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Praise for An Unlikely Guru




I love this book! Through sharing his nine awakenings, Chick explores how his deepest life questions became an essential part of his everyday living. He shows that no matter how busy we are and how many responsibilities we have, there is room for us to wonder and be curious about the very nature of our being. There is room to nurture what is most important to us.


It is exciting how the rich resources of the world’s diverse meditative traditions have become so available to us, giving a wide perspective on how to attend to our deepest questions. They suggest that we don’t need to turn to ideas and beliefs to find our way. They invite us to pause and look directly into our very nature. To become immersed in this timeless moment of being and discover who we really are--what we have always been.


Chick inspires us with his very human journey of discovery and awakening to his own nature, weaving in the wisdom of many meditative traditions and contemporary meditative explorers. He invites us to plunge in and nurture our own deepest questions--and to discover our own awakenings.


—Richard Witteman


Meditation teacher, Springwater Center for Meditative Inquiry


Once upon a time not too long ago, Chick and I scaled the Peruvian Salcantay Peak together—at 15,090 feet, far above Machu Picchu—along with a pretty tough crew of hikers. Along the way, a shaman invited us to plunge into an icy stream accompanied by the shaman’s music. Chick alone accepted the invitation.


This is Chick Atkins, a man who lives with intensity and intention, who loves hard, commits fully, always seeks his truth—and most impressively of all, endows those around him with confidence in their paths as well.


Always his own man, he is also Everyman.


You may not scale the Andes, but in life, you scale your own treacherous peaks and face daunting unknowns. In An Unlikely Guru, Chick meets the unknowns of everyday life, both great and small, with trailblazing passion, awakening curiosity, and respect for the dignity of all human experience.


An Unlikely Guru is the story of Chick Atkins, who integrates the spiritual path and its insights into his everyday life better than anyone I know. In this highly entertaining book, he recounts his journey in a relatable way and shows how enlightenment is possible for any of us.


—Steve Denholtz


CEO of Denholtz Properties
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TO ELLEN:


best decision I ever made.


TO DAN, CORY, AND JAMIE:


you make the journey all worthwhile.
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If the only prayer you ever say is “thank you,” that would be enough.


—MEISTER ECKHART, CHRISTIAN MYSTIC
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One great question underlies our experience, whether we think about it consciously or not: What is the purpose of life?


… I believe that the purpose of life is to be happy. From the moment of birth, every human being wants happiness and does not want suffering. Neither social conditioning nor education nor ideology affect this.


… From my own limited experience I have found that the greatest degree of inner tranquility comes from the development of love and compassion.


—TENZIN GYATSO, THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA
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Foreword


I’D LIKE TO INTRODUCE you to Charles Atkins. His nickname is Chick, and he’s a sixty-six-year-old Jewish real estate developer from New Jersey. He’s passionate and a bit neurotic, and he reminds me of comedian and television producer Larry David—in both physical appearance and personality. Chick is the antithesis of the traditional spiritual guru. He spends his days in business clothes rather than a robe and sandals. His hair is thinning, not long and flowing. His last name has just two syllables and is easily pronounceable. He has never lived in a small stone hut in the Himalayas; nor does he collect crystals or read auras. All his insights have required eyeglasses. And he refers to himself as a “Jew Bu,” which is short for Jewish Buddhist and meant to be self-deprecating.


In many respects, Chick is just like you and me. He’s been married to Ellen for nearly forty years, and together they’ve raised three sons. Over the years, Chick has experienced all the normal joys, sorrows, stresses, frustrations, and blessings that life usually bestows. He admits to being flawed and indulging in drugs and alcohol, before spending eighteen years in recovery. In other words, he is human—just another guy behind the wheel you might glimpse in traffic, or someone at the gym or supermarket you nod hello to in passing. Nondescript.


But Chick is different in one significant way.


Chick is “awake.”


I know, I know. I was skeptical when I first met him too. He wanted to write a book about his spiritual journey—part memoir for family and friends, part guidebook for anyone who is searching. His publisher had hired me to interview him and create a book plan. Besides being an author and editor myself, I’m also a yoga teacher and have long been interested in spirituality and meditation. I’d read the Tao Te Ching, A Course in Miracles, Man’s Search for Meaning, and many other classics (although I can’t say I completely understand them). I’d been to India, taken yoga classes all over the world, and attended workshops/retreats at Kripalu and Canyon Ranch, where I was fed new age wisdom in gluten-free amaranth wraps.


So, on our initial Zoom call, when Chick started talking about the different “awakenings” he’d experienced on his lifelong journey to “enlightenment,” I tried to be polite and professional and resist any eye-rolling. I mean, he was so different from my idea of a classic guru that I, too, was dubious. In fact, if I remember correctly, he excused himself from the interview to quiet his barking dog and go to the bathroom. (Somehow, I thought gurus were above that!)


But eventually, as I listened to Chick, I had a bit of an awakening myself. The chief reason my interest in spirituality has remained just an interest and never evolved into anything more is because much of what’s written and preached isn’t practical for me. I respect the message, but My Truth is I’m simply too busy. It’s one thing to bliss out during an occasional weekend yoga retreat, but if I did that routinely in the real world, I’d quickly be overwhelmed by all of life’s responsibilities. Yet here was an ordinary guy still very much in the rat race who claimed to be enlightened (on some level) and integrating that sensibility into everyday life. Maybe he did have something to say after all. Maybe he was a different kind of sage for a new age.


Before I go any further, I should establish what it means to be awake. It is not the same as being “woke.” It has nothing to do with politics or race. No, the “awakening” that Chick is referring to has more in common with its traditional definition—an arising from sleep, an opening of the eyes, a letting in of light.


To be awake is to be aware and to know that you are aware. It involves seeing and experiencing yourself and the world as they truly are, which is far different from what most of us think they are. It is a new level of comprehension and understanding, a transcendence that leads to greater peace and happiness.


Rarely does awakening come in one big blast. It’s not like Wile E. Coyote pushing an Acme detonator on the unsuspecting Road Runner. Rather, it typically arrives in short flashes of insight that can be years or even decades apart—small aha moments where we glimpse how things really work and what they mean. Where these insights come from or why they happen when they do is a mystery. If they have anything in common, it’s that they never call beforehand. They just show up bearing a deep truth. The experience is impactful, and most people never forget it. But because we live in such a hectic world, most of us never apply it. It gets pushed to the back of our cluttered-garage minds because to do anything more would require too much effort and time.


This is Chick’s point of differentiation.


Despite years of meditation, attending numerous retreats with Eastern and Western masters, and reading countless books on enlightenment, Chick hasn’t given in to the temptation (as many do) of using spirituality to escape ordinary life. Instead, he’s used it to embrace ordinary life. His spirituality is grounded in reality.


Chick enjoys quoting from different sources to illustrate his points and to show that the Truths he’s awakened to are not his own but universal. They are timeless, not new and improved. The book that inspired him to start meditating, Everyday Zen by Charlotte Joko Beck, begins in this wonderfully contrarian way:


Successful living means functioning well in love and work, declared Sigmund Freud. Yet most Zen teaching derives from a monastic tradition that is far removed from the ordinary world of romantic and sexual love, family and home life, ordinary jobs and careers. Few Western students of Zen live apart in traditionally structured monastic communities. Most are preoccupied with the same tasks as everyone else: creating or dissolving a relationship, changing diapers, negotiating a mortgage, seeking a job promotion. But the Zen centers that serve such students often retain an aura of esoteric specialness and separateness. Black robes, shaved heads, and traditional monastic rituals may reinforce the impression of Zen as an exotic alternative to ordinary life, rather than ordinary life itself lived more fully.… If Zen is to become integrated into Western culture, it requires a Western idiom: “Chop wood, carry water” must somehow become, “Make love, drive freeway.”


What Joko Beck is advocating—making spirituality practical—isn’t easy to pull off. It means being conscious in an unconscious world.


And therein lies the challenge and the promise of this book. As Chick will fully explain, you don’t need to become a different person, or even a better person, to wake up. You just need to realize that your life situation does not define you. On paper, Chick is a sixty-six-year-old Jewish real estate developer from New Jersey. But in reality he is much more than any description, no matter how detailed, can convey. You can probably sense this in yourself too. I know I do. We are all pieces of something grand—our life is all life—and awakening is simply becoming more cognizant of that. In fact, it’s our natural state. We are already awake. We’ve just dulled our alertness with too much thinking, worrying, and planning. But the good news, and Chick’s inspirational message, is that the solution does not lie in trying. Rather, it resides in surrendering—to just being who and what we naturally are.


There will be times while reading this book that you will knit your brow and say, “Huh?” That may have just happened now. But that’s also natural. It’s okay to be confused. You may not “get it” now, but you will.


This book is part memoir and part manual. In other words, in the personal is also the prescription. Instead of chapters, it’s divided into nine Awakenings. As you proceed chronologically through Chick’s life, you’ll learn how each of his occurred and shed more light on who he is. Some of these Awakenings may be familiar; you may have already experienced a few. But everyone’s journey is unique. Yours may be quite different.


Will this book lead you to enlightenment? That is not the point. You can’t pursue or achieve something you already are. You can recognize or realize it, however, and that is the point. Enlightenment is simply living moment to moment, amid all the usual nonsense, with as much awareness and appreciation as possible. This is why Jack Kornfield entitled one of his best-selling books After the Ecstasy, the Laundry.


Chick decided to write this book not so he could spend his retirement sitting in the lotus position and having students line up to meet him. In its simplest definition, guru means “teacher,” and he humbly feels he has something to share. He is writing for everyone who feels disconnected or overwhelmed and who is yearning to be whole but who can’t leave their nine-to-five or attend a weeklong spiritual retreat. Chick doesn’t care that there are already a gazillion spiritual self-help books on the market. This one’s different.
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