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“Sherri Mandell is brilliant, captivating, and relentlessly honest. Her book is a must for anyone who loves to write and wants to learn to write better.”

BRIAN KILEY, COMEDIAN, EMMY AWARD–WINNING WRITER, AND HEAD MONOLOGUE WRITER FOR CONAN O’BRIEN

Brian Kiley, comedian, Emmy Award–winning writer, and head monologue writer for Conan O’Brien “Sherri Mandell takes us on a breathtaking journey through the spiritual energy of the ten sefirot and shows how each one opens a new doorway into the practice of writing. This is a world where kindness honors our inner voices, boundaries help us edit and focus, and harmony creates moments of insight. Mandell collects guidance from poets, essayists, psychologists, philosophers, and sages alike in a conversation that engages literary wisdom with sacred texts. Bursting with wisdom and practical advice, inspiration and writing prompts, Mandell shows us how to reveal and give voice to our own unique stories.”

JANE MEDVED, AUTHOR OF DEEP CALLS TO DEEP AND OLAM, SHANA, NEFESH 
AND POETRY EDITOR OF THE ILANOT REVIEW

“The Kabbalah of Writing is rich with the most practical suggestions for writers, simple to follow, and abundant with possibility. Mandell shows us by example how to live a reading and writing life every day. Her book is a welcome guide for anyone seeking to link spiritual growth with literary experiment.”

ILANA M. BLUMBERG, PH.D., AUTHOR 
AND ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH AT BAR-ILAN UNIVERSITY

“The Tree of Life is a map of the Divine’s creative process, and a core Kabbalistic teaching is that we are partners with the Divine in completing and perfecting our part in that process. Sherri Mandell has given writers a great gift as she teaches us how to use the Tree of Life in our creative process, revealing our work to be the holy partnership that it is and enabling us to reach new creative depths and heights.”

MARK HORN, AUTHOR OF TAROT AND THE
GATES OF LIGHT

“I have never read a book that accomplishes so many goals without overwhelming the reader or oversimplifying the material. The Kabbalah of Writing incorporates a serious treatment of the sefirot interspersed with an illuminating survey of ‘writers writing about writing,’ peppered with personal anecdotes that warm the heart, and topped with an adventurous array of writing exercises.”

SARAH YEHUDIT SCHNEIDER, 
AUTHOR OF KABBALISTIC WRITINGS ON 
THE NATURE OF MASCULINE AND FEMININE

“Highly original, beautifully conceived, The Kabbalah of Writing is a gift not only to aspiring writers but to anyone seeking to enhance their creative and spiritual potential.”

YOSSI KLEIN HALEVI, SENIOR FELLOW AT THE SHALOM 
HARTMAN 
INSTITUTE

“Such poetic, light, penetrating wisdom riffles through these pages like an evening breeze in Jerusalem. This book contains just about everything I need to know to write better and live more richly.”

RUCHAMA KING FEUERMAN, 
AUTHOR OF IN THE COURTYARD 
OF THE KABBALIST

“This book is a psycho-spiritual manual that applies the wisdom of the sefirot to the sacred art of creative writing. Freewheeling anecdotes, from personal experience, from Torah, and a multitude of celebrated writers, are sure to help us live more deeply, with greater courage and humor.”

JEAN-PIERRE WEILL, AUTHOR OF THE WELL OF BEING
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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I WAS TWENTY-SEVEN, after teaching freshman composition at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond on a one-year contract, I traveled to Spain, Morocco, and Israel by myself. One July night in 1984, a new friend and I hiked to a hot spring in Sefat, Israel, and submerged there in the darkness. It turned out that we weren’t in a hot spring but in the mikveh*1 of Rabbi Issac Luria, known as the Ari (which means “the Lion”), the mystic associated with the Kabbalah who shared his wisdom in Sefat in the sixteenth century. The Ari had lost his father as a child, was raised in Egypt by an uncle, and soon found his calling as a solitary seeker. He studied mystical teachings from the Zohar†2 and meditated for seven years on the shores of the Nile. Later, he became a revered teacher of Kabbalah, probing the mysteries of creation: How could an all-encompassing God contract himself to leave space for the world to exist? What is the task of human beings in a world suffused with divinity? Though the Ari did not choose to write, Rabbi Chaim Vital recorded the notes of the Ari’s teachings and remarked: “He was expert in the language of trees, the language of birds and the speech of angels. He could read faces. He could discern all that any individual had done, and could see what they 
would do in the future.”

There is a tradition that anybody who enters the mikveh of this inspired, holy sage returns to Judaism and a belief in the divine. I didn’t believe it that night. I had a master’s degree in creative writing. I’d graduated from Cornell. I had no need for religion. On the other hand, I knew nothing about my religion. I had no religious training—no bat mitzvah, no temple, no Sunday school, no connection to Israel, the Hebrew language, or the Bible. I had no inkling of the depth and beauty of Jewish spirituality. And once I learned about Judaism, I felt an undeniable attraction to it. I ended up staying in Israel, marrying a religious man, keeping Shabbat and kosher, going to synagogue, and learning to pray in Hebrew. Now I have lived in Israel for twenty-five years. I speak Hebrew with my daughter-in-law and son-in-law. My kids and grandchildren are Israelis.

When I began to teach creative writing in Jerusalem, it was natural that I would think about writing in a different way, in a spiritual way. I had by then learned about Kabbalah and the ten sefirot, channels or spheres that comprise the elemental spiritual structure underlying, infusing, and animating the world—the divine design. I suspected that the sefirot would offer a fundamental and fascinating structure for exploring the art of writing essays and memoir.

Thus this book was born. Here I explain the characteristics of the sefirot and provide writing exercises, in the hope that together we can access our creativity and allow for divine inspiration. By studying the sefirot, profound and essential avenues of God’s expression, we touch the processes that are at the heart of all creation.


The Spiritual Truth of Writing

Writing is a means of appreciating the world, allowing us to pay attention and concentrate so that we notice and record the unique, sometimes fleeting truths that the divine sends to each of us, our stories.

Rabbi Pinchas, a pious man who lived in Lod, Palestine, in the second century, said, “A man’s soul will teach him. There is no man who is not constantly being taught by his soul.” One of Rabbi Pinchas’s disciples asked: “If this is so, why don’t men obey their souls?” Rabbi Pinchas explained, “The soul teaches constantly. But it never repeats” (Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: The Early Masters).

Writing allows us to respect and remember those moments. That which is truly ours cannot be duplicated by another person, but it can be lost to us if we don’t receive it and express and transform it by telling our stories. The word sefira (channel) is related to the Hebrew word lesaper, which means “to tell a story.” Each of us has a unique, valuable story to contribute to the larger story of being. Writing becomes a pilgrimage to discover the sacred stories given to us: singular gifts of imagination that only we can reveal to the world through our writing, shining sparks of divinity, ideas and images and insights. Divine inspiration.




A Summary of the Sefirot

The first sefirot we will examine are will, inspiration, and comprehension. Almost every piece of writing is based on will: the writer’s need to express or question or understand something pushes her to the written word. Next we allow for inspiration, both the small and large gifts we receive from the world as well as moments of frustration and anger that motivate us to express ourselves. We struggle for comprehension: What is it we are trying to say? What is being revealed to us through patterns and images that repeat, intersect, and transform themselves? We contemplate and imagine. We question, reflect, and engage with our text.

The next seven spheres, known as the more emotional ones, are kindness, boundaries, harmony, endurance, surrender, creativity, and rulership.

Kindness means that we honor our inner voices, give free rein to our expression, overflow with words, write without self-consciousness about what we love and hate, explore our passions and interests. But the need for boundaries enables us to contract—to pare down and edit in order to focus so that we can discover harmony: moments of insight.

Writing requires both endurance—perseverance and patience—as well as the ability and time to surrender to what the material wants to tell you because your writing will speak to you; your writing will tell you what you need to know. Close attention to your text will allow you to generate new material and insights. Even when you are not writing, your mind is in motion, sometimes in a dreamlike generative state. Your creativity becomes heightened.

You can think of rulership as a way of governing your material, realizing your own unique voice in this world, your own vision and authority. Rabbi Kook, the first rabbi of the state of Israel, says that “to believe in God is to believe that one’s soul and character are God-given and must come to self-realization not only for one’s own sake, but also for that of humanity and of God himself” (Yehudah Mirsky, Rav Kook: Mystic in a Time of Revolution). Telling one’s story becomes an essential part of the spiritual evolution of the world.

Each sefira has its own character, but the sefirot also blend with one another, are tempered by one another, and arrive as mixtures. In fact, every sefira contains all of the others, and in most situations, we express a combination of the sefirot. For example, we accompany kindness with boundaries and limits because unbounded kindness can be destructive. Think of a parent who always gives to a child without saying no, and how that child will be damaged. For the sake of simplicity, I present each sefira as distinct but know that they are woven together in our world.

In this book we will examine the sefirot in terms of both form and content. For example, how does the form of the essay embody generosity, a characteristic of the sefira of kindness? What does generosity mean to you? What does it mean to you to set boundaries? What is the role of perseverance in your writing life? How have you learned to surrender?

This book focuses on memoir and essay writing because I am primarily a memoir writer. My first book, The Blessing of a Broken Heart, chronicled my struggles in dealing with the murder of my son Koby and won a National Jewish Book Award.

Writing is a process of thinking—it’s how we know what we know—and this book is for anybody who wants to think about his or her writing, to improve it, to keep working on it, and to see it as a necessary spiritual mission. It’s not surprising that the word sefira is also connected to sapir, the Hebrew word for “sapphire.” Think of your stories as precious gems waiting to be mined, polished, and offered to the world. Use the techniques and exercises in this book to create a writing practice for yourself so that you can appreciate the richness of your life, retrieve its divine beauty, and share your unique wisdom.
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WRITING EXERCISE: A WISH AND A PRAYER

Write a prayer or wish for yourself. You might want to keep this near your writing desk. What are your intentions, hopes, and dreams for yourself as a writer?
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1

WILL 

 Keter

THE SEFIRA KETER, WHICH LITERALLY MEANS “CROWN,” is the sphere that is closest to God and most distant from us. God’s presence and power loom above us, but the meaning and mechanism of divine will are impossible for us to fathom. The world that God created is so majestic and complicated—simple and complex, imminent and transcendent—that it defies our comprehension. The big questions— what happens after death and before birth, the meaning of the soul, nature, and stars and galaxies, how the brain works, why there is a world at all—are simply beyond our grasp. As I write this the world is in the midst of the coronavirus crisis, which demonstrates our lack of control in this world. With all of our advances in science and technology, we are still at the mercy of forces we cannot always understand.

Will, however, reminds us that, no matter what, we are actors in the world who can choose the way we want to live. Even during the horrors of the Holocaust, there were those who refused to relinquish their personal power. Many helped friends or relatives in the concentration camps with them, sharing their meager rations, choosing to be as human as possible under horrifying conditions. Rabbi Menachem Schneerson, the most recent Lubavitcher rabbi who died in Brooklyn in 1994 and is still revered by his followers, said, “A person is where his will is.” According to commentary in the Bible, wherever it says “and it came to pass” is a sign of impending tragedy because the characters are passive (Megillah 10B).*3 Activity, on the other hand, is the defeat of tragedy: wherever the Bible says “and there will be,” is a sign of impending joy (Bamidbar Rabbah 13).†4

If the narrator in our essays and memoirs ardently wants and desires, he is more inclined to be an actor in the story, to take an engaged role rather than be a passive victim who is buffeted and defeated by experience. In this way, the narrator becomes heroic, even if his heroism consists of the honesty with which he interprets the events in his life. When the narrator desires truth and refuses to be battered by events, the reader is more likely to stay interested in the narrator’s struggles.

In this chapter we’ll try to understand how will propels us to compose our lives in writing. We’ll also look at an array of obstacles that prevent us from expressing our will in this world.


Desire

Desire is the hidden engine of will. We feel hungry and desire to eat, so we harness our will to make a meal. We desire to help a friend, so we engage our will and drive to his house and lend him our car. We love language and long to create, to express our being in the world. So we marshal our will and write.

It’s important to understand your desire to write. What drives you to write? If you’re writing to make money or for fame, you may have to wait a long time to achieve either of them. But if you’re writing because you want to understand the world and yourself, if you need to compose your world through your writing—and I mean compose in both senses of the word, to arrange and re-create but also to calm and quiet—then writing itself becomes its own reward.

Of course, sometimes life presents such interesting stories that you want to grab them and hold on to them, examine them and share them. Yet many of us write because we have painful stories that need to be expressed, traumas that need to be addressed. We desire to share our stories, and we want to be listened to, not only to express our pain but also as a way to acquire wisdom and healing.

Sometimes we write because we are longing for something. The word long is derived from Old English langian, which means both to “grow long, prolong” and “dwell in thought, yearn.” We long for something far away. We want. Yet, sometimes we don’t even know what it is we are longing for. When the Hebrew people who left Egypt wandered in the desert and were given manna to eat, they did not have to labor for their food. The manna tasted like whatever the people imagined. Yet the people claimed that they craved the meat that they had eaten in Egypt. Some commentators say that they craved desire. They craved a craving. We are created to desire. When a person has no desire, it’s often a sign of depression.

I understand that lack of desire. In 2001 my son Koby was murdered by terrorists when he was thirteen. He and his friend Yosef Ish Ran cut school and went hiking in the canyon near our home in Israel. They were accosted by terrorists who beat them to death with rocks. Of course, my life stopped even though I had three other kids and a husband and friends. I wanted to die. I had no desire because the only thing I wanted was to have Koby back. With a lot of support from my husband, friends, family, and my community and with the help of writing a spiritual memoir about our loss, I was able to return to life.

Longing is related to the word belonging. We search to feel connected, to feel part of something larger than us. We long to belong; we long for relationship, for love, for friends and family, for a community. Some of us yearn for a relationship with the divine, with the eternal. We want to feel God in our lives, to know what the divine wants from us, to see some sort of truth that is eternal and transcendent.

Desire is wired into us. It makes sense that narrative often grapples with longing and takes place in the gap between desire and fulfillment, in our stumbling attempts to achieve our desires. “Not to have is the beginning of desire,” says the poet Wallace Stevens in Notes toward a Supreme Fiction. Our writing does not have to solve our desire; it only has to fully express it.

Sometimes a story is about a narrator who desires not to change, not to be affected by others. For example, in Raymond Carver’s short story “Cathedral,” the narrator eats and drinks himself numb, disdaining and mocking others—a classic wise-guy. But when a friend of his wife, a blind man, visits his home, the narrator is exposed to a world that is more meaningful, elevated, and loving. By the end of the story, the narrator finds himself late at night drawing a cathedral he sees on the television for the blind man, the blind man’s fingers riding his own. The narrator recognizes something stirring beyond himself. In fact, the last statement of the narrator in the story is: “It’s really something.” The narrator has at last broken through the defenses that prevented him from feeling any lack in his life. He finally experiences something exalted and sacred beyond the barriers of his abrasive, defensive personality.

As readers, it’s not just desire that interests us but the quality of that desire. If we write about searching for designer shoes, a reader may have a hard time relating to us. (Except if you’re Nora Ephron. Let’s face it: if a writer charms us or makes us laugh, we’ll follow her anywhere.) Something important and emotionally urgent should be at stake. It helps to think of the issues you’re writing about as life and death matters. That’s why movies and TV shows are often battles of life against death, but emotional stakes can be just as urgent. In Alice Munro’s stories, for example, characters often struggle with shame and betrayal.

My teacher, fiction writer Steve Almond, points out that in order for the reader to care about the main character in a story, the character also has to care passionately about something. In an essay the narrator becomes the character who wants and desires and cares. If the narrator doesn’t care about something deeply, even desperately, then the reader won’t care about the narrator.
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WRITING EXERCISE: YOUR STORY

What is the story you wish you could read? What kinds of books do you like reading? Describe the memoir you would like to read in a few sentences. Perhaps that is the book that you could write.
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In 1996 I had a burning desire—to save my father’s life. Obviously, a lot was at stake.

That February, six months after my husband and I and our four children moved to Israel, my mother called me and told me that I should come home because my father wasn’t doing well. He’d been diagnosed with thymoma, cancer of the thymus gland, a few months earlier. I flew from Israel where I left my husband and children and landed in West Palm Beach, Florida. I took a taxi to the white brick, two-bedroom apartment in the Pines of Delray Beach, Florida, because my mother could not leave my father to pick me up. He had endured an operation on his thymus gland. The tumor was removed, and he had been sent home. The doctor said he was fine; the operation was a success. The minute I saw him, a frail man who had only months before been strong and vital, I knew he was dying.

It was as if he were disappearing before our eyes. He couldn’t eat. He weighed less than 120 pounds. The thought of food made him gag. My father had previously had a huge appetite. He would cook soups and stews for us, and he would have many servings. Now he sat in an upholstered lounge chair in the living room watching TV. He couldn’t shift the back of the chair into a reclining position because he was so weak. One morning soon after, when a caretaker arrived, my mother and I drove to a furniture store to buy him a padded chair that would be more comfortable for his skeletal body.

We wanted him to eat, but he had no appetite. The HMO doctor finally prescribed Marinol, a marijuana pill to help his appetite. Frantic to help my father, my mother and I left my father at home and drove to every drugstore in Delray Beach and Boca Raton with the prescription, waited on long lines with gray-haired patrons in numerous pharmacies, but there were no Marinol pills available. Then I got the idea to call Roger, a boyfriend from high school who I knew was now living in Florida, to ask him if he knew where I could get marijuana. If I couldn’t get the pills, I would try the real thing.

I don’t recommend calling old boyfriends after twenty-five years. I stood in my mother’s kitchen in front of the electric stove, the clock above me the square yellow one from my childhood. Roger’s wife answered and gave me his number at the restaurant he managed. He was, of course, surprised to hear from me, especially since I hadn’t spoken to him for a quarter of a century, and here I was asking him for marijuana. But he said that he would do what he could and get back to me. I didn’t hear from him. But late that night, I answered the phone at my mother’s house, and an angry voice asked for me: “Who the hell do you think you are? What are you doing calling my husband? Don’t you dare call my husband for narcotics. I’ll send the cops to your house.”

She hung up on me. I told my mother that Roger’s wife had threatened me. We laughed nervously and locked the front door.

The gap between my frantic desire to save my father’s life and the wife who thought I was out to corrupt or steal her husband is the backbone of an essay.

By the way, we finally obtained the Marinol, and my father ate a bowl of chocolate ice cream. We watched TV that night in my parents’ bedroom, my father in his new chair, me lying on the bed. While we were watching the evening news, my father laughed and said: “I can’t tell if I’m watching a comedy or a tragedy.” I felt like he had reached an elevated spiritual truth, similar to the state that people are supposed to feel on Purim, the holiday that celebrates the salvation of the Jews in the days of the Persian empire. What was supposed to be the extermination of the Jews proved to be their deliverance. On the holiday there is a commandment to eat and drink until you don’t know the difference between evil and good.
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WRITING EXERCISE: DESIRE

Writer and critic Charles Baxter describes a literary scene as the staging of a desire.


	Write about something you desired as a child or young adult. What happened?

	What is your greatest desire today? What steps could you take toward fulfilling that desire? What prevents you from working toward fulfilling that desire? What would happen if you achieved it? Write in the present tense.
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Encouragement

The sefira keter is related to faith. We want to have faith that our stories matter, yet it is very easy to be discouraged. I’ve had many students tell me about English teachers who criticized them. Sometimes it is only after twenty-five years that they find the courage to write again.

Once, a few years ago, I was tap dancing in Philadelphia in a park— just for fun—while I was on a book tour. An older woman walked by me and said: “Aren’t you too old to do that?” Talk about a slap in the face. And I didn’t even know her. Why is it that we remember when someone has judged us harshly? So many of us can tell stories of people who damaged our desire and talents in some way.

Yet it is important to recognize the people who support us. Archie Ammons, a Pulitzer Prize–winning poet, my creative writing professor at Cornell University, encouraged me to keep writing. I wasn’t an English major like most of the other students in my class. Instead, I was in the agriculture school studying natural resources, ecology. One day toward the end of the semester, Professor Ammons asked me to read all of the poems I had written that semester aloud to the class, all ten poems. After I read each poem, he said:
	read another poem. And then, another. He nodded after each poem. “I like that,” he said.

He helped me keep my will to write alive. I notice with many of my students that there is often a teacher in their past who has been a mentor and told them that they have talent. Sometimes all we need is a little encouragement. Who in your life has encouraged you?
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WRITING EXERCISE: DISCOURAGEMENT AND ENCOURAGEMENT 


	Write about somebody who discouraged you. What did this person say to you? How did they harm you? Tell us. Now write back to them. Let it all out. Tell them what you couldn’t say then.

	Now write about somebody who encouraged you. What did this person’s encouragement mean to you? Encouragement includes the word courage, which is derived from the word for “heart.” In what way did they give you heart?

	How do you encourage yourself? How do you listen to your own needs and desires and cheer yourself on? Do you have a voice inside of you that provides a sense of support?

	You might also want to write about the encouragement that you provide to other people. Who in your life do you encourage? Try to describe a specific incident.






The Writing Process

In order to write, we need to engage our will, but there’s an important distinction between will and willpower. I always make myself a cup of tea as an incentive to trick myself to start working. Writing can be a difficult, occasionally excruciating experience, but it can also be calming and pleasurable. Annie Dillard, who won the Pulitzer Prize for her book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek and has written many other books, says that “writing a book is like rearing children—willpower has very little to do with it. If you have a little baby crying in the middle of the night, and if you depend only on willpower to get you out of bed to feed the baby, the baby will starve. You do it out of love. Willpower is a weak idea; love is strong Caring passionately about something isn’t against nature, and it isn’t against human nature. It’s what we’re here to do.”

In other words, the will to write comes from love. We love language and seek patterns and coherence in our work. With time, often a lot of time, we learn to crave the solitude of writing, connecting to and nourishing an inner voice that emerges on the page. On the other hand, our need to write can also stem from anger or jealousy or from simple persistence. Writing is an opportunity to take the passion and love inside you and focus it, transform it, and share it with a reader. What do you care about passionately? What do you find intolerable? Tell the world.
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WRITING EXERCISE: PASSION AND WILLPOWER


	What role has willpower played in your life? When did you try to exercise willpower and how did the experience turn out?

	What is your passion today? What do you love or hate? Write about it.
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Obstacles

Each sefira has a quality that opposes it. Doubt blocks will and desire. Doubt can prevent us from defining and expressing our will in the world. Almost all of us doubt ourselves at times, some people more than others. We doubt our worth, our right to speak. Who will care about our thoughts and ideas, our stories? We’re afraid we’re wrong or we’ll make a mistake. We’re afraid to stick up for ourselves. And if we do write, we may not believe in the validity or power of our expression. Whenever my students share their work aloud in class, for example, they almost always start with disclaimers like these:

It’s just totally nothing.

I’ll read it, but it’s really not very good.

I didn’t have a lot of time.

I didn’t do it the way it’s supposed to be done.

I didn’t know what I was supposed to write.

I really don’t think this is very interesting.

I don’t know why I wrote this.

I don’t like what I wrote at all.

I tell my students: no more disclaimers, no apologies. But they still want to apologize. I do, too, when I share my work. It’s hard to take ownership of our intimate expression. We want our work to be interesting, intelligent, and playful, but we are so imperfect. We fear exposing parts of ourselves that we would prefer to keep hidden. We may feel like imposters. Yet writing demands a large degree of exposure.

It’s important to know that doubt does not always have to be extinguished or vanquished. Expressing doubt can be a useful technique for writing essays because it’s authentic, and when we disclose our worries, we’re vulnerable and real. It’s when doubt paralyzes us because we don’t have the courage to talk back to it and overcome it, when it stops us rather than challenges us, that it becomes destructive.

In fact, vulnerability allows us to be soft and to wonder in both senses of the word. To look at the world with wonder. And to wonder as a reflective action. To wonder how things could have been different, for example. To wonder how we became the person we are.
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WRITING EXERCISE: DOUBTS AND VULNERABILITY


	Create a list of all of the reasons that you can’t write. Let them all out, all those negative critical voices that live inside you.

	Now write a letter to that cramped, narrow part of yourself—the judgmental, critical, nasty voice that says that you have nothing to say and no right to say it. Tell that voice off, put it in its place. Stand up to that voice and say: 
	I am going to do this anyway. I will be faithful to my calling.
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