instance, in the chapter on divorce, the ritual asks you to approach your grievance and grief with a felt sense of safety. You need to be in a judgment-free space where the alchemy of the ritual can bubble and boil from your attentiveness. It needs a steady flame of focus where you can eventually feel safe enough to let the rage and sobs take you in order to pass through them.

A random passer-by can actually disrupt and undo the ritual’s rhythm because they immediately bring to the participants a sense of self-consciousness. As with falling asleep, if you’re too aware of yourself and what you are trying to do, it doesn’t happen. So find a place where you don’t have to worry about strangers prodding. Plus, in the case of an earnest, nosy voyeur wondering “What are you doing?” your witness/guardian can head them off so that you can remain in the ritual container. Keeping the container whole is essential to staying in the ritual.

IN CONCLUSION

Ritual is always our most trusted guide during times of change. When everything is unsettled, ungrounded, and unpredictable, ritual can refocus us back to what matters. When things seem so fast and wild, ritual can slow us down and remind us what we are missing. And when fear and doubt pervade our waking moments, ritual can help us let go of what we’re grasping onto and reconnect us to courage and resilience. When people die, jobs are lost, babies are born, relationships end or begin, the world panics—ritual is there for us as a pathfinder through change. The more we can learn how to be in relationship with change itself as it happens—which is the very function of ritual—the more we can gracefully change too.

One of the interviews in this book was with a mother whose two-year-old daughter had been diagnosed with leukemia. After two and a half years of chemotherapy, the last day of treatment was, as you can imagine, poignant and quite special. Her daughter had the privilege of ringing the hospital’s survivor bell three times to mark the end of her chemo. The sound, Karin said, was visceral and “filled me with full joy but also sorrow for those who didn’t get to this point.”

Ringing the bell three times was not only a symbolic action to distinguish the end of her daughter’s treatment but a way to recognize how miraculous it was to arrive at that moment with sorrow and joy. A ritual’s motivation is to compel us to “pivot toward the sacred,” a phrase coined by French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep. Pivoting to the sacred is a ritual’s way to turn us toward and not away from the Great Mystery, the Great Uncertainty of our lives, which is always changing. It is a way to make these moments of hello and goodbye holy and beautiful.

And so, with that in mind, I invite you to enter into this book accompanied by a 1,500-year-old Jewish prayer called the shehecheyanu that my people say to welcome all of these threshold moments, remembering once again the amazing grace it took to arrive right here, right now, and distinguish it as holy:


Blessed are you, Eternal One, Spirit of the World, who has granted us life, sustained us, and brought us to reach this time.
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RITUALS for EVERY DAY








Morning Time
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This is a wonderful day. I’ve never seen this one before.

—Maya Angelou



Maybe it comes in gently on its own. The soft light peeking through the darkness. The heavy rise and fall of your eyelids, a blinking tug-of-war between more sleep and daybreak. Perhaps the alarm clock brings it in. The incessant bells and whistles faithfully hammering you to get up and at ’em, soldier. Or it comes with the baby’s crying, pulling you from the depths of your dreams back into the grind of parental obligation. However it is that you wake up from sleep, do you just jump into your day? When your eyes open, do you immediately go for your phone? When you get out of bed, are you already onto what needs to get done? Or have you skipped over that most subtle but monumental moment: You woke up this morning.

When I was very little, I was taught to wake up whispering. That the first words off my lips in the morning should be the Modeh Ani, a six-hundred-year-old Hebrew song of praise and awe. For so long, I didn’t understand why. “Just do it,” my cranky Jewish teacher, Mrs. Siegel, told me. “Do it the moment you open your eyes, before a thought sneaks into your mind, before the day carries you away. Do it to say thank-you to God.” As a five-year-old I had no idea what God even meant (still don’t), but she didn’t care. She just wanted me to learn the mechanism—wake and thank. I’ve wrestled with the obligation to do this, but the older I get, the more I understand why she was so adamant. Waking up is a privilege. No matter how many ways you slice it, that’s the truth of it. And it’s never a given, so when it does arrive, my practice is to remember that—to remember I’m on the receiving end of a gift, the gift of another day to love this life. I’ve actually sung the Modeh Ani every morning since then, and by doing so, I’ve come to realize that it’s actually an act of hospitality—a way to welcome and be welcomed into the good graces of more life.

I say I’ve wrestled because, frankly, I’m increasingly distracted when I wake up. Against all common sense, I keep my phone next to my bed. Foolishly, I use it as an alarm clock, and once it’s in my hands, I’m a goner. Like many of us, I get easily seduced into the information trap, lying in bed and pulling a slot machine of news, text messages, Instagram scrolls, scheduling alerts. There are so many days where I realize Fuck, where did half an hour just go? as the morning reliably gets three steps ahead of me. The phone isn’t the culprit though—it’s the accomplice. The real thief that steals this moment of praise and thanks is an underlying belief that the moment doesn’t matter. That whether or not I pause to recognize this holy gem of my life carries no consequence in my life. That thing I said before about being welcomed into the “good graces of more life,” that sounds nice and all but rather esoteric, and more realistically I’d say that the moment I open my eyes, my attention is pulled in thirteen thousand different directions. Maybe you too? In a way, pausing in the morning seems antithetic to the morning itself. My excuse is: “I just don’t have time.” I too often witness the morning’s urgency checkmate any attempt at a real lunge toward gratitude.

But here’s the thing: Certain routines in the morning are nonnegotiable. Brushing, flossing, showering always happen no matter how rushed I am, because caring for my body is sacrosanct. I would never use the excuse “I have too much to do” as a way of shirking my responsibility to brush my teeth. Yet somehow tending to my spirit is the first thing to be sacrificed on the altar of no time.

In addition to bodily hygiene, we need soulful hygiene every morning, a way to cleanse the gunk that builds up over our energy, vision, and purpose and reconnect us back to a deeper remembering of life’s basic hospitality. Especially on those mornings where the anxiety, futility, and hopelessness hang heavy and thick, where all we can see is ourselves and our woes, we need to open a small window of time for soul maintenance—time to put our bodies on the earth, or our hands in some water, or our face toward the sun, and reorient ourselves toward all the relationships that comprise our lives.

My friend Lauren does this every morning—she rises before the sun, and no matter how much her mind resists it, she heads outside. As the night sky fades and the light swells, she looks up and greets the morning star, breathing deeply. There is nothing fancy in this. She breathes and listens as the dawn chorus of birds wake and sing their melodies to the rising sun. Then Lauren adds her own voice to the mix, offering songs that greet the light and remind her that she belongs to it all. Sometimes it’s whatever earworm is on repeat, like the Beatles’ “Here Comes the Sun,” and other days it’s songs she wrote or made up on the spot. But all of them are songs of praise—simple and profound ways she greets the new light.

She then turns her attention, quite naturally, to notice everything else around her—the towering, proud redwood trees, the quick purple finches flitting through the lichen-encrusted branches, the sweet, damp morning air, the wisp of feathery cirrus clouds slowly moving right overhead. It sounds so basic, like how I would approach a neighbor that I would see on the street: “Hi, how are you? Good to see you. How is your family? Enjoy the day.” Her greetings sound similar. They are one of acknowledgment—a way of saying: “I see you, I am here with you, how blessed we are to be alive together today, how many ways that almost didn’t happen and yet here we are again.” The more she greets all those around her, the more animate the world around her becomes.

There’s a clue to how this happens disguised in the etymology of the word “greet”—the original sense of the word coming from the Proto-Indo-European word gher, meaning “to resound.” In other words, when we offer a greeting, it reverberates and swells, like an echo, bouncing from you out into the world and back to you again. To greet is an incredibly simple act of participating in the resounding renewal of the world, and the world’s renewal of you.

Renewal is needed because every one of us forgets ten thousand times a day. We forget the little and the big. We forget what’s really valuable and what matters. We forget to say thank-you and to ask permission. We forget to wonder where things come from and how they miraculously landed in our hands. We forget to marvel at our health and the health of those around us until it’s gone. We forget to appreciate the clean water we drink, the clean air we breathe, and everything our ancestors gave and gave up for our lives to be what they are. But forgetting isn’t wrong. Actually, it’s part and parcel of being human, which is why we have ritual. Ritual is a kind of choreography for remembering what we’ve forgotten and seeing again what’s gone invisible. It doesn’t shame forgetting, it recognizes it as part of the whole dance.

Most days waking up is anything but inspiring. Most mornings it’s “Mom, I peed in my bed,” or “Shit, I overslept,” or, “Ugh, I hate my job.” The grind of life is all we can see, and just getting through the morning is all we can do, and doing anything more meaningful is a pipe dream. But that’s why the heart of ritual is repetition. It’s not a one-and-done thing—it’s something we must return to every morning because every morning needs us to refresh our vision and see the world anew. Establishing a morning-time ritual is a way to court life, to call it closer to you so that you can once again be enamored with it, listen to it, fall in love with it again and see it as if it were the first or the last time you ever have or will. It’s no coincidence that the original sense of the word “greet” can also mean to “cry” or “weep” in Old English—remembering how the impermanence of it all can turn a simple greeting into an outpouring of love because who knows when it will happen again.

Greeting doesn’t have to be fancy or complicated. It doesn’t always need to end dramatically or in catharsis. It is, simply, intimacy in action. It is a willingness to know that what you love is here as temporarily as you are, and through your wondering eyes, beautiful words, or kind actions you can recognize each other on this long, long road. And in your greeting, you can actually nourish what nourishes you or what author Martín Prechtel calls, “an honest attempt to give life to what gives us life.”I

THE RENEWAL RITUAL

Today, I woke up parched. My mouth was arid and dry, eager to be wet again. My tongue was beached like a dried-up fish, and my lips were cracked like the clay ground after a season of drought. But thirst isn’t necessarily bad. It reminds me to begin the day empty and receiving. Thirst tethers me to this Earth, whispering that I am no more than a small body of living waters, needing to return again and again to the source. And it is through thirst that I can feel the depth of my longing for water, and the water’s longing for me. Waking up thirsty is to remember my relationship with life. To remember that water is life.

But this morning I woke up with another kind of thirst—anxiety. At first, I didn’t know what to do with it or how to soothe it. I tried to ignore it, to keep up with my morning routines—stretching, showering, coffee, emails—to stay on track, but the thirst followed me. No matter what I did, it became impossible to do anything, let alone be comfortable in my own body. This overwhelming worry, which my father had and his father before him, rides on the coattails of isolation and scarcity, a troubling belief that says: “You don’t have enough” or “You are not enough.” This spell of insufficiency convinces me that no matter how much I have, no matter how much I’ve done, or how much I’ve given, I need to do, earn, be, take more. As much as I consume, I find there is little fulfillment from this incessant thirst. And what I constantly interpret as “my anxiety” is actually rooted in an impoverished culture that convinces me to never be satisfied, to forget that the real treasures are in plain sight here and now.

But this isn’t true for all cultures. Robin Wall Kimmerer, the author of Braiding Sweetgrass, speaks about indigenous cultures all over the world being rooted in gratitude. She tells of a school near her farm in upstate New York, the ancestral homeland of the Onondaga Nation, part of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, where the children don’t pledge their allegiance to the flag every morning, but instead recite the Thanksgiving Address, an ancient pledge of gratitude, called Ohén:ton Karihwatéhkwen, which translates to mean “What we say before we do anything important.” This morning ritual greets all the relationships that connect the people—to Mother Earth, to the waters, to the food plants, to the medicine herbs; to the families of trees, birds, winds, directions; to the sun, the moon, the stars, and all the gifts of creation—and reminds the children that there is a protocol in placing gratitude. As Kimmerer puts it, “You can’t listen to the Thanksgiving Address without feeling wealthy. And, while expressing gratitude seems innocent enough, it is a revolutionary idea. In a consumer society, contentment is a radical proposition. Recognizing abundance rather than scarcity undermines an economy that thrives by creating unmet desires.… The Thanksgiving Address reminds you that you already have everything you need.”II

This Renewal Ritual surfs on the same current of gratitude. It is a way for your rising body to greet the waters, to do this before you do anything important, because water is life. This is a moment of gratitude but not just of being grateful. This is way to bring your longing and worry, your overwhelm and underwhelm, your forgetfulness and doubts, to the waters. To give over the burden of scarcity and be filled up and enlivened again. As you feel the waters cleanse your hands, wet your lips, awaken your face, this ritual can bring you closer to water, which might help you remember the precious and abundant gift that you are made of—a gift that animates this world.

Prepare

Intentions

May I wake up thankful. May I be in a daily relationship to water. May I practice reorienting from scarcity to abundance. May I connect to water before technology. May I tangibly feel life on my hands, lips, mouth, face, and feet.

You Will Need


	A pitcher and basin of water

	A glass

	A small towel



When

Within my Jewish tradition, we have a ritual to wash our hands right upon waking up called Negel Vasser in Yiddish. While the custom is focused on purification, there is also a hidden thread of wisdom that says: Don’t do anything before letting water touch your hands and mouth—first, renew yourself.

I’ve tried this ritual long after I am out of bed, but I don’t recommend it. By the time you get to the bathroom, you might already be distracted. Bring a pitcher and basin of water to your nightstand. Preparing this could also be a beautiful ritual at night and a gift to your morning.

Begin

There are four rounds to this ritual. This might be the ideal assembly of steps for you, or if you’re like me and constantly need to do it your own way, reorder them, eliminate a couple, or add your own. There is no orthodoxy in this, just encouragement to let yourself meet the waters every morning with an open heart.

First: Hands

Slowly pour the water on your hands or even on the little tips of your fingers. Feel the coolness of the water running down your skin. Listen to the drops of water running from your hands into the bowl. Sense how alive the water is. Since you are just waking up, and you’re already moving slowly, take your time with this.

As you pour the water, ask yourself: What am I holding that the water can cleanse?

Dry your hands.

Second: Eyes

Pour water on your hands and gently bring them to your face and your eyes. Take a few moments as you feel the fresh dampness cleanse and awaken you.

As you feel the water wash over your face, ask yourself: What am I not seeing that the water can remind me to look toward?

Dry your face.

Third: Feet

Over the bowl, pour a little water on your feet and toes, welcoming your return from the dream journeys. Give your sole a kind rub, then cleanse your feet over the bowl as the water runs over them.

As you cleanse your feet, ask yourself: Where haven’t I gone that the water is reminding me to go?

Dry your feet.

Fourth: Mouth

Lastly, pour a glass and put it to your lips. Don’t immediately drink it. First feel the longing—the desire to put the water in your mouth, perhaps witnessing your saliva rising up to meet it—water rushing to meet water. Let the water slowly cross your lips and run into your mouth, like a stream meeting the ocean.

As you drink, ask yourself: What haven’t I said that the water is reminding me to say?

Dry your mouth.

Conclude

As you come to the end of the water ritual, consider lingering just a little longer and take inspiration from the Thanksgiving Address by directing your thoughts toward greeting and praising more life. Call to mind other elements—the light, the air, the earth, the directions, the plants, the trees, the birds etc.—and acknowledge all the abundance and messages they bring, while offering gratitude for being on the receiving end of their gifts.

Questions for Further Reflection


	How does this ritual reorient me from a “not enough” mindset toward being grateful for what I have?

	How does this ritual change my speed, mindset, focus in the morning?

	How does my relationship to water change?

	What is nourished through this ritual?



THE BEAUTY in the BASIC RITUAL

I have a dear friend who is struggling in her marriage. For her, waking up every day is like scaling a mountain—dancing around the tension with her partner, preparing her kids for school and herself for work. The last thing she is thinking about is gratitude, because frankly, she isn’t feeling it. She is feeling stress, anger, regret, uncertainty. She called the other day, and as we spoke, she told me that she didn’t really need to talk. She just needed to hear my voice, to know that someone out there cared for her and could, in a small way, remind her of the simple joys and basic goodness that she is having trouble seeing in this moment.

After a pause, I reminded her that I loved her, that I know how hard this must be. Because she’s been my friend forever, I made a request. I asked her to take a moment out of her morning and sit with something simple, small, and familiar. Maybe that is a fresh cup of coffee or that maple tree she loves so much in front of her porch or that soft wool blanket that her grandmother made. I asked her to just sit with it for a couple of minutes and see it again. She asked me what I meant by again. I told her that by again I meant as if it was the first or the last time she was seeing it. In other words, I asked her to renew her relationship to one thing she had and loved. Something small, something doable. And by doing that, she could practice renewing her capacity to see not just the basic goodness—a term coined by Tibetan spiritual teacher Chögyam Trungpa RinpocheIII—of the thing she loved but that that goodness might also be echoed back to her, reminding her of her own basic goodness. With all the fighting and emotional turmoil, all the craziness of her days, I thought she needed to feel the beauty in something simple.

The purpose of this Beauty in the Basic Ritual is to practice renewing our relationship to something already in our morning as a way of renewing ourselves. The greatest challenge to this ritual even getting off the ground is our willingness to see beauty as something as quotidian and necessary as breakfast. Both are nourishment for our day.

This ritual centers on doing something ordinary but doing it in a new way. Whether that is by making it more beautifully, doing it more carefully, or admiring it more closely, the point is to give our complete attention to the little things we love and, by doing so, to see them again with new eyes, which might renew how we see our own life.

Prepare

Intentions

May I practice a moment to wonder or praise something basic and ordinary. May I renew my relationship to these overlooked or familiar things as a way to return to life’s basic goodness.

Begin

Step 1

Choose one action you already do every morning, like making coffee, washing dishes, slicing bread, or taking a shower. The more ordinary the better.

Step 2

Right before you do it, ask yourself this one question: If this was the first or last time I was doing this, how would I do it differently?

Step 3

Do it. Don’t overthink it, but let that question adjust the way you do the thing you normally do on autopilot. What changes? What do you notice that you had stopped seeing? How does that impact the way you hold your mug or wash your dishes or lotion your body? Can you find the edge between getting it done and making it beautiful?


Conclude

Offer some praise to the very basic thing you just did, either out loud, in a journal, or to a friend or partner. For instance, “I love my morning coffee. I love holding the warm mug in my hands, smelling its delicious aroma, and the comfort that it brings to my day.” See if you can continue to uplift this morning routine with your words. Can your words continue to make this doing even more beautiful?

Questions for Further Reflection


	What am I able to see again that I didn’t see before?

	What did I remember about my own basic goodness?

	How did this ritual impact the rest of my day? Did it help me appreciate anything else?
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Bedtime

[image: ]


So long, farewell, auf Wiedersehen, good night. I hate to go and leave this pretty sight.

—Oscar Hammerstein II, The Sound of Music



The day is winding down and those familiar signals are calling you to sleep: The book slips as your eyes doze. The credits unexpectedly roll, marking the end of the movie. Your alarm gently reminds you it’s time to retire. And with that, the nighttime choreography commences—the dance of brushing, washing up, closing, plugging in, quieting, and crawling under. Yet, aside from the functional routines that prepare our homes and our bodies for rest, what do we do to meaningfully mark the day’s end? Is it enough to just call it a day and head to bed, or is this actually a moment lost in transition? If so, what would it take to slow down and do something to remember that, against all odds, you lived to see the end of another day?

Bedtime doesn’t seem to be a big deal. We do it every night. We go through the same routines and end up in the same place. It’s a very familiar daily transition, but because it’s so routine, we can lose sight of it meaning anything at all. In fact, when we treat it this way, bedtime becomes a means to an end, meaning that its purpose is to just get to sleep. Believe me, I’m 100 percent guilty of this. At the end of a long day of work, after an hour of zoning out on a new Netflix series, there is nothing I want more than to be horizontal and drifting. And yet, in all the ways I turn toward bed, I’m actually turning away from something else quite meaningful.

Our greatest daily fantasy is to believe our lives will continue on indefinitely tomorrow. Because of that we can end our day without fanfare, without gratitude, and without an open heart. Just like in the movie Groundhog Day, there is a belief, if only an unconscious one, that waking up again is inevitable. But plenty of people don’t. I’m not saying this as a downer but rather as a great reminder that every night we have an opportunity to not take our lives for granted. Every night we get a chance to look at all we lost and all we still have and be thankful we still do. Every night, we can awaken from the trance of inevitability and remember again that today wasn’t guaranteed, yet we were granted the gift of it. And we may be granted the same gift again tomorrow. The more we can ritualize the ending of our day and bring some semblance of praise and thanks before we hit the hay, the more we might wake up the next day capable of choosing life again.

These bedtime rituals are ways to bring more meaning and reflection to the last moments of your day. Two are for you, and one is intended for those of you with children. Like all rituals, they ask you to slow down and practice renewing your willingness to wonder again. To wonder at how much you’ve been on the receiving end of life and to gather that in, as Kahlil Gibran says in The Prophet, to “sleep with a prayer for the beloved in your heart and song of praise upon your lips.”

THE ANOINT and ACCOUNT RITUAL

A lot happened today. Some things took off and other things crash-landed. There were moments when you felt heard and others when you were misunderstood. You ran here and there, and there were times when things seemed smooth and to be going according to plan and others when you had to roll with the unpredictable. So much happens in one day but ask yourself: When do you take account of it all? When do you look around and take stock of all you gave, all you lost, and all that you still have? Every day we achieve, we fail, we figure out, we learn, we feel, we connect, and more often than not, we just go to bed and start all over again.

This ritual is meant to be done in collaboration with your nighttime routine. Specifically, it is inspired by my own bedtime ritual of lotioning my body. After a long day, I don’t want to give anymore. I’m gived out, and I want to receive touch. My body is sore and exhausted, and rubbing my hands and feet, my temples and shoulders with oils and lotion feels soothing and caring to myself. I also get the sense that I am anointing my body each night as an act of hospitality, just like they used to in ancient Egypt, Greece, and Israel, welcoming this body back home. In a way, it’s a quiet time to receive myself as an honored guest. During this quiet time, I reflect upon the past twenty-four hours as a way to process and metabolize those hours so that I don’t have to carry the day’s stresses to bed. The purpose of this ritual is to take account at the day’s end by receiving your body and yourself with kindness and consideration.

Prepare

Intentions

May I honor my body and all it gave today. May I reflect on the highs and lows of the day so that it can settle in my system. May I not take today for granted.

You Will Need


	Lotion, essential oil, or body butter

	A candle

	A soft place to sit

	A journal

	Silence or gentle music



When

Let this be one of the last things you do for the night. Make sure all your responsibilities are taken care of so that you can return to your body and let the day settle.

Where

You can do this either in the bathroom, your bedroom, or anywhere where you have the space and safety to sit comfortably naked.

Ways to Reflect

Sometimes I like to speak out loud and hear myself process what’s on my mind and heart. Other times, I like to journal. Choose what best suits your style of reflecting.

Begin

Candle

In a dark room, light the candle. Let your eyes adjust, and allow a minute or two to simply sit there silently—don’t let this be another thing that you need to get done so that you can get to bed. Let this be a time to consecrate yourself and slow down with ease and grace.

Anoint

After each “taking account” question, gently rub and massage a different part of your body. If you want to do this another way, like responding to the questions first and then lotioning your body, please do. However you do it, let your touch carry care.

Taking Account

Do this your way. If you’d like to only explore one question, do so. These are simply prompts to inspire reflection. There is no right way to do this:


	Today, I gave myself to ____________________________.

	Today, I was given ____________________________.

	Today, I succeeded at ________________________.

	Today, I fell short at _______________________.

	Today I learned ________________________.

	Today I trusted _____________________________.

	Today I doubted __________________________.

	Tonight, I am thankful for ______________________.

	Tonight, I don’t need to carry ___________________________.

	Tonight, I wish that ________________________.

	Tonight, I don’t take for granted ______________________.



Conclude

Feel yourself having been gathered in. Notice your breathing, how your skin and muscles feel, and especially, the state of your mind. Let yourself linger a bit longer in this quiet, dark space before extinguishing the candle.


Nighttime Gifts for the Morning

[image: ]

Who doesn’t like receiving a little gift out of the blue? I love arriving to a dear friend’s home, and because they know me well, they already have my favorite potato chips out. Or those sweet drawings that my seven-year-old neighbor colors for me and leaves at my door to find when I come home from the grocery store. It feels good to be remembered.

But is it possible to remember yourself too? For instance, in the locker room at the local pool, I would imagine how tired I might be after my swim. As a little gift to my future self, I would meticulously fold my towel and change of clothing so that when I came out of the pool, everything was already laid out nicely. It always felt so nice to come back to that. It’s one of the reasons I make my bed every morning—so that after a long day of work, my nighttime self feels looked after and has a nicely made bed to crawl into.

I started doing this at night too. I wanted to give a gift to my morning self. So I’ve taken to writing an affirmative reminder in pencil on my morning coffee filter. Something that says, “you’re needed,” or “keep going,” or “stay curious today.” Just a little something that might be exactly what I need to hear the next morning.

You can do this little ritual for yourself or for another. When you do it, ask yourself: What is a beautiful message or gift I could leave the night before? What do I or another need to hear in the morning? Whomever it’s for, consider it as a way of saying: “You are looked after and remembered.”




The Worry Box

[image: ]

Recently a friend texted me and asked if there was a ritual to do before bed that could take his mind off his worries. His sleep was becoming more and more interrupted by nighttime angst because his mind was processing the worries from the day. The consequence was that he would wake up exhausted in the morning.
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