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This book is dedicated with love

and appreciation to Linda Francis, my spiritual partner,

playmate, and co-creator.




Your heart is your home, and all roads lead to home.

—G.Z.






PART ONE

Soul Subjects









Exploring Soul Subjects



A Soul Subject is not a mental creation. It is an observation. It is a perception that resonates with a deeper part of yourself than the intellect can reach. Not every perception is a Soul Subject. To the five senses—taste, touch, sight, smell, and hearing—a perception is data about the physical world. A Soul Subject is a multisensory perception. It is an observation of physical circumstances plus a recognition of what they mean.

Last week a group of friends met. One of us found a thorn—from a thistle growing along a nearby stream—in the carpet in front of him. I noticed him pondering it as we met. At the end of the meeting he said, “This thorn is the defensive part of a plant. It has been helping me to realize that I am open to people now in ways that I have never been before. I don’t need the defenses that I used to have.”

That was a Soul Subject. It was more than the perception of a wayward thorn. It was the recognition of a new freedom that had been calling him. How many Soul Subjects have you noticed in your life today? If you are looking, you will see them unfolding before you each moment, like my friend did when he pondered finding a thorn in the carpet—a thorn that no longer defended the plant that grew it.

We live in a world of meaning. That world is the Earth school, the physical arena of our personal and collective experiences. We are the students. Our experiences are the curriculum.

They are our Soul Subjects. Let’s explore them now.







Experiencing the Seasons



BALANCE

When I lived in the city, I never knew what an equinox was. It is an astronomical term for the time when the sun crosses the equator, making night and day of equal length in all parts of the world. In December, the sun is lowest in the sky and the nights are longest. This is the winter solstice. In June, the opposite happens—the sun is highest in the sky and the days are longest. This is the summer solstice. All of this has to do with the equinoxes, but I didn’t learn any of it by studying astronomy.

I was forty-five when I moved onto a remote ranch in the pine and fir of northern California. I lived alone. The nearest town was fifteen miles away. I had no electricity or phone. When I returned from infrequent trips, I would get out of my car and stand still for several minutes, listening to the sounds of the evening, and of the stream behind the house. When I walked toward the house, the noise of my boots on the cinder seemed so loud that it startled me.

Winter came, then spring, summer, and fall again. I lived a complete cycle with nature, for the first time. I saw how the sun moved from north to south and back again, and from low in the sky to high, and then down again. I saw the grass in the meadows turn from green to brown, and then disappear under the snow. I saw the stream freeze, thaw, and run freely again with butterflies playing over it.

More important, I felt the seasons come and go inside me. That is how I learned about the equinoxes. They are midway between the times when the sun is highest (in the summer) and when it is lowest (in the winter). The days are not overly long or overly short. We call the equinoxes spring and fall.

In the United States, the spring equinox, also called the vernal equinox, comes in the month of March. Farmers and gardeners plant crops and all of us relax into the warming weather. Everywhere south of the equator, it is the fall equinox. Farmers and gardeners are harvesting and everyone is preparing for winter.

Do you see the perfect balance? Day and night, spring and fall, hot and cold, planting and harvesting—everything is balanced at the equinoxes. This balance could not exist without the extremes. Midway between the heat of summer and the ice of winter, between sowing and reaping, between darkness and light, life goes on. That is now.

When you strive for balance, be gentle with yourself. How can you recognize balance without recognizing imbalance? When you rejoice at the good that you discover in yourself, or despair at the evil, do you move past the balance point between them without noticing it? If you strive only to avoid the darkness or to cling to the light, you cannot live in balance. Instead, try striving to be conscious of all that you are, and to choose responsibly at each moment.

That is balance.

SPRING TRUST

In the northern hemisphere, where I live, it is spring. Blossoms are blooming on the fruit trees and leaves are budding. Everyone is relieved that the winter is over at last. Why speak of trust when everything is becoming fresh anew, vibrant, and wondrous?

It is not only things going wrong that frighten us. It is also our lives going profoundly right. It is clarity piercing the armor of encrusted prejudices—about others and ourselves. It is new vitality sweeping away the stagnation of lethargy. It is deep roots, long buried beneath the surface, sending up sprouts to at last burst uncontrolled into sunlight.

That sunlight is your consciousness. The birth of new life is as challenging as it is exhilarating, as frightening as it is liberating. Are you prepared to leave old fears, angers, and judgments behind? Are you willing to see yourself as endlessly creative, and responsible for what you create?

Spiritual growth is not an easy escape from the painful circumstances of your life. It begins with an eyes-open exploration of them and their cause. You are the cause. Every insight that brings you to this realization is a springtime—a new beginning. Every impulse to follow your heart is a springtime, too. As you move away from the familiar orientation of being a victim of circumstance to the new, accurate understanding of yourself as a powerful creator, you leave behind the familiar props upon which you once depended. These are your righteous judgments, unchallenged beliefs, and feelings of superiority or inferiority. You are in new territory. The old is gone and everything that is emerging is new.

That is what is happening now, in the spring. No one doubts that new grass growing in the spring is a miracle. Everyone can see that flowers blooming in the spring are miracles. Can you see yourself that way when new insights cause you to question old values? Can you see yourself as blooming when old goals fall away and new, surprising aspirations require you to change your life?

You cannot grow spiritually and remain the same. Understanding that is knowledge. Seeing it is wisdom.

Knowing it is trust.

THE SUMMER SOLSTICE

One special day in June the sun is higher in the sky than it is at any other time of the year. That day is also the longest day of the year. It is the summer solstice. Maximal potential and maximal growth are happening together. The spring gives way to the full force of summer, but the harvest is still months away.

When I lived on my ranch I felt most at ease during the summer. I had no fires to build, no pipes to thaw, no snow to shovel, and I knew that I had months until the fall to lay away the firewood that would keep me warm in the winter. A friend down the road had a black Arabian stallion named Darshan. Each summer I let him graze in my meadow. The split cedar fence, laid into place decades before my arrival and enclosing three acres of grass and wildflowers, seemed to me the perfect place for this magnificent animal, and apparently he felt that way, too. As the summer stretched before me, I lost track of the winter behind me and the winter ahead. I walked the stream in the hot afternoons and jogged old logging roads in the cool of the morning. I repaired the generator, cleaned the wooden water tank in the old barn, and wrote my book. Surrounded by thousands of acres of timberland, I soaked in the heat and the vitality of the summer and immersed myself in them undisturbed.

The fall approached almost imperceptibly. The heat of September days gave way to the coolness of September nights and I began to appreciate again the warm clothing I had put away and forgotten so long ago, at the beginning of the summer. Perhaps because I gave myself to the summer I was ready for the fall, and because I gave myself to the fall, I was ready for the winter when it arrived again, too. As the year completed itself and another began, the summer became more to me than the beautiful season of warmth and light that I love so much. It became part of a larger picture that I began to love even more than its many parts. I didn’t realize it at the time, but my awareness was expanding beyond my limited perception of the summer to a larger perspective of the cycle that contains and produces summers, and beyond my limited perception of my life to the larger perspective of the soul that generates and utilizes lifetimes.

Honor the insights that appear in you the same way. As the seasons of your life come and go, acknowledge the shifts that happen in you and allow them to mature in their own time. Don’t think of yourself as hypocritical because you aren’t living the fullness of your vision immediately. The limitations of your perception are already giving way to a larger perspective in which your struggles are a part of the goal you are striving for and inseparable from it. The fullness of your most noble and healthy aspirations will come, just like the fall harvest always comes. The harvest and the sprouts do not occur together. First come the sprouts, then growth and maturation, and then the harvest.

Let wisdom and love sprout and grow in you the same way.

And enjoy the solstice.

THE WINTER SOLSTICE

In the hemisphere where I live, the deepest moment of the winter comes not in January or February, but in December, when the night is longest and the day is shortest. This day and night is, as we have said, called the winter solstice. It is the mirror image of the summer solstice in June when the day is longest and the night is shortest.

The winter solstice is a very powerful time in the cycle of life and death, death and rebirth, disintegration and renewal that controls all Life on the Earth, including you. It is the time when motion ceases and at the same moment, Life begins to stir again. Animals in hibernation and seeds in sleep beneath the snow will not move until the spring, but deep within them a process has completed itself. The contraction of energy that the long nights and cold days reflect reaches its limit and a cycle reverses itself. From that moment forward, even though the winter remains to unfold as it must, the spring has been born, and the summer, and the harvests of the summer will follow with it.

This dark and trying season is repeated in your life again and again. Each tragedy, loss, failure, and humiliation reaches its inmost movement, spends its energy, and from that long journey another begins—a journey to warmth, light, and expansion. The season of celebration, of growth, of Life, and of movement is repeated again in the same way. One season follows the other. The arrival of one signals the coming of the other. They do not exist apart.

These seasons of the year, and seasons of your life, come and go, complete themselves, and give way to each other whether you are aware of the dynamic that controls them or not. If you are not, the seasons appear to have lives of their own and you forget they are each part of a cycle—a cycle that you have encountered many times before and will encounter many times again. Your life is built on this cycle of seasons—on the continual repetition of them. The arrival of winter, the coming of darkness and death, initiates the coming of light and life. This cycle controls the unfolding of your life and all within it.

When you are aware of this cycle, you can participate with it. You cannot stop the death that comes in the winter nor the life that comes with the summer, but you can determine in the winter what will be born in the summer. You can contribute your intelligence and will to the intelligence and movement of a dynamic larger than you. You can plant the seed that will sprout in the spring. You can lay the foundation for a different winter to come after the summer that has yet to arrive. You can only do this for yourself.

When you are in deep winter, the nights are long and the days are short. The Earth grows cold and life retreats. Now is the time for you to awaken to your place in this cycle, and to use it consciously. What is darkest in your life? What loss or disappointment, fear or terror moves through you? What powerlessness haunts you? These are given to you for your benefit. They are brought to your awareness so that you can change them. They are your avenues to the clarity and love that you are waiting for. You cannot become fearless at your command, but you can determine how you will respond to your fear. You cannot become kind with one intention, but you can determine how you will respond to your own brutality, righteousness, and fear.

This is the power of the deep winter. It challenges you, confronts you, and shows you what you must change in yourself. It is a holy and precious season. It illuminates your holy and precious life. It is your potential beckoning to you, disguised as an adversary, a tragedy, or a disaster. Will the adversary, tragedy, or disaster shape your experience, or will you shape your experience of it? Will your fears overwhelm you, or will they show you new and different ways to respond to them?

What new life is stirring in you this Deep Winter?







Understanding Love



UNDYING LOVE

My adopted Sioux uncle tells me, “Nephew, life is like a buffalo’s breath on a cold winter day. It is there,” he says, straightening the fingers of his wrinkled hand, “and then it’s gone,” curling them into a ball again. Life comes and goes like the cloud of a moist breath on a frosty morning.

My father’s life began in 1914 and ended in 1999. He lived through the Depression, raised a family, and gave me my most valuable lessons. He didn’t do that by telling me things, although he tried. I disagreed with most of what he said. He did it by loving me through our darkest times together, even while he lay mortally ill. Eventually, I came to love him as much as I discovered that he loved me.

This is the journey that all of us are on—the journey from Love to Love. What happens between the beginning and the end of the journey is your life. I was with my father during his last days in the Earth school. Not even a brain hemorrhage could stop the love that radiated from him. Nothing could. It was not a love that depended on words or actions, or even thoughts. This is the love that we come from and the love that we are going toward. It is also the love that we are.

My father stepped into that love while he was still in the Earth school, immobilized in a hospital bed. It transformed him and everyone around him. He is no longer in the Earth school but that love is. It is in you and it is in me. What would it be like to live a life in that love? Some of us have. Our religions are named after them.

Now it is our turn.

THE CURRENCY OF THE HEART

It was more than a month since my father died in his bed in room 309. Many more patients and their families had filled that room and, like us, moved on. The nurses who comforted us so tenderly, cared for us so professionally, and, in some cases, cried with us, still went from room to room on the hour. The aides who followed them still did the same. The sweet woman who mopped the floor each day still mopped. They touched our lives so deeply but we scarcely had time to thank them. After the hospital came the funeral home and then a house without father.

Now my mother greeted the head nurse again, this time with gifts for her and her staff. Small-town people know each other, even if at a distance. My mother had known this woman since she was an infant, and played bridge with her mother for almost that long.

“You gave us more than we gave you,” said the nurse, a brusque horsewoman not accustomed to speaking softly.

She paused and continued. “You let us grieve with you. Families who come here usually keep us at a distance, and sometimes that makes us feel as if something is wrong with us. You let us share your grief with you, and so we could share your love with you, too.”

We never thought about hiding our love for Dad, and they never thought about hiding their love for us. We grieved the loss of his vitality, and then his life, and they did, too. We celebrated his life, and they felt that, also. They were with us through difficult and wondrous times, and we were with them. We witnessed the miracle of life and death together. Now we are joined by what we shared.

What we shared was real. Nothing else can bond humans. Joy, sorrow, care, courage, and tenderness are real. Kindness is real. Tears are real, and so is laughter. These are the currency of the heart.

They are meant to be exchanged.

DEEP CHRISTMAS

Christmas is a season of active love. Your life in the Earth school is meant to be a season of active love, but at Christmas those of us in Christian parts of the world see this more clearly than at other times. We feel warm toward others, appreciative of others, and kind. When this experience comes, we feel more alive and connected. We are part of the season and the season is part of us. When it goes, life is flatter, less interesting, less exciting, and less fulfilling.

Active love goes beyond warm feelings and connected moments. It is looking for what is needed and providing it. It is living directly from the heart without reservation. It is realizing that what you see needs to be done is for you to do.

This realization has nothing to do with the exchange of gifts or good wishes. It is the fullness of your life coming to meet you. It is the end of waiting for others to give what you want to give, others to say what you want to say, and others to do what you want to do. It is leaving behind expectations of acknowledgment, praise, and appreciation. It is honoring your inner sense of appropriateness and committing the full force of your being to it.

The shallow giving and receiving of gifts and best wishes is replaced with the deep gratification of knowing that you belong to Life. You are bonded to your fellow students in the Earth school by your love for Life, your commitment to Life, and your joy of Life.

This season does not end with the new year. It does not end with a new century, a new millennium, or a new astrological cycle. It never ends. It is the celebration of all that you are, recognized in others and the world that you are creating together.

When that is a world of harmony, cooperation, sharing, and reverence for Life, you step into the power and consciousness of Christmas—the deep Christmas that you were born to celebrate, moment by moment, decision by decision.

IN HIS WALLET

Every year the high school in my small town welcomes its freshman class with a special retreat. Those who are willing spend a day and a half in a rural setting, playing outdoor games, sharing their talents, and going as deep with each other and themselves as they desire.

The results are impressive. The grade point average at this school is above the state average and the dropout rate is half. Not all students come and some come grudgingly. In groups of a hundred they interact with each other and with upperclassmen, and through their interactions they learn that the bond that can take them through the next four years, and beyond if they choose, is love. They are not taught that with words, but they experience it, and once they do they cannot pretend that love does not exist.

In circles of ten or twelve on the second day, for example, each writes on a small piece of paper what he or she values in the other members of the group. First everyone writes about one person in the circle. Then they each read aloud to that person what they wrote. The person listening is allowed only three responses: “Thank you,” or “Thank you very much,” or “Thank you—will you read that again.” Then they write about a second person, and so on.

They look for something fundamental to value. Not, for example, an ability such as, “You are a wonderful athlete,” and not a characteristic such as, “You are so charming,” but something meaningful such as, “I appreciate how you take strong stands without making people wrong,” and “I feel safe around you because I know you are listening.”

A few years ago a graduate of this high school was killed in a traffic accident. In his wallet were small pieces of paper from the beginning of his freshman year with words of appreciation written by new friends in a circle of peers.

What can you say to someone that is so meaningful that he will carry it with him unto death? Only a message from the heart can reach that deep, heal that powerfully, and last that long.

How many messages from your heart have you shared today?

EXCEPT LOVE

A friend told me of an experience she had in the hospital on her way to surgery. As she lay terrified on the dolly being rolled toward the operating room, an orderly appeared by her side and quietly took her hand. She believes he was male, but the fear she felt clouds her memory. The orderly walked beside her down the hall, into an elevator, out, and down another hall. Her terror began to subside. When they reached the operating room, he gently released her hand and she was rolled in. She was still frightened, but the feeling of being cared for by an unrecognized friend filled more of her mind than her fear. With the warmth of his hand still in hers, she was anesthetized.

When she awoke in her room, the surgery successful, all she recalled was that hand in hers and the safe and cared-for way she felt.

“I don’t remember the color of his skin or anything about him,” she said softly, “but I will always remember that act of compassion.”

My friend will remember that act long after she has forgotten most of the events in her life. What made that experience so special? Can you imagine caring enough about a stranger to comfort her with the touch of your hand? Can you feel the fear of others, and meet it with kindness?

Love is feeling the pain of others as if it were your own, and acting accordingly. Restricting your love to your family, or to those you know, or those who look, think, act, dress, and speak like you prevents you from experiencing your ability to love. It is unlimited. You cannot experience the vastness of your ability to love by loving in moderation. You do not need to hug everyone you meet, but your heart can be open. You do not need to converse with each stranger, but your heart can be open. Openness to others as you would like others to be open to you is love. The orderly in my friend’s life opened himself to her, and she will never forget him.

Can you live with an open heart, even while others are frightened? Love is not taking advantage of the vulnerabilities of others. It is making the needs of others as important as your own. Love is a fire that is out of control. Once ignited, it cannot be contained. You may strive for moderation in diet, exercise, and work hours, but striving for moderation in love is like striving for moderation in breathing.

Practice moderation in all things except love.







Challenging Your Fears



SNAKE SKIN

We had gathered from around the country and Canada for a retreat. Each participant had come with gifts to give, questions to ask, challenges to present, and solutions to offer.

We began as we usually do—with a check-in. We sat in a circle and, one by one, offered what we were moved to share, or remained silent. At last a woman from Canada with a solid quality about her spoke.

“Last week I found a snake skin on the road. I stopped and brought it home. It was perfectly preserved. I put it in my window and during the following days I looked at it again and again. I knew that in some way it was a big part of my life, but it wasn’t until I came here that I understood how.

“I am usually scared to fly, but this time I wasn’t frightened! The flight was actually pleasant for me. I thought about that on my way from the airport to here, and I have been thinking about it for the last few days.

“I miss my fear. I keep looking around for it because it is so familiar. There is a huge openness in me now where the fear used to be. I don’t know yet what to do with it.”

Fear becomes comfortable, even though it is painful, if it stays long enough. So do anger, jealousy, greed, and vengefulness. They begin to appear as old friends. You know how to relate to them and after a while you feel uncomfortable when they are not present. The old skin feels natural because you have worn it a long time.

Our friend’s snake skin was perfectly preserved, and she put it on her windowsill in honor of what it meant to her. You can shed your perfectly preserved anger, jealousy, hatred of yourself or others, greed, and every other painful emotion just like the snake shed its skin. Eventually, you will. When you finally make the connection between these emotions and the pain in your life, you will change. Until then, you will spend your energy and time on the Earth trying to change others.

Knowing that your painful emotions are designed to bring your attention to the parts of your personality that you were born to challenge and change accelerates this process—the process of transforming yourself from an angry, jealous, avaricious, or vengeful person into one who is compassionate, wise, and grateful for Life.

As you begin to move in this direction, your old ways of thinking, perceiving, and acting will call to you. Put them in your window, where the light is greatest, and appreciate them.

Then move forward.

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE COIN

Linda and I were midway through a workshop on emotional awareness. I had given an example from my life in which I thought, at the time, that I was aware of what I was feeling but, in retrospect, was not.

This was the example: When I graduated from college I yearned to join the military. I feared that the Vietnam War would be over before I could participate in it. I enlisted in the infantry, then went to infantry Officer Candidate School where I became an infantry officer, then volunteered for jump school where I became a paratrooper, and, at last, volunteered for the Special Forces (Green Berets). After all that volunteering, I went to Vietnam as the executive officer of a twelve-man detachment called an “A team.”

Our mission was Top Secret. Our weapons were Top Secret. We wore special uniforms, drove special vehicles, and received special support, such as special aircraft and Top Secret intelligence. I was proud of what I was doing because I thought it was very masculine. I liked my uniform. I liked my boots, beret, and weapons. I felt superior to the rest of the Army because of what I did.

I considered myself to be brave because I did things that scared me, such as parachuting at night, riding in helicopters, and shooting at people who were shooting at me. It never occurred to me that I was a frightened person. If someone had said to me, “You are a Green Beret officer and you do the things that you do because you are frightened,” I would not have believed it. I would have exploded with anger.

That could have been my first clue—anger at the suggestion that I was frightened—but I did not know enough in those days to look for it. I thought I was courageous at the time, but in retrospect I realized that I did not have the courage to face how frightened I was of being rejected, of trying and failing, and of not living up to my expectations and the expectations of others. These fears were intensely painful, and I avoided feeling them by doing dangerous and, to me, manly things.

It was only years later that I could recognize how frightened I was. I thought I knew what I was feeling at that time, but I did not. I needed to be admired, to be doing things that I felt were admirable, and to justify my anger. The more frightened I became, the more angry I became, and the more daring became the things that I volunteered for. I knew that I was angry but I did not realize how frightened I was.

There was a long silence in the room. A quiet man a few rows in front of me began to nod his head slowly, and then he spoke.

“During the time you were in Vietnam,” he began, “I burned my draft card and marched twice on Washington.”

He paused for a moment. “I was at war with the government the same way you were at war in Vietnam. I was angry the same way that you were angry. I was also frightened and not able to see how frightened I was.

“You and I took the same journey,” he continued. “It just looked different.”

The journey was from emotional avoidance to emotional awareness, from victimhood to responsibility, and from anger to compassion. It was a journey that required courage, and we shared it—two brothers who arrived at the same place in their own ways, in their own time.

We are all on the same journey. We do not have the choice to take the journey or not. We have only the choices of when we will begin the journey and how we will treat ourselves and each other along the way.

THE ASSUMPTION

A acquaintance I had not seen in months called on Christmas to say hello. The voice that answered asked his name, told him to wait, and then returned to say that no one by that name was known to her. Crushed by this message, my acquaintance wondered what he could have done to anger me or Linda, what insensitivity he had unknowingly displayed, or which of his inadequacies we might have discovered.

Linda and I met him on a walk a month later. He tentatively mentioned his experience. “You must have called the wrong number,” we assured him, but he was certain that was not the case. He was correct. When we followed him into his house and found the number, it was that of our assistant. “I thought so,” he said, now certain that he had been rejected.

Only when we assured him that our assistant did not work on Christmas and that a substitute was filling in for her did he realize the anguish he experienced had not been necessary. We were still glad to see him, and we were not sending him covert signals to the contrary. We stayed to discuss a similar incident the year prior, in which he interpreted one of our actions in the same way—as a rejection.

“This is a reaction—feeling rejected—that you have felt with other people also, isn’t it?” I asked him. He agreed, and our first genuine conversation began.

“I have been struggling with my feelings of unworthiness for years,” said Linda. “When they come now, I recognize them, so even though they are painful, I don’t act on them.”

“How could you have feelings of unworthiness?!” he asked, unbelievingly, of Linda. “You are so composed and focused. You are so warm and welcoming!”

Linda assured him that she had indeed challenged those very feelings, and continued to challenge them.

“I am so relieved,” he sighed, “that I am not the only one to feel this horrible about myself.”

Linda’s feelings of unworthiness, our friend’s, and yours are no different. That painful experience lies at the heart of human experience. It is the pain of not being good enough, attractive enough, or human enough. It is the fear of being seen for who you really are, and rejected. These are experiences of powerlessness. They are tormenting anguishes that drive you to please other people, dominate other people, shop when you do not need to buy anything, eat when you are not hungry, take drugs, drink alcohol, have mindless sex, feel inferior, feel superior, and countless other activities to make yourself feel safe and lovable. In this case, our acquaintance had withdrawn into feelings of inferiority. If we had not met him on our walk he would have stayed there—and grown more and more distant from Linda and me.

What emotional reaction controls your thoughts and perceptions when you feel powerless—unloved and unlovable? Is it disdain and superiority, emotional withdrawal, jealousy, rage, or fear? Your painful emotional reactions may or may not have anything to do with the person who triggers them, just as the reaction of our acquaintance had nothing to do with Linda or me. It had everything to do with him. Your emotional reactions have everything to do with you. When they come, you can observe them instead of acting on them. You do not need to speak angrily merely because you are angry, or attempt to please someone because you feel the need to please him.

Instead of attempting to change someone else to make yourself feel better, you can change yourself. Instead of assuming what makes you feel worst, assume what makes you feel the best. You are free to make the most positive assumption as well as the most negative.

Imagine that you are worthy and valuable, precious and loved.

How does that assumption make you feel?‘

LIKE AN ARROW

During the High Holy Days, Jews participate in a ten-day examination of their actions and thoughts over the past year and end this process with a special, holy day of prayer. On that day—knowing what they want to change in themselves—they set their intentions to change. Each looks for occasions when he or she strayed from his or her pure soul. They hold the image of their lives during the past year as an arrow that was heading toward this target, identify what deflected the arrow, and then intend to change it. A rabbi explained it to me this way, “We use the word sin to mean ‘missing the mark’ and on the special day that completes this process of introspection, we put ourselves back on track.”

Creating authentic power—the alignment of your personality with your soul—requires discovering the parts of your personality that are creating destructive consequences and changing them. As you do that, you put your life on a trajectory toward your greatest potential—a life of harmony, cooperation, sharing, and reverence for Life, which is a life of meaning and joy. You allow the arrow to find its mark by removing the influences that deflect it. They are your experiences of fear, such as anger, jealousy, vengefulness, and every other painful emotion. The magnetic field of fear calls to you every day. It is the need to be right or righteous, to make other people wrong, to criticize, overeat, buy what you do not need, misuse drugs, or have another drink, among many other things. It is every obsessive, compulsive, and addictive impulse.

You can look for your particular experiences of fear every day and challenge the frightened parts of your personality by not choosing what they want to do—such as shout, withdraw emotionally, or blame the Universe or others for your unpleasant experiences. You can correct the trajectory of the arrow at any time. Once you develop this habit, you will be able to correct the trajectory continually and your life will become a full-time examination of your thoughts and actions and the intention to move toward your highest potential instead of indulging your inadequacies.

Just as Christians do not strive to live the ideals of the Christ only at Christmas, Jews do not strive toward their pure souls only during their highest holy days. They use those days to remind themselves that they are responsible for the trajectory of the arrow.

Are you satisfied with the trajectory of your arrow?

SEVENTY-FIVE PERCENT

A friend of mine owns a small hotel on the Oregon coast. One evening she noticed a group of older men dining together in the restaurant and asked them who they were. Each had been in the same parachute battalion in World War II and, because one of them lived in the same town as my friend’s hotel, they were having their annual reunion there that year.

My friend, who is not shy, joined them immediately. “What did it look like to do what you did in World War II?” she asked them, drawing up a chair. “What did it smell like? What did it taste like?” and the following story unfolded.

Seventy-five percent of their battalion was killed the day they parachuted into combat. They had prepared a long time for their jump and in that time they had talked a lot about different ways they might be killed, such as, “My parachute won’t open and I will be killed; the plane will be shot down and I will be killed; I will land in a tree and be killed; I will be shot in the drop zone and be killed; I will be captured and then I will be killed.” Their fear was so intense that they needed to sing a song in the plane to give themselves the courage to jump. (“It was a little dirty,” my friend said, chuckling.) On the way down they were so frightened that some of them soiled their trousers and others vomited.

My friend listened as one after the other shared memories. “After all that,” my friend asked them, “what was the best year in your life?” She thought that question might change the conversation, but instead, all of the men without exception said, “That year!” That year of intense feeling, of intense focus and intense appreciation for Life remained the year that each remembered as his best. “What about the year you got married?” she asked, and “What about the year your children were born?” None of the men changed his answer. That year—the year that three-quarters of the people around them were killed—remained in their opinion the best year of their lives.
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