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For Eleanor McHenry (1935–2015) and Joel Elkes (1913–2015).

Both were heroic and humble spirits who stayed loving and gentle, no matter what life gave them.


When all I wanted was to sing,

I was accorded the honor of living.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE

The highest reward for a person’s toil is not what they get for it, but what they become by it.

—JOHN RUSKIN

Before practicing the art of immortality,

first practice the art of humanity.

—LU YEN



Shaped by Life

My dear father, Morris Nepo, died three years ago at the age of ninety-three. He was at his strongest and happiest when working with wood, when building things. In his basement workshop, no one could suppress his love of life and his insatiable creativity. I learned a great deal from him, though I can see now that there were many times he didn’t know he was teaching and I didn’t know I was learning. Mostly, he taught me by example that we’re called to make good use of the one life we’re given. He taught me that giving our all can lead to moments of fulfillment and grace. And those moments of full living can sustain us.

When just a boy, I watched my father chisel boards with care and precision. He kept his chisels sharp. He’d always say, “Don’t stop in mid-stroke or the board will splinter. Once you start, keep pushing all the way through.” He’d lean over the board and his hands and the chisel would become one. A thin shaving of wood would peel away, as if he’d loved the board into giving it up. He’d pick up the light shaving from the floor and rub it between his fingers. Then he’d rub the grain his effort had revealed and smile. In that moment, he seemed content, at peace. When I read Plato years later, with all his squawk about absolute forms, I knew that’s where my father went. For the moment, he seemed complete. He’d rub the smooth board one more time and drop the shaving. I loved to watch the feather of wood float to the basement floor. Looking back, I’m certain this was a moment in which he felt thoroughly immersed.

The wood shaving floating to the floor was an expression of effort turning into grace. Years later, I would feel a similar sense of completion when building things myself, and when arriving at intimacy in my relationships, after honest, loving work. Revealing the inner grain and watching the shaving float between us make us complete. Working the grain is how we love and labor, and no matter what we build or create, the shaving we chisel is the insight that lightens our load.

There were six vises stationed along my father’s workbench. Each held a project in a different phase of development. The vises were never empty. One might hold a strip of pine that he was bending. Another might hold a layer of walnut that he was gluing to a layer of mahogany. A third might hold a table leg that he was sanding. He’d work on one, then move to another and circle back, one informing the other. I realized only recently that this is how I work on books. I explore several books at once, pursuing one, then moving to another, letting my interest and their vitality cross-pollinate. I gather images and stories and metaphors, keeping them in folders, as I weave and work on many levels at the same time.

My father also had a bin where he kept wood fragments that he might use in future projects. When he died, my brother and I looked for him in that bin. There must have been five hundred scraps of all sizes and shapes. Now I understand where my fragment folders come from. I see the underside of a cloud, or light shimmering off a broken piece of glass, or hear someone in a café say something profound. I save these rough gems to work with later, when I discover where they go.

With his immersion in what he loved, my father showed me that throwing ourselves wholeheartedly into what we’re given brings us alive. Craftsman that he was, he left deep messages in all that he touched, some of which have only reached me now. I wish I could show him my workbench. I wish we could hammer the hot metal of our creations side by side, watching the forged shapes harden beneath their glow.

Yet work as we do to carve and shape, we are carved and shaped as we go. No one can escape the way experience forms us. Twenty-nine years ago, I was diagnosed with a rare form of lymphoma that shaped me forever. After a gauntlet of tests and biopsies, the tumor growing in my skull bone vanished. It was a miracle. Ten months later, a sister tumor began to show on a rib in my back. I fell into despair. I feared I had wasted the miracle, had not honored my second chance. Now I was afraid I would die. The rib and its adjacent muscles had to be removed. And within weeks of that surgery, I underwent four months of aggressive chemotherapy, which almost killed me.

Being thrust back into life turned everything inside out. Miracle was no longer an inexplicable event, but the very fabric of life showing the extraordinary in the ordinary. Life itself had become miraculous. I faced what everyone has to face: the prospect of dying without having truly lived and the prospect of living without having truly loved. The rest are details.

I share my story and the stories of others as examples, not instructions. For everyone has to uncover the lessons of their own journey. The word honor means to keep what is true in view. And so, we live and honor the one life we’re given by keeping what we learn in view—about ourselves, each other, and life.

We can begin by honoring the truth of our experience and learning from those who’ve loved us. Aware of it or not, we each have someone who’s taught us something about how to live. Who is that teacher for you? And what are you learning in the slow blossom of time?

When I think of my father holding the thin shaving of wood that he chiseled before me, I can see the thin shaving I’ve become, now that I’ve been chiseled and shaped by life. It hurts to be carved by experience, though in time it reveals our strengths, if we can help each other through. And despite our dark worries, things are lighter on the other side of suffering, where we are asked to live wholeheartedly. This requires us to give our full attention, to feel, to love, to connect here and now, again and again. These ongoing devotions lead us into the craft of awakening.

The sections of this book point to how we might truly inhabit the one life we’re given: by getting closer to life, loving what we do, finding what can last, and by being kind and useful. I present them in this order only because one page has to follow another. In life, these passages don’t always appear in this sequence. One may lead to another. Being kind and useful may ultimately get us closer to life. And finding what can last may help us love what we do. In life, these passages appear more like spokes on a wheel. Each, if followed, can lead us to the common center of life-force. At any time, each of these passages can serve as a meaningful beginning.

Each chapter contains a story or metaphor or personal example that brings a question or quandary of living into view. From this, I try to surface and reflect on the life lesson or skill carried there. Finally, and this is the most important part, I offer a question for you to walk with, or a conversation for you to have with a friend or loved one, or a meditation through which you might discover where this question or quandary or lesson or skill lives in you. These invitations are seeds to water along the way. For insight is only abstract if we don’t take the quietly courageous step to see where it lives in our very particular journey. To make all this real, I invite you to keep a journal as you read, as an intimate space where you might hear your own soul, as a sketchbook where your heart can personalize the themes we’re exploring.

If something moves you or stirs you or troubles you along the way, take what works for you and challenges you, and leave the rest. If you recognize something essential in one of these chapters, but don’t recognize the name I’ve given it, please find your own spiritual synonyms. During these conversations, I invite you to harvest your own insights and add to your own personal inner practice.

This book has evolved out of the rhythms of my own spiritual inquiry and the path of my teaching. Both keep merging and forming a new whole. Both keep forming me into a new whole. Working with you as readers and students is a path I am devoted to. This path is a continuous inquiry into what it means to be human, to be here, and to care for each other. And so I’ve structured this book in the shape of the one conversation with life that I’ve been entering with many of you through the years, which I welcome new readers to.

On this journey, we will affirm how precious this one life is and enter the chance we have to be fully alive and to be of use to each other and the world. We will uncover how, by loving what’s before us and concentrating on what’s particular and personal, we can begin to make sense of our experience. We will learn how, over time, the twin callings of enlivening our soul and enlivening the world become one, and how our sincerity and labor help us to survive and thrive.

We will explore how hard work and authenticity reveal meaning and ready us for grace. By grace, I mean the unseeable force of life that carries us, the way the wind carries a bird and the sea carries a fish. And so, we will unfold how a single life soars and dives in partnership with the unseeable force of life that carries it.

My hope is that, through the threshold this book opens, you will deepen your conversation with life. That through your own path of obstacle and surprise, you will be opened to your gifts and become somewhat freed of all you carry. My hope is that you will begin to discover and experience the particular expression of your own nature.

As a way to begin, I want to speak about another great teacher of mine who died last year, Joel Elkes. He was a friend and mentor. I was on my way to New York City when Joel passed away a few days shy of his 102nd birthday. Born in Lithuania, Joel was a child of the Holocaust. He became a groundbreaking doctor, one of the fathers of psychopharmacology, and was a painter in the lineage of Van Gogh and Pissarro. I learned so much from Joel. I miss him mightily.

Like others who knew him, I loved Joel dearly. His need to honor the truth, no matter how difficult, was only matched by his enormous love. Joel affirmed the best in us. He did this for everyone he met.

It’s impossible to convey the sum of Joel’s life. I can only point to the ways he touched so many. Joel was brilliant—in his gifts as a doctor, as a painter, and as a wise elder—but even more so in the brilliance and immensity of his heart. Though he painted, Joel himself was an exquisite work of art painted by life.

I first met Joel twenty-two years ago over tea, and I fell in love with him instantly. I wanted to record his stories and his wisdom. He said, “Never mind all that.” He sipped his tea and we sat in silence for a while until we both grew tender and soft. He then leaned over and took my hand and said, “Now, tell me about you. Tell me what you care about.” That was Joel, loving everyone he met into the open, where he could shine his light on the gifts we didn’t know we had.

In our early conversations, Joel could see that I was troubled and confused. He took my hand firmly and said, “You steward a force of nature within you. Honor it and trust it.” He was never out of reach. He walked the earth lending his strong hands and vast care to all who came his way.

A few days after his death, I wandered into Bryant Park in New York City, one of my favorite places. It was there that I thought I heard Joel’s voice wrapped in the wind. Feeling him everywhere led to this poem:

Where Are You?

My teacher appeared to me

in the midst of my grief for him.

I was on a bench in a park in the

city. Buses were coughing by and

small shops were opening. And

since my teacher no longer has

hands, he swept a bird in my face

to break up my sadness. And since

he no longer has a mouth, the light

off the windows twenty stories up

drifted through the leaves. I said,

“I miss you.” And I thought I heard

him say, “Do everything while you’re

here.” Then it began to mist, though

the sun was shining. As if the Uni-

verse were crying at what it does to

us in order to keep going. Just then,

a child lost a ball. It bounced my

way. Now my teacher was in the

bounce and I thought I heard

him say, “Enough of this.

Pick up the ball and live.”

When I think of those I’ve loved and lost, of all the kind pilgrims I’ve journeyed with, when I think of my wife, Susan, and my closest, oldest friends, I’m drawn to say that there is nothing as messy and magnificent as the incarnation of being human. And the one life we’re given is more than enough, if we can help each other through the storms that time can bring. Though we shake our heads, admitting on bad days that it’s all too hard, if some legendary film director were to offer you such a part, you’d think it the role of a lifetime—and it is.



GETTING CLOSER TO LIFE
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You shall no longer take things at second or third hand,

nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on

the specters in books;

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take

things from me;

You shall listen to all sides, and filter them from yourself.

—Walt Whitman


Each person is born with a gift. Our call is to find it and care for it. The ultimate purpose of the gift is to exercise the heart into inhabiting its aliveness. For the covenant of life is not just to stay alive, but to stay in our aliveness. And staying in aliveness depends on opening the heart and keeping it open.

Our dreams, goals, and ambitions are all kindling, fuel for the heart to exercise its aliveness, to bring our gift into the world, to discover what matters. Like a match, our light is revealed as our gift strikes against the needs of the world. When my sincerity strikes against yours, our gifts can give off their light.

We drift in and out of knowing our aliveness. Pain, worry, fear, and loss can muffle and confuse us. But finding our gift and working it will bring us back alive. It doesn’t matter if we’re skillful or clumsy, if we play our gift well or awkwardly, or if we make great strides or fail. Aliveness is not a judge in a talent show. Aliveness shows itself in response to wholeheartedness, when we can say yes to life, work with what we’re given, and stay in relationship—to everything.

The chapters in this section explore what it means to find our way. When we come out of hiding and bring up the lights, we begin to discover what it means to be awake. When we’re knocked off our horse, we’re brought closer to life. Then we’re challenged to use our heart to break a path—this is the soul’s work. Finding our way always depends on using the one life we’re given to uncover the story behind the story, so we might find what can last.

So brave your way on. You are a blessing waiting to be discovered by yourself. The wisdom waits in your heart like a buried treasure which only loving your self can bring to the surface. And loving your self is like diving to the bottom of the ocean with nothing but who you are to find your way.



When We Set Out

My father has been with me since his death, speaking to me through the things he did, the things he built, the things he loved. So when someone recently asked, “Which should we listen to, our soul or our will,” I suddenly remembered my father teaching me how to steer the thirty-foot sailboat he built when I was a boy. He would say, “It’s the sail that follows the wind and the rudder that follows the sail.” The sail by its nature will catch the wind and lean into it. The rudder is for steering once you’ve set sail.

In the relationship between our soul and our will, our soul is like a sail. Once hoisted in the open, our soul is filled by the wind of Spirit, and that wind establishes our course and direction. Our will is our rudder. Its job is to follow where the soul filled with Spirit leads us. Our soul shows us where to go, while our will helps to steer our way there. The times I grow stubborn or confused or lost are the times I lean on my will to make things happen. But forcing things to happen is not its job, though my will wants to take over. The times I feel at one with everything around me, the times I feel certain of my path, are when the sail of my soul is full and I’m being carried toward a vision greater than myself, feeling most alive along the way.

I sent this memory of our father to my brother Howard, who wrote back, “I remember him on the low side of the boat with his back against the stays looking for a break in the jib with his foot on the tiller. He loved watching the water and foam run up on deck through the scuppers. He’d smile, take a deep breath of that salt air, and say, ‘We’re really scudding along now.’ It was the happiest of times for him, taking something he built and seeing it tuned to perfection, rushing down the bay. He loved the rocking of a heavy boat in a slight swell reaching to windward on a blue-sky day with a glint of sun on the water, the masts creaking, the wind slapping through the rigging. I wish I could take him back and have him live in that moment forever. And I would gladly go there with him.”

In that moment on the sea, my father was living once for all time, entering that moment so completely, he was feeling all of life rushing through him. The sensation of feeling all of time and all of life in any given moment is the sensation of joy. We all want to live in these moments forever. But we can’t. Yet my father’s love of the sea affirms that if we lift our heads, life will touch us. Even a taste of aliveness can fill, sustain, and refresh us as we make it through the daily grind of doubt and confusion.

Sooner or later, we’re all faced with moments beyond our control, when our will can’t make life follow our wishes. These are the times we’re asked to work with life and not fight it or curse it or hide from it. When we’re out of reach of the wind for the moment, out of reach of what matters, we begin to doubt if there is a wind, if there’s anything like Spirit at all. In that vacuum, the will can flutter out of fear, out of lack of a direction to steer toward. During such painful times, we can flap about at everything we encounter. During those times—when we fear that nothing has meaning, when it seems there’s nothing to hold us up—our will can puff and snap in a desperate attempt to fill what looms as an empty life.

My father talked about the difference between sailing across the sea to arrive somewhere and sailing for the experience of sailing. He said, “It’s always harder to sail toward a fixed point, because you will inevitably have to cross the wind several times to get there.” In contrast, a boat moves its fastest and cleanest when it simply follows the wind wherever it goes. When devoted to experience, we discover our way.

We usually think about where we’re going instead of listening for where life is taking us. This is the tension between our soul and our will. For sure, there are times we have to sail for a particular spot on land, times we have to cross the wind. But it helps to remember that these journeys always involve a smaller destination, as we often seek refuge in a temporary port. My father would say, “It’s always the experience of sailing that one remembers.” And it’s always the experience of Spirit filling us that lets us find our way, by inhabiting our true nature.

When we set out, it’s important to get far enough into the sea, so the sails can catch the wind at all. For each life must be out in the open before the wind will show its face. We can’t know what direction awaits us if we hover too close to the shore of our past, the shore of our family, the shore of someone else’s dream for us, or the shore of an old identity. If we are to feel the wind in our face, we must leave the shallows and harbors and make our way into the open, where we can drift in the deep. Only then will the larger, timeless destination show itself. Only then will our soul be filled enough with Spirit that our smaller self will have no choice but to be engaged in steering us toward all that matters.

Seeds to Water

[image: Images] In your journal, tell the story of a time when you followed what you wanted rather than following the truth of the path before you. What happened to you and those around you? What did you learn from this experience?

[image: Images] In conversation with a friend or loved one, describe a moment in which you briefly felt the presence of all of life. Where were you? What opened this moment? What closed this moment? How did such a moment affect you?



The Soul’s Work

I was such an awkward teenager. I didn’t fit in anywhere, not in school or at home. During this time, I discovered basketball. It began as an experiment in solitude. I’d walk to the concrete courts outside McKenna Junior High School and spend hours by myself dribbling, stopping, and shooting. Then chase the ball and do it again.

I don’t remember why I picked up a basketball in the first place. But I do remember the first time the ball went cleanly through the metal net. I’d been shooting for thirty minutes or so and had only managed to bounce in one or two shots. I was lost in the jump, clang, and chase of the ball. And finally, the ball left my hands without my thinking and floated through the net without touching the rim. I stood still and all the awkwardness was gone. For the moment, I felt complete. I didn’t know it at the time, but this was my first conscious experience of effort leading into grace.

Gravity returned and I ran after the ball. I wanted to feel that moment of completeness again. And so, I was excited to keep practicing, to keep jumping, to chase down the ball and keep aiming past the clang of the misses. Slowly, over weeks, I was able to net the ball cleanly a few times in an afternoon.

Eventually, I began to play with others, first in the schoolyard and then on the school team. There I learned the next phase of effort that leads into grace. Alone, I experienced the practice that brings us to the edge of unifying what we try to do with what we actually do. But all the practice, all the effort, was preparation for the live moment in the game when I couldn’t see the basket. Then, somehow, my body and hands knew what to do.

In my junior year while playing for our high school team, I found myself in such a moment. The game was in overtime and the clock was winding down. I was in the corner, twenty-five feet away. With a hand in my face, I jumped to my left and flicked the ball, which slipped cleanly through the net as the buzzer sounded.

There was a loud roar and people flooded the court, but honestly, I hardly heard them. I was feeling complete in that moment, which all my effort had readied me for. I felt very little difference between the buzzer beater in the crowded gym and the first time the ball went through the metal net when I was alone in the schoolyard. Both were hoped-for but unexpected moments of grace.

A central theme of this book is that effort readies us for grace, as grace can never be planned for or willed to appear, only entered.

Through the years, I’ve worked just as hard and awkwardly at love. I’ve practiced care in the same way: jumping, missing, and chasing after my mistakes. Eventually, as when the basketball went through the net, there came a day when care came through me cleanly. This thoroughness of care was my first experience of feeling complete with another, a moment of shared grace. In time, I came to understand that all my awkward attempts to love were preparing me for the unrehearsed moments of heartbreak when I was very near what matters.

When sitting with Grandma Minnie in the courtyard of the hospital where she spent her last days; when realizing while eating sandwiches with my oldest friend, Robert, that he and I had saved each other’s lives; when falling into Susan’s eyes for the first time, long before I knew she would be my wife—in each of those life-changing moments, all my misguided efforts to care somehow let my soul show itself. My heart knew what to do and I was suddenly in the right place at the right time. In each of those moments, the very pulse of life jolted through us like electricity and we came away bonded. In truth, I’ve been humbled by all my failed efforts to love, and I see that they have readied me for the grace of being loved.

I have also accepted that in my efforts to know and tell the truth, I must do so not simply by conveying facts accurately, but in bearing witness to the invisible streams we move through every day. Along the way, I climbed a rough mountain, not knowing I would find and gently stroke a worn stone at the top. I found my way to a distant coast, not knowing I would kneel and feel where the sand had worn an ancient shell smooth. I walked hours in the snow, not knowing I would stop where I began to watch the tall pines sway and hear them creak. I made these efforts so that during my father’s last months, I could run my fingers through his hair as he slept and feel how time had worn his shell smooth. So that when a storm broke the back of our cherry tree, which we’d planted so many years ago, I could honor its fall in the middle of that heavy rain. So that, when the time came, I could gently stroke our dog’s face as she was dying.

All our efforts to get close to the world only ready us for the intimate kinships that are always near. This is a form of shared grace.

• • •

    In essence, the journey of this book is to understand and personalize how effort is the teacher and friend who leads us into grace. Effort at its most fundamental level is just that: the commitment to try, to work hard, to give our all, not knowing what the outcome will be. Trying hard and giving our all without knowing where that will lead is also a working definition of faith. Life has taught me that, regardless of what we face, effort and faith will lead us into the larger stream of life that holds us. And being held by the larger stream of life is another way to describe grace.

Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi named the experience of being carried along in the stream of life as the flow state. He described the experience of flow as the complete sense of feeling alive and content, regardless of the activity that leads us there. We can immerse ourselves wholeheartedly in anything. We can shoot a basketball cleanly through a net. We can sit with a loved one in the sun. We can climb so long that we are nothing but the climb. We can stroke our dog’s face or kiss our father’s cheek. We can plant flowers. We can plane a board of walnut till we are completely in the stroke of the plane. Whatever the activity, once we love it, the task opens us to all that is holy and our effort leads us into the flow of aliveness that is within us and around us.

Throughout the centuries, one inherent notion about life has been that what is essential to being alive precedes us, comes into us at birth, and returns to the unseeable stream of life when we die. In nature, the soul of the fish returns to the river. The soul of the bird returns to the wind. The soft brilliance of the flower returns to the sun. Our experience while here as human beings is that all our heart and effort and thought, when filled with authenticity and sincerity, lead us into a state of flow, into a state of active grace in which we briefly feel the aliveness that precedes us, fills us, and which will outlive us. Then, after so much living, the soul of a person returns to that unseeable stream of life, which Lao Tzu called the Tao, or the Way.

In our humanness, effort is pointed and singular, while grace is all-encompassing. Effort is the snail inching along, while grace is the current that lifts it from the suction of its path. Effort is keeping the break in our heart open, while grace is the light of everything not broken washing the break clean.

Half of the soul’s work is to be. The other half is to be of use. It’s in our nature to try with all our heart, at everything and anything, until we chance to inhabit grace and come alive. And being so alive, we become a conduit for life and a resource for others. The way cells regenerate to heal a wound, we regenerate the Universal body each time we come alive. The soul’s work is ever-present, if we can put down everything that gets in the way.

In the Sufi tradition, muhasiba is a practice of self-examination by which we’re encouraged “to make an inventory of our actions, moods, behavior, and thoughts at the end of every day.” This is not done to be self-praising or self-critical, but to develop an inner habit of course correction. And so, along the way, I encourage you to engage in your own practice of self-examination, so you might understand the nature of your own soul and the nature of what gets in your way. So you might understand in detail the nature of your own effort and your personal relationship to grace. So you might deepen your chances to be and be of use.


Seeds to Water

[image: Images] In your journal, describe two efforts you’ve made in learning how to be and two efforts you’ve made in learning how to be of use. What do these central tasks mean to you? In the Sufi tradition of muhasiba, examine your efforts in order to develop an inner habit of course correction, not to be self-critical or to praise yourself. Without judging yourself, write the next step in each path for you.

[image: Images] In conversation with a friend or loved one, describe in detail a moment of flow you’ve experienced, which some sort of practice led you to. Where were you? Were you surprised into this moment or did you sense it was coming? What does such an experience say to you about the nature of hard work?



Legacy

Sitting beside my father during his last months, I became aware that I’m part of a lineage that goes back four generations.

My great-grandfather was a leatherworker. He made saddles for a feudal baron in Russia. He endured his uncertain livelihood by pouring himself into his craft. During a pogrom, he was chased by Cossacks into the Dnieper River but wasn’t killed, because they didn’t want their horses to get cold. After this, it took him fourteen years and three trips across the Atlantic to bring our family to America. Toward the end of his life, on summer nights in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, he would say, “When in trouble, wait till you see a way out.”

His son, my grandfather, was a gentle soul who became a letterpress printer in New York City, only to lose his job during the Great Depression. Even with little to eat, he’d bring strangers home for dinner. When Grandma would pull him aside with “We don’t have enough,” he’d kiss her cheek and say, “Break whatever we have in half. It will be enough.”

When his son, my ninety-three-year-old father, was in the hospital, bobbing inside his stroke-laden body, I sat with my mother at the foot of his bed. As we watched him sink away from us, she shook her head and said, “I don’t know how he did it.” She stared into the trail of their lives. “No matter what we faced, he’d always say, ‘Give me a minute, and I’ll figure out what to do.’ ”

They’re all gone and I braid their lessons into a rope I can use: to see a way out, to know there will be enough, to figure out what to do. In the midst of trouble, we’re always challenged to stand still in the river, till we’re shown how to stay alive and give.


Seeds to Water

[image: Images] In your journal, describe at least one story or saying that comes from your birth family or your chosen family that has shaped your sense of effort and grace. It might be a positive or negative example. How have these lessons helped you to stay alive and give?

[image: Images] In conversation with a friend or loved one, share this story or saying and discuss its meaning. In the days to come, share this story or saying with a third person and ask them for a story or saying that has shaped who they are.



Personal Mythology

Even before recorded history, myths and stories have been a way to carry forward the quandaries of living, to help keep in view what’s hard to keep in view, to return us to what matters when we forget. Under all our troubles, we each have a constellation of personal, foundational stories that we can rely on to remind us of what matters, a personal set of myths that have shaped us and which, when retrieved and honored, help us come alive.

Remembering the stories that have shaped me doesn’t cause me to retreat into the past, but opens a storehouse of resilience that I can enter and access. This is the purpose of myth—to carry timeless tools that we can use Now!

To discover your own personal myths, simply give your heart the quiet space it needs to surface these stories. If you still your overactive mind, these stories will show themselves: the time someone helped you see something for the first time, the time a grandparent let his or her belief in you shine like the sun, the time you got up—after being knocked down by life—stronger than before. These stories help us see the truth of what it means to be alive. These stories carry deep guides who often appear through the surprise of kindness and the crack of suffering.

Writing about landmark stories from my own life has strengthened and deepened my soul. The great Chinese poet Tu Fu helped me through cancer by coming to me in dreams to teach me about fear and to ask me to enter my own life. The mountains outside of Albuquerque, New Mexico, taught me how to be steadfast below all the names we’re given. Reading about Nietzsche, when he protected a horse from being whipped in Turin, Italy, taught me that, in the end, how we live is the poem. My mother’s father, Pop, leaving the door open on Passover for the angel Elijah, taught me to stay open no matter how dark it seems. My dear friend Robert, holding my hands in the sun, both of us numb from neuropathy, affirmed that we can absorb each other’s pain. And when Grandma Minnie placed my small hands as a boy on my grandfather’s Talmud, saying, “These are the oldest things you own,” she taught me what it means to be someone else’s flower. Each of these moments is part of my personal mythology. Together they reveal a constellation by which I find my way.

I imagine the large myths we know from earlier cultures began as very personal stories. Because they had such lasting meaning, these stories outgrew their particulars. I imagine the Greek myth of Achilles began as the story of a warrior tired of war. I imagine the Buddhist myth of Kuan-yin began as the story of a person of great kindness who had the capacity to hear other people’s pain. I imagine the myth of Moses began as the story of a sage of great presence who couldn’t easily speak.

As I travel, I hear modern myths everywhere I go. Consider Carla, who couldn’t bring herself to sell her parents’ things after they died. After four years, she began to empty their dresser, only to find a handwritten letter from her father to her mother just before he died. She sat on their bed, in the silhouette of their love, and read the last note her father wrote. For Carla, her myth unearthed a lineage of tenderness.

Consider Kirsten. Forty years after being left by her first love, she discovered that her mother had told the boy never to call again, that he wasn’t good enough for her daughter. Long after her mother had died, long after Kirsten and her first love had gone through decades of living their own lives, always wondering what happened to each other, her life story unraveled. In her sixties, Kirsten understood that who we are exists beneath all the ways we’re deceived. Her myth confirmed that the heart can hold what it loves for a lifetime.

Then there’s Thomas, a doctor left powerless when his oldest friend was dying from leukemia, and all his experience and practice seemed small and out of place. Only his broken-hearted presence seemed to soothe his friend. For Thomas, his myth showed him that the medicine of presence covers all our knowledge like honey.

And Megan came home to find her unhinged grandmother Mimi sleeping in the middle of a smoke-filled house. She’d left the soup boiling on the stove and went to take a nap. Knowing that she could no longer keep her grandmother safe, Megan felt like a failure, and it pained her deeply to move Mimi to assisted living. When she asked her friend Elesa, “What can I do?” Elesa kissed her hands and said, “Accept that what you’ve done is enough.” For Megan, her myth taught her that love will hold us all, if we can let go and ask for help.

Through stories like these we discover the tribe we belong to. Through our landmark stories, life leads us to the lineage we’re a part of. The difficulties of living can often make us put this lineage aside to deal with trouble first. I’ve done this and found myself diminished for putting these kinships last, when it’s precisely these kinships that help me move through trouble. Telling our stories helps us re-establish our bond with kindred spirits across time.

Once lived, our stories become seminal. Once told, they serve as candles in the dark. The myths we live and tell reveal the most enduring truth of all: that who we are is more than enough.

Seeds to Water

[image: Images] In conversation with a friend or loved one, tell one story that seems foundational to your life. Tell this story as you would a myth. Discuss the lesson this myth carries and how it applies to your life now.

[image: Images] Go to an elder in your life and ask them what they see from where they are in life. Journal what transpires and, at another time, share their story with a loved one.



Getting Closer to Life

In the 1960s, my family would sit around a small black-and-white TV and watch the NASA space rockets launch from Cape Canaveral. It seemed the stuff of science fiction, to be sending human beings into the galaxy. As a boy, I was amazed at all the years of work by so many to design and build a space rocket. I thought of all the years of training that an astronaut undergoes in order to enter into the vast emptiness that holds our world. I thought of the effort put into all the encasements, the booster rockets and scaffolding, the structure of which would fall away in order for the capsule to break through gravity. Only the capsule with the crew would enter the quiet weightlessness waiting beyond our experience.

All these years later, I view the journey of life as the hard work to design and build an identity and career and a story that will carry us through the weight of the world, until these encasements and propulsions are jettisoned. Until dropping all that was necessary, which is no longer necessary, only our soul is left to enter the vast regions of being.

After my journey with cancer, I had jettisoned any particular sense of ambition. The urge to get somewhere began to leave me. I thought I’d done something wrong by being so devoted to ambition. I thought I’d failed by living in the rocket I’d made of my dreams. But like all souls who mature against their will, who are allowed to survive, I was only growing large so I could inevitably grow small again, the way a storm builds only to dissipate.

It was watching a heron step softly in the marsh that made me realize, in my late forties, that this is how the soul grows: by dreaming of something to build, only to build it and inhabit it, until we fill it so completely that it starts to confine us, until that confinement presses us to be born anew, the way a cocoon births a butterfly. Having served its purpose, my ambition tore open like a cocoon so I could breathe freely and be delicate. It’s made me wonder: if allowed its full course, will ambition exhaust itself and force us into the open? I think when undressed of all we strive for, the soul remembers itself and sets us free.

This doesn’t mean it’s bad to strive or to have ambition or to accomplish things. But enshrining these things will leave us disconnected as we bear the weight of the world. Like those space rockets in the sixties, we need the engines to launch, but we need to jettison all the machinery of our will, if we are to experience the depth and breadth of life.

Twelve hundred years ago, the Chinese poet Po Chü-I recounted in a poem how he became lost while traveling on horseback. With a sudden urgency, he began prodding the horse to push on, to go here, then there. After a time, he exhausted himself and fell asleep in the saddle. While dozing, his reins slackened. It seemed like an instant, but he’d gone a hundred lengths. When he woke, the horse had found a better way. Only while asleep would he loosen his grip and give up control, and the horse, which seemed to wait for this chance, carried him easily.

This is the tension between will and surrender. We push and push, insisting we know the way, even when we’re lost. If we can outlast our will, we exhaust ourselves and let go of the reins, long enough for the horse we’re riding to quicken its pace and carry us on.

Watching space rockets launch, watching herons step softly in the marsh, and falling asleep in the saddle while our horse finds the way—these stories point up our struggle in knowing when to bend what comes our way and when to go with it.

As human beings, we’re asked to choose, more than once, between inhabiting life or consuming life, between finding our kinship with others or trying to manage and dominate the things around us. Every day, we’re given the chance to lean into life or turn away. These basic covenants make all the difference.

Consider the butterfly effect, where the slight movement of a butterfly’s wing in South America can become a mammoth wind after building for a thousand miles. Or how a small wave can become tidal after traveling across the ocean. Likewise, our slightest turning away from life can create tides of separation after crossing the ocean of time. But our slightest leaning toward life can begin a golden age of cooperation, waiting to happen a thousand years after we’re gone. What we do matters, when it arises from the essence of our being. Our deepest leanings join with the tides of life to set great confluences in motion. When we show up with who we are, we join with other life, the way atoms form molecules. This joining of aliveness is at the heart of all creation.

On the other side of ambition, I’ve learned that being who we are is how the heart learns, while arriving at understanding is how the mind learns. We need a working harmony between the two. Letting go of the reins has humbled me into bettering myself by inhabiting the simple motions of my life and immersing myself in work that is real.

Carrying only what is necessary, I can see that the things that matter are everywhere, like secrets hidden in the open. Who would have imagined—the world is only hidden because we believe it needs to be. Often, we get in our own way, layering assumptions and conclusions like blinders over the fresh experience of simply being here. All the while, we’re asked to participate in life and not control events. In very real ways, suffering and beauty return us to direct living.

Recently, my doctor explained why, at my age, it takes longer for the discoloration of a bruise to heal. Our skin thins the longer we’re here, and therefore holds its markings. In the same way, we’re more permanently touched by the world the longer we’re here. The longer we live, the more we hold the world’s markings. As it should be, the reward for getting closer to life.


Seeds to Water

[image: Images] In your journal, describe the face you show no one and the face you show the world. Without judging either, begin a conversation between the two.

[image: Images] In conversation with a friend or loved one, discuss one habit that keeps you from the truth of life and one habit that brings you closer to all that matters. How do these habits differ? What leads you to each of them?



Making Our Way

Eighteen years ago, I encountered a teaching moment while driving the coast of California. And yesterday, I encountered a twin teaching moment, less directly, through the news, all the way from Australia. Today, I see how they go together. One was waiting like a seed in my consciousness for the other to arrive, once I’d tumbled through years of slow living.

The first teaching startled me while I was driving north of Monterey on US 1 in late October of 1998. I was aching and vulnerable, feeling far from home, when, through the harsh shore wind, I saw a large rock surrounded by the rough, churned-up sea. The rock was covered with all kinds of animals: willet, gull, cormorant, sea lion, seal, pelican, otter. All had found refuge from the hammering of the sea: climbing, winging, hauling themselves onto the rock; leaning into each other, lying on each other; finding this rock-oasis of wind and sun; too tired once on the rock to fight or be territorial, each having been wrung out by the pounding of the wet hours.

I realized this is how we make our way, how we find each other. Every survivor, regardless of what they survive, knows the hammering of the sea, and the rock we find refuge on is an exposed place where we finally accept each other, too tired from swimming to think any longer about territories, too tired to talk except through simple touch.
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