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Introduction



As a child I envisioned life as a succession of identical moments, strung like beads on a cord of stability. The only change would come at predicted intervals: seasons would arrive and depart, holidays would be celebrated and then forgotten, and life would continue with a degree of reliability that was as unquestioned as it was consistent.


Little did I realize that adulthood would be fraught with change—transition upon transition and minor and major alterations to my life’s landscape. Over the years every aspect of my life has been in flux at one time or another as I have struggled to adapt to a myriad of alterations, both professional and personal.


Some of the changes were welcome, chosen, and even sought after. Others were not so desired and brought with them elements of pain, disappointment, heartache, and sorrow. But all were transforming experiences, especially when I stopped battling the changes and started welcoming them.


I realized that without change there can be no growth. The key is to not spend energy avoiding change but to embrace it willingly, using each experience to develop new strengths and abilities to prepare for the next series of transformations. It’s not about blind acceptance but rather actively searching for the positive aspects in all our life experiences. And while we may be able to point to major events as life changing, sometimes it is the inconspicuous times that can help us develop a new perspective on our lives. This is the gift that comes with change.


When we welcome change, we find opportunities for growth and development and new strengths and hidden abilities become apparent to us. Embracing the changes that come into our lives allows us to learn from them and to ultimately create a richer, deeper, more fulfilling life.


My hope is that the pages ahead will inspire you to look closer at how you deal with the inevitability of change, reevaluate your goals, and embrace the opportunities for growth that are right before you. Open your eyes. Open your mind. Open your heart. Embrace the gifts of change.





Part I
Inviting Change






CHAPTER 1
Weaving Our Tapestry



Have you ever watched someone creating a tapestry? Different colors of thread are used, and it is up to the weaver to know when and where each hue should be brought from the back to take its rightful place in the pattern. But even with all its colors, a well-designed tapestry has one major shade. We speak of a piece as having blue tones or a red influence. There may be areas where that color is almost nonexistent, but it is always present in the piece as a whole.


In our life tapestry we have many threads that represent various parts of our life. We are wife, mother, daughter, sister, employee, church member, and friend, but our primary color is the thread that connects us to our own existence, the one that links us to the deepest part of ourselves and our driving force. If we lose that thread, its absence will be noticed—perhaps not right away, perhaps not until the other threads are woven out of the pattern, as our children grow into adulthood, our friends move away, our parents die, and our spouse follows his or her own thread. But eventually we will realize that our tapestry has lost its unifying color and its heart.


How can we identify our primary color and keep it woven firmly in place? Our color should bring us joy—not happiness, which is transitory, but true joy We are happy when we don’t owe more income tax, happy when the scale registers a five-pound weight loss, happy when we get a raise at work. True joy goes beyond happiness. It’s a feeling of rightness, a sense of fitness and purpose, a feeling that has an almost spiritual dimension to it.


Joy is what the artist feels as she puts the finishing touches on the canvas, knowing that she has integrated her thoughts and emotions into a unified piece. Joy is what a mother feels when she holds her newborn for the first time and recognizes her place in the scheme of life. Joy comes from knowing that we are an essential part of something greater, that we are fulfilling our role in life, and that while there are many things that we can and will do, there are some that we must do. Joy comes from recognizing our unique abilities and using them to their fullest extent.


Motivational author Josh Hinds reminded us, “Whether or not we realize it, each of us has a special gift inside us just waiting to surface! … The important thing here is not what your gift is as much as that you develop it so that you can share it with those around you and in the process further your own personal life!”1


It may take some investigation to find out what your primary color is, when so many colors are woven into your life. For my part, I am a wife, a mother of grown children, a grandmother, a daughter, a sister, and a friend. I have owned businesses and I have been an employee. To varying degrees, each responsibility has brought me a certain measure of satisfaction and, even at times, joy. But my primary source of fulfillment doesn’t originate from any of those positions. I am, first and foremost, a writer. For me, that is the one thread of continuity that has been woven through my existence since I first learned to form letters.


There were times in my life when my writing all but disappeared, when the closest I came to creativity was concocting recipes or jotting down a grocery list. But writing has always been the one aspect of my existence independent of anything else in my life. My most joyful, fulfilled moments come when my writing is going well, and my times of despair are never greater than when I can’t express my thoughts and emotions on paper. When I am writing and sharing my thoughts, feelings, and ideas with the world, I know in the very core of my being that I am doing what I was put here to do.


My sister-in-law Shirley finds her joy in God. And given the fact that for most of her adult life she has suffered from severe health problems, it is all the more admirable that her faith has not been shaken but instead strengthened. She takes her joy and expresses it outwardly, doing volunteer work for her church and the community at large and being a wellspring of love for her family. By following her own thread, she has woven a pattern filled with positive energy instead of negativity and resentment for her physical condition.


My friend Dianne is a beautiful woman who is married to a loving man, is financially secure, and has healthy children and grandchildren. One would believe that she doesn’t need to look for her joy, but she found her purpose in life through her work with domestic violence victims. By incorporating this thread into her life’s pattern, she has helped many others mend the tears in their fabric.


We cannot keep our thread of joy within the pattern we weave unless we first take the time to identify it. To find your primary thread, ask yourself the following questions: If I were removed from my current existence or if my friends and family members ceased to exist, what would I be left with? What essential part of my being would still be with me?


In Believing in Ourselves: The Journey Ahead by Arlene F. Benedict, American author Charlotte Perkins Gilman reminded us that “the first duty of a human being is to find your real job and do it.”2 This “real job” should not be determined by its income potential; just because it doesn’t bring in money doesn’t rob it of its value. A painter may never sell one picture or may even lose money from paints and canvas, and yet he or she derives a great sense of rightness from the time spent engaged in creating pieces of art. A volunteer may spend hours making a difference in her own little corner of the world and never receive acknowledgement or compensation. But the satisfaction she receives—and the benefits others reap—far outweigh the energy she expends. While books like Marsha Sinetar’s Do What You Love, the Money Will Follow point out that it is possible to be psychically and financially rewarded within your occupation, it may not happen right away or even at all. And it shouldn’t matter. Your primary thread’s worth doesn’t lie in its market value but in its intrinsic benefit to your life.


Sometimes as we explore our joy, we dissuade ourselves from what seems right, believing that a true primary thread is one that we already have a proven aptitude for. It can’t be art, we reason, because we don’t know anything about perspective or technique. So we put the brush down, turn the canvas to the wall, and go back to more familiar tasks. But in doing so, we have lost the opportunity to discover hidden talents. We have an obligation—a sacred duty—to ourselves to explore all our abilities, even those we didn’t know we had.


You may find that as you define your joy you must also deal with conflicts that arise with others in your life. For example, if a woman decides that her primary thread lies in the medical profession and plans to go to school, knowing that this is the right decision for her, the rest of her family may only see that she will no longer have the time and energy to devote to them as she had in the past. They might feel abandoned, threatened, and resentful, and she may wonder if she is being selfish to follow her thread, since it disturbs the patterns of others. She can decide to go ahead with her plans while working with her family to make the transition as easy as possible, or she might postpone her plans, until the need for her at home is not as great. Or she may tell her family that it is her turn to pursue her goal and that they will have to adapt.


The key is that her decision—and yours—must be made in peace, not in anger, nor with a sense of sacrifice or resentment. Negative emotions lead to negative outcomes, and if your decision is colored with harmful emotions, that sought-after primary thread will become a noose around your neck.


Discovering your thread of joy can be a lifelong process. Not everyone is born with a clearly defined sense of purpose. For some, it comes after a series of life lessons has stripped away all the nonessential aspects of life. But once found, this thread is what we hold on to when it seems that there is nothing else left. It defines us, differentiates us from other people, guides us throughout our life, and keeps us on the right path. When we find our own thread of joy, the rewards will far outweigh the work as the pattern we are creating finally has its true heart.





CHAPTER 2
Exploring Our Possibilities



I remember watching my daughter, Samantha, when she discovered her hands. She turned those fat palms toward herself and then away, raised her arms a bit and let them fall. The look on her face was a mix of concentration and awe. She seemed truly amazed that those chubby hands were there and that she, by simply thinking movement, could raise them. There was no awareness yet of the hands being hers. They were just hands and she was seeing them clearly for the very first time.


Everything infants do is for the first time. There is no past experience to draw on, no preconceived notion of an object’s purpose. A spoon can just as easily be a source of noise as well as a carrier of nourishment. A dog can be a playmate or a pillow. There is no right or wrong use of an object, no correct or incorrect behavior. That comes later, along with the word “no,” the act of toilet training, and the endless progression of conventions and dictates that turns babies into productive members of society.


For the most part, these series of rules and regulations are essential elements of growing up. Without them, we would be a society of anarchists or, at the very least, incredibly selfish people. But as we learn how to behave and what constitutes acceptable use of objects, we lose our sense of imagination and wonder and place limits on possibilities.


A two-year-old sees a blanket as a comfort object, a six-year-old as a tent, an adult as a bed covering. Adults establish definitions for everything in life and then refuse to explore alternatives. No synonyms are acceptable; there is but one word and that is the only word we use.


But this thinking is narrow and limiting. By not exploring other possibilities, we rob ourselves of life’s richness and gradually erode our sense of creativity. We must “keep writing talents strong and sharp, nourish the space where they came from … see fine art, hear soothing music, taste wonderful foods, touch fantastic texture or smell exotic aromas,”1 said poet Joyce Locking.
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