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Editor’s Note

Since the publication of If You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him!, Sheldon Kopp has led us, insisting that we not be followers, on a search for real lives of our own. His precise vision of who we are not—and what no one can do—deleted the pretense and illusion separating us from reality. So, we found ourselves standing beside him, starkly disarmed, as unique but ordinary human beings, faced with the primal choice to do something honest and real or to do something worth nothing at all, or worse. If You Meet the Buddha… is still studied in major universities, still read and reread by those who continue to be transformed by it.

Admitting his vulnerability, exposing his absurdity, and confessing his profanity, Kopp claimed for himself what goodness he could out of who he was. Incidentally he provided a critical catalyst for the rest of us: We came to believe that, as flawed as we may be, it is humanly possible to face our own darkness and learn to accept all that we are. That was, and still is, the requisite first step to any possible personal peace.

Though his many subsequent books have dealt with various issues, he returns here to the essence of “the Buddha book”—that we have to do the most important things for ourselves, no excuses accepted. Using the one-day-at-a-time format, Kopp poses thoughts and questions, but the only right answers are of our own making. His writings are new, extracted largely from his journals, but some of his most memorable lines have been repeated simply because he felt like it, and so did we.

To those of you who are new to Sheldon Kopp’s relentlessly confrontive, startlingly honest, intelligent, loving, and committed pursuit of partial dignity and a measure of peace, serendipity is the watchword. You may discover, as so many others have declared, “His books changed my life.”

—Bonnie Hesse






No matter how confident we feel about the outcome of our actions or how well we prepare for an event, the moment belongs to God. We need to accept the holy insecurity of living without certainty and yet with faith and humor.

—Sheldon Kopp
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Introduction

Inner peace is as elusive as it is desirable. Much of the time, we feel restless, discontent, or needlessly upset. Paradoxically, to find what peace we can, we must endure feeling unsettled while we search for answers to what the Hasidic teachers call the “holy insecurities,” challenging questions that keep us in touch with our responsibility for who we are and how we live.

Although we may find ourselves in different situations throughout our lives, again and again these same themes recur and repeatedly challenge us to reconsider our basic beliefs and ways of being. The brief thoughts offered on the following pages are reflections on topics that concern us all—suffering, fear, weakness, love, trust, and unmanageable lives.

Four central, universal questions or holy insecurities are the central themes for the four parts of this book:

Part 1—How do I find a self of my own?

Part 2—Where am I in my life?

Part 3—Who am I in my world?

Part 4—Where do I go from here?






If we have the humility to accept uncertainty and the willingness to live with the creative tension between certainty and doubt, we can open our minds to the words of our hearts and hear the voice of our higher power. Only then will we be able to deepen our souls’ understanding so that we can take the needed steps to experience a growing sense of inner peace—a still-point at the center of our selves that protects us from avoidable suffering.

—Sheldon Kopp
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1 How Do I Find a Self of My Own?



Strengthened by desire and hope, burdened by anxiety and fear, beset by temptations and guarded by spiritual powers, [the seeker] pursues his way along the Path of Life, seeking ever “a better country.”

—Samuel Clagget Chew

The solitary path to the depth of our souls first leads us to the edge of our aloneness, and only then back to a place among others—a place that is truly our own.

—Sheldon Kopp








January 1

Just before Gertrude Stein died, she asked, “What is the answer?” When none of the friends gathered at her bedside replied, she laughed, and said, “In that case, what is the question?” Then she died.

These conundrums about the meaning of life captivate us at times of crises, but they reside in the shadows of our lives even when we are not attending to them. These questions often occur in the following form: “How do I find a self of my own?”; “Where am I in my life?”; “Where am I in my world?”; and “Where do I go from here?” The answers come in many forms, depending on who in particular is asking, and in which situation, and to what end.

The questions are the same. It is only the answers that change.






January 2

In A Brief History of Time, renowned physicist Stephen Hawking poses problems that expand our minds. Reporting that St. Augustine was once asked, “What did God do before he created the universe?” Hawking wryly suggests the answer might have been, “He was preparing Hell for people who asked such questions.”

Hawking explains that “ever since the dawn of civilization, people… have craved an understanding of the underlying order in the world. Today we still yearn to know why we are here and where we came from.” He goes on to say that the goal of science is to provide a single theory to describe the whole universe, but that is an indescribably difficult task, and the partial theories we have are good enough for all practical purposes.

Obviously, we have no choice but to use what we know for sure as a basis for accepting and living with what we may never know. Still, we may well consider the value of the uncertainties. What would we do if we knew all the answers?

The questions that keep us searching may be more captivating than the answers we seek.






January 3

What sort of a world is this? Too often it seems a lunatic life filled with suffering, devoid of meaning. Yet, it is all the world there is. We can only choose to live life as it is. Complaining about it is part of living, but we can’t hope that our complaining will improve anything.

Here then is the message each of us must send to ourselves: I can only become who I am. And I can only live this particular life that I have been given. The only meaning for me is to go on, feeling it all, discovering as much of it as I can take in, seeking not improvement or even change but the courage to see it all, every last detail. When I reach out to others to hear their cry, I know that it is not to cure them but to heal myself.

If we are willing to endure the holy insecurities, we can find the higher power within us.






January 4

“Why am I afraid to tell you who I am?” asks John Powell in his important book by that name. He quotes one young person’s answer: “I am afraid to tell you who I am, because if I tell you who I am, you might not like who I am, and that is all I have.” As frightening as it is to reveal ourselves to others, we must risk it or live alone.

Being committed to revealing our true selves is a never-ending struggle, for each and every one of us is, at times, awful and wonderful, good and bad, peculiar and ordinary. However, the more we can accept and honor our own contrasts, our darkness and our light, the more we will come to believe in the possibility that others can love us as well. As Walt Whitman wrote in “Song of Myself”:


I am large, I contain multitudes.

Do I contradict myself?

Very well then, I contradict myself.



Learning to love yourself opens the way for others to do the same.






January 5

There are some old lessons that must be learned again and again.


	Acquiring wisdom involves the risk of being wrong or foolish

	Being loving and tender requires a willingness to bear unhappiness

	Courage is the confidence to face danger, even though afraid

	Gaining freedom and power requires only a willingness to recognize their existence and face their consequences

	We can find ourselves only when we are willing to risk losing ourselves to another, to the moment, to a quest, and love is the bridge

	There are no wizards, no buddhas, no gods among us; the only one on earth who knows your answers is you.



The secret is there is no secret.






January 6

“Turning” stands at the very heart of the Jewish conception of a person’s way in the world. Each one must face up not only on the Day of Atonement but at each moment. Each present moment is a moment of redemption. As Rabbi Bunam said, “Our greatest crime is not that we sin, but that we can turn every moment and do not.”

But then, how are we to face up to daily frustrations and frequent disappointments, betrayal by people we trust and loss of people we love? At times we need help, a hand extended to us. Even so, the searching of the heart must involve a genuine willingness to face up to our losses, accept that what we have been through we cannot change, and commit to things as they must be. In this way, we can renew ourselves from within.

When is the proper time for this turning? If not now, when?






January 7

Everyone experiences times when life seems so out of control there is nothing we can do to make things right. When we go through these unsettling episodes, we feel like helpless victims of arbitrary fate.

The days of being upset over trivial troubles seem bad enough, but they pale by comparison when there is a serious crisis that threatens to disrupt our lives completely. During these terrible occasions, later remembered as “the worst times of our lives,” much that gives meaning to our lives appears to be in jeopardy.

In circumstances like these over which you have no control, there is little more you can do except stand by patiently and hope for the best. Faced with the reality that no one is ever totally safe from harm, you sometimes have to settle for assuming an attitude that makes your powerlessness more bearable.

Coping with helplessness is one kind of power.






January 8

Among the Ojibwa, an American Indian tribe, when it came time, a father led his son into the woods to leave him to fast, to be alone, and to ponder the meaning of life. Since this was to be a time of self-discovery, the boy was not told what he might expect to encounter. No socially approved image was offered to him. Rather, he was given the understanding that he would have a vision, his own vision of who he was to be and what he was to do with his life.

The boy going through this initiation rite was told that whatever this vision was, whatever he learned about himself and the world, should be trusted and accepted. When he returned, his vision would be honored by the tribe, simply because it was his and because he had discovered it for himself and claimed it as his own.

We need time alone to discover who we really are.






January 9

Work on the self requires the clear development of a set of internal personal standards for determining what is important to you. Relying on the standards and expectations of others leaves us vulnerable to follow the trends of the moment or the conventions of the crowd.

What’s to be done if we don’t meet others’ expectations or our own? Ram Dass suggests “that it all has to do with how I define who I am and if I define myself as somebody that’s hurtable, then everybody can potentially hurt me. On the other hand, if I’m somebody who is just here, watching the dance of life… there’s very little anybody can do to me. It’s the question of how deep into your center you are about yourself [where] you can watch your own personality drama with a little less attachment to it.”

Part of the work on ourselves is simply taking the role of a nonjudgmental, loving witness to our lives.






January 10

The phrase “turning our lives over to a higher power” creates a major stumbling block for some people when they are seeking spiritual solace. These words commonly conjure up notions of giving up control ourselves or being told what to do by someone else.

In life there are few answers, many mysteries, and more questions. But some conclusions can safely be drawn about what “turning our lives over” does not mean. It does not involve giving up control over your life. You can’t give up what you never had, but you can take charge of yourself by acknowledging how little control you have over everything else.

Turning your life over doesn’t mean giving up responsibility for who you are and how you act. If anything, it means taking more responsibility, not less; it means gaining inner power, not losing it.

By consciously connecting with your higher power, you give in to your own, true inner voice and give up all that was false and not you. The paradox is that in turning over your life, you are getting your own life back.

Ultimately, faith implies surrender to yourself.






January 11

You may be able to fool even those people who mean the most to you. Knowing only those parts of you that you choose to reveal to them, they seem to care. But what would happen if they should discover what you are like when nothing is hidden in the shadows? If they really knew you, would they still care?

Letting your self be known means taking a chance, but hiding out can be just as risky. To the extent that you succeed in deceiving others, you are stuck with secret feelings that some others might be able to accept, and with the hidden qualities that some might even value. Worse yet, when you succeed in deceiving others, you are isolated and alone.

If no one knows you, who can love you?






January 12

Some of us were abused or neglected when we were children. Our parents’ attitudes may be the reason that we first became unhappy, but once we’ve grown up, it’s no excuse for us to go on complaining. Our own attitudes sustain that needless suffering and it is ourselves that we must learn to forgive.

Our parents did whatever harm (and/or good) to us they may have done. There’s no changing that. If we go on trying to be what we believe they wanted us to be, our nostalgia becomes a form of revenge. It is our way of showing them that they should have given us another chance and that we are preoccupied with how things might have been.

Acting as though we deserved their past mistreatment only makes us miss opportunities for happiness in the present. It may allow us to feel that we were loved when we were children, no matter how badly our parents may have treated us, but to maintain that illusion, we must go on feeling bad about ourselves.

We must learn to lose interest in our unhappy childhoods and forgive ourselves for having stayed stuck so long.






January 13

A self of our own seems like something we’d get automatically. But, then, why are many of us plagued with the confusing question, Who am I?

Some people lacked the opportunity to develop a cohesive core self in their earliest childhood, so when they grow up this question continues to absorb much of their energy. Their parents were likely too intrusive or too neglectful. Whether or not parents meant to do harm, children who receive inadequate parenting assume that they are inadequate children. So, they decide it’s better to take cover, hide their real self, and fake one that pleases the adults on whom they depend.

Depending on the severity of the inadequacies and the degree to which we’ve become separated from our true selves, we may find ourselves faced with the task of developing a solid, real sense of self before we can get on with the next question, What do I want to do with my life?

We need to learn to be more like ourselves.






January 14

The idea that we’re having an identity crisis has become a popular explanation of times when we’re simply uncertain or troubled. Sometimes this period in a person’s life is a thinly veiled disguise for lack of initiative. Other times it seems like a good excuse for acting irresponsibly, such as taking drugs or having an affair.

Although being reckless isn’t necessary or advisable, everyone needs to take time out to find a self. Unless you are willing to withdraw for a while, you won’t be able to sort out who you really are from the person you’re expected to be. During this time out, you will have to abandon many of the usual social standards, ignore the clamoring of those around you, and be still so you can hear your voice from within. Without this effort, your life will be spent trying to measure up to external standards. If you deny or never discover your true desires, you’ll be left feeling empty and disconnected.

Once a great teacher was asked, “Where does God dwell?” He answered, “God dwells wherever people let Him in. But we can let Him in only where we really stand, in a place where we live a life that is truly our own.”

If we are to find God, first we need to find ourselves.






January 15

More than a thousand years ago, the Chinese poet Li Po wrote:


Hard is the Journey,

Hard is the Journey,

So many turnings,

And now where am I?



It seems that people have always asked this question. Many have been tempted to accept answers offered by others. It is hard to resist the invitation to certainty, to making sense of it all by becoming one of the good guys, joining forces with the group.

How much heavier is the burden of making decisions on your own. How much lonelier is it to make your own way, to go on questioning everything, willing to forgo tradition and others’ approval.

Ask yourself, “What do I feel?” “What do I want?”—and then follow the stirrings from within. You risk being labeled an oddball or a maverick, but what’s so awful about that?

Once we give up needing others’ approval, we’re free to do as we please.






January 16

A devoutly religious woman was once asked, “What if there were no God?” “Then,” she declared, “nothing in the world would mean anything. I would probably kill myself.” Her response raises the question, Even without meaning from any outside source, why not live? For many of us, the answer is that we are afraid of the absence of meaning in our lives because we are afraid of the freedom.

If we discovered that nothing outside ourselves would give us direction, then we would have to do whatever we wanted. Nothing would be certain and all would be possible. We would have to assume the responsibility for bringing meaning to our own lives. To make matters worse, we would realize that no one cares as much about us as we do about ourselves.

We can either be terrified and create false certainties to replace real ambiguities, or we can quit struggling against the tide, stop trying so hard to do what can’t be done, and enjoy ourselves while we can.

What if there was no one to tell us what we shouldn’t do?






January 17

Most of us spend a good portion of our lives as though we were performing on the stage of life. Surely there must be an audience out there somewhere! If no one is watching or listening, what would be the point of it all? Living in our own spotlight, we cannot see into the darkness of the empty house. Receiving no response, we assume we must be a flop. We think we need to try harder, to improve the show, to wait a bit longer. We wait in vain for the applause to come.

Or we can get off the stage and get a different view of what we’re doing. How important is it to live our lives showing off so that others will admire us? How different our lives would be if we judged our performance in terms of how it feels to us, rather than how we imagine it looks to others. The question is not whether we should or shouldn’t enjoy being appreciated but whether we want to spend our lives waiting for someone else to applaud.

The freedom to do as we please is one kind of power.






January 18

In Dostoevsky’s novella The Double, the main character, Golyadkin Senior, is a chronic worrier. In his perfectionistic attempts to eliminate the contradictions within himself, he obsesses endlessly. To maintain the illusion that he is in control of his life, he dares not overlook any possibility that he may make a mistake. Ironically, it is just these anxious preoccupations that consume the energy he needs to cope with pressures of his personal life and career.

Pretending that things are better than they are, he makes his situation worse than it is, adding to his troubles by denying his dishonest efforts at getting along with other people. He stubbornly insists that he is on the verge of a new and better life.

Dostoevsky’s story offers readers a reassuring, protective distance from the discomfort of identifying ourselves with this character who insists on deceiving himself.

Why suffer needlessly because you’re not perfect when you can feel satisfied that you are good enough?






January 19

Becoming our own selves should not be confused with being selfish or self-centered. We cannot become our selves without recognizing the ways we need to be with others and how we need to love other people. We can’t test our values and feelings in a vacuum. We can’t experience joy without reaching out.

Obsessing about ourselves is not enough. As the Hasids tell us, “You can rake the muck this way, rake the muck that way—it will always be muck. Have I sinned or have I not sinned? In the time I am brooding over it, I could be stringing pearls for the delight of heaven.”

Worry if you must, but get on with living your life.






January 20

Determined to get rid of the Buddha, a treacherous demon unleashed an elephant to charge and destroy him. Just as the wild, raging beast was about to trample him, the Buddha raised his right hand with fingers held close together and palm open, facing the oncoming animal. The gesture of fearlessness completely subdued the dangerous animal. Once having faced the terrible threat of annihilation, the Compassionate Buddha cupped his other hand with its palm up, extending it as an offering of an open heart. This gesture of forgiveness restored the elephant’s natural tranquility.

The Sanskrit word for these symbolic gestures is mudra. The Buddha’s first mudra allowed him to face his fear. Having turned back terror, the Buddha was then free to confer on the elephant the second mudra of compassion that calmed the bewildered beast.

If we learn to raise our right hand against fear, we can extend the other in compassion.






January 21

How can we hope to find peace if we don’t know what to look for? Ironically, we will probably learn most not from our greatest highs but from our deepest lows. These are the times when we have experienced a radically altered perspective about how we are living and we have felt dramatic shifts in our sense of time.

When a loved one was seriously ill or injured, for example, we may remember that our frantic plans for success or status simply dropped from our thoughts. While engrossed in concern for our loved one, we were temporarily freed from distractions and temptations that interfere with living centered on our selves. At least for the moment, we were almost wholly focused on those aspects of our lives that are most meaningful.

Personal peace is not uninterrupted happiness. One part of peace is attaining freedom from the needless suffering caused when we don’t live our own lives in a way that includes attention to the misfortunes of others. Any experience that gives us even a brief sense of peace provides a clue to the larger serenity we seek.

Experiences of inner peace often arise in unexpected ways.






January 22

Theories about human experience rarely help us with our personal problems. Instead, we need to hear the stories of others so we can see “pictures in our head” and feel through our intuitive experience that we are not alone.

Sometimes just being alive feels like having no skin, just raw flesh—vulnerable, responsive, irritable, in constant danger. Those are the times when we need most to sense our place among other people, to hear their tale and know that it is ours as well. We need so badly to be sure that someone else can hear us, to receive their answering cry, to respond in kind.

In myths and folktales, it has always been clear that to flee a prophecy is to make it come true. That isn’t meant as a fatalistic view of the future but as an understanding of what we are like. We cannot escape our selves without destroying ourselves. We cannot always face our fears entirely on our own. At times we need help, but whether alone or with support, if we do not face our fears we will never be free to be all we might become.

Whatever fear we suffer in solitude is also suffered by everyone else.






January 23

Anyone can seek spiritual freedom. Some people seem able to attain this level of enlightenment, but no one can sustain it on a continuing basis. Spiritual freedom means that we live out who we are, doing exactly as we please, without any disparity between what we want to do and what we should be doing.

When you reach this state, you are past worrying about how well you are performing. Also, you’re seemingly indifferent to obstacles and dangers. This naive fearlessness is very similar to the spontaneity of the child.

The central quality in this spontaneity is that you can trust yourself. No longer expecting to be certain or perfect, you give yourself over to being just who you are at the moment. Satisfied to be able to do what you can, you discover your ability to do far more than you could if you were still distracted by the question of how well you were doing.

Spiritual freedom comes when you devote your full attention to the task at hand.






January 24

Growing up often means facing the anguished isolation of no longer belonging as we wander in exile through a strange world that makes no sense. We all have to make our own separate way through an indifferent, unfamiliar landscape in which good is not necessarily rewarded and evil is not punished.

For some of us, it seems as though this is the way it has always been. So little protected and so badly hurt even as children, we dare not trust others. Distrust can protect us from being hurt again, but it precludes whatever loving closeness we might have with others, so the cost of such safety is even greater loneliness.

In order to enjoy those random moments of happiness, we must learn that we can survive emotionally, so we can afford to risk trusting and loving once more.

Revealing ourselves to others may mean taking our chances, but hiding out can be just as risky.






January 25

Once a young man believed that even though he struggled to claim the dark, hidden parts of himself, he couldn’t accept the shadow side of himself. Then he had a telling dream.

Out in a very dark night, he had to walk slowly. Suddenly, feeling like a fool, he said to himself, “What are you doing out here without a flashlight?” Trying to find his way back home, he became aware of another presence—a dog, he thought.

Staying on the alert, he saw that the animal was not a dog but a wolf! At first he decided to kill the beast with his bare hands. Then, recognizing that was absurd, he realized that to survive, “I must make friends with this wolf!”

When he awoke, he understood that the wolf represented his savage soul, his secret shadow, and then the answer to his struggle was clear, “The wolf is my own dark brother. Instead of trying to overcome the terror of my hidden self, I must learn to own it, to make friends with it, so I can come to love the rest of myself.”

Accepting our weaknesses frees our strengths.






January 26

Life without illusions sometimes seems unbearable. When we hang on to illusion too long, we are trying to turn powerlessness into a virtue. Often, we whitewash our residual weakness, helplessness, and dependency with feigned humility.

By pretending that we are so frail, we make ourselves susceptible to anxiety and depression. By denying destructiveness in ourselves and others, we are turned toward unwitting complicity with evil. And clinging to the possibility of a perfect life robs us of our real power and sets us up for yet another inevitable disappointment.

Faking weakness takes much of our strength.






January 27

Too often, as children, we were encouraged to try to be someone other than ourselves. It was demanded that we assume a character and live out a life-story written by someone else. The plot line was given and improvisations were seriously discouraged or completely unacceptable, and the direction was an oppressive form of close-quarter tyranny. Neurosis is, in part, the result of being miscast into a scenario plotted out in accord with somebody else’s unfulfilled dreams and unfaced anxieties.

Most often the casting directors were our parents. From the start, some of us were cast as the stars our parents never were, and when we didn’t fit the part, we were sources of disappointment. Some of us were cast as villains whose mere presence posed endless problems for starring parents.

As children we see no choice but to play these parts as best as we can, but when we get old enough to understand our options, many of us decide to be exactly the opposite of what our parents expected and so we end up playing another role. In the end defiance is no freer than compliance.

If you want to live your own life, you have to create your own story.






January 28

All of us have thoughts and feelings that we don’t approve of, and have done things we think we shouldn’t have. Those who deny this must also deny their humanness of being part animal and part angel. Our paradoxical human nature is illustrated in the life of the infamous Marquis de Sade.

Sade was a dangerous criminal and scandalous pervert, yet he was a man with strong personal convictions, strongly opposing the artificial codes imposed by collective morality. It is interesting to observe that as he stepped beyond moral restraint, he was free to release his imagination to bring personal meaning to his experience. The issue is not whether Sade was right or wrong but only that what he did was freely chosen.

The particular value of his story lies in its ability to disturb us, to make us wonder. Are we passively conforming to social convention and group morality? If so, we’re giving up any chance to lead original lives.

Until we experience how much is too much, how will we know how much is enough?






January 29

It’s really hard to come to terms with the idea that we will be accepted, liked, and loved because of who we are now, rather than because of what we have done in the past or what we will do in the future.

When we acknowledge that others’ feelings for us do not depend on what we do, we begin to experience just how helpless we really are. If instead we hold on to the illusion that we can make someone love us—do something so someone will care—then we can keep on trying (no matter how unhappy that makes us). We can bribe or intimidate people, but once they get to know us, we can’t control how they will feel about us of their own free will.

Once it’s clear we can’t get love by being good, or by being bad for that matter, we will simply have to settle for struggling along. Continuing honest efforts will have to be good enough to be considered doing our best.

Like it or not, we’ll be loved for who we are, not who we were or who we want to be.






January 30

Children do what they can to survive their long period of relative helplessness, but for some, the pressure to try to be someone other than who they are is overwhelming. In family settings where no one really cares enough to encourage them to find out who they might really be, there is no place to stand, no way to get perspective. To survive in this kind of situation, children must do what they can with the part they are given.

In the beginning, much of our suffering was the result of what was laid on us. But now, much of our misery is not the result of our problems but of our solutions. An honest appraisal of our situation may reveal that we’ve made ourselves into heroic exaggerations of what was actually required. Whether we’ve been playing at being super good or super bad, what began as a form of self-preservation has become a form of self-destruction. And now any kind of change is up to us.

How we live our adult lives is no longer any of our parents’ business.






January 31

Although we were born predisposed to certain personality characteristics, our development was affected more by our parents’ own internal conflicts and unconscious fantasies. Beyond awareness, yours or theirs, some of your responses mirrored parts of their inner makeup that they couldn’t bear to acknowledge, upsetting them beyond their emotional tolerance.

When you acted in ways that didn’t trigger these angry emotional responses, your parents were nurturing, so you too accepted that aspect of yourself. When your responses reflected their unconscious, negative self-images, they reacted negatively. Soon you too disowned these reactions of yours as “not-me” and relegated them to the shadowy realm of your unconscious.

Unaccepted parts of ourselves are upsetting when we see them in others.






February 1

“What is the meaning of my life, or life in general?” In Modern Man in Search of a Soul, Carl Jung speaks eloquently of this and other “holy insecurities” we all must face if we want to take steps toward personal peace. To paraphrase Jung, when conscious life has lost its meaning or promise, we have no love, only sex; no faith, because we are afraid to grope in the dark; no hope, because we are disillusioned by the world and by life; and no understanding, because we have failed to read the meaning of our own existence.

Our suffering is incredible. We toss and turn in the night and drag ourselves through the day. Yet, pain is our only passageway to spiritual growth, because, as Jung says, human thought can’t conceive a way to get what we need to live: faith, hope, love, and insight. These are gifts of grace that only come through experience. Jung quotes Holderlin, who said:


Danger itself

Fosters the rescuing power.



There is no nirvana without some sorrow.






February 2

Actions on the stage are meant to be relevant to the plot. But real life is more random—there are irrelevancies, repetitions, and boredom. But there is enough dramatic intensity to bring meaning to life, and we are freer when we move beyond the stylized, overly rehearsed reactions.

Cliched situations, stereotypical props, and phony backdrops accompany traditional scripts. But when we throw them away, what are we left with? What else can we do? In a world where we are free of parental direction, criticism, or applause, any action is permitted. And the only future that is sure is that we must face the consequences of our own acts, whatever they may be.

In a life that must be ad-libbed, we may be curious about what comes next and move beyond the role in which we’ve been cast. In other words, we can move out of the theater into the real world. Then the ending is unknown, but at least it’s our own.

Willingness to risk can bring rewards we can’t get otherwise.






February 3

The more identified you are with your conscious personality, the less you will be aware of your shadow. You may unconsciously select other people to act out vicariously aspects of your own hidden self, or even encourage others to behave in ways that actually serve as your alter ego. If it meets the other person’s needs, he or she may at the same time be using you as a reciprocal shadow. Think of how many couples live Laurel and Hardy lives, each a caricature of the other’s disowned self.

If you believe that you have thoroughly purged the unacceptable parts of yourself, you may be one of those too-good-to-be-true people who believe that they cast no shadow. Though you can admit that no one is perfect, you find it difficult to recall a time when you were clearly in the wrong. If this is your posture, you are in a dangerous position. Whatever you’ve been unwilling or unable to face within yourself is likely to hit you in the face like a bucket of cold water.

One of our most dangerous mistakes is believing that we’re always right.






February 4

No one wants to think about the dreaded times when we will suffer great loss, but grief comes to everyone. In the Parable of the Mustard Seed, a young woman was so crazed about the death of her little son that she carried her dead child from house to house, demanding medicine for him. One sympathetic soul directed her to the monastery where the Compassionate Buddha taught.

“It is wise of you to have come,” the Buddha said. “Here is what you must do. Go to each house in this city, one by one, and collect tiny grains of mustard seeds. But you must only take seeds from houses where no one has ever died.”

Filled with gratitude, the mother set out immediately, asking at every door, “Is this a house where no one has died?”

“Oh no,” said each owner, “the dead from this house are beyond counting.” On and on she went, but the answer was always the same—every family had been touched by death. Finally she understood: “There is no medicine for this but the acceptance of it.”

Sometimes there is no cure except the knowing.






February 5

Unfortunately, some of us have learned to believe that we should feel ashamed any time we turn out to be less than the perfect child our parents expected us to be. As we grow older and realize that, unless we repair our damaged sense of self, we will never be able to meet that expectation, we simply cannot risk participating in situations where our personal inadequacies might be revealed. Feeling painfully, conspicuously shy, we withdraw from others, alone with our pain. Typically, we harbor the notion that other people are not as foolish as we are, or that they are tougher and more competent.

Our self-conscious preoccupation with being especially sensitive increases our sense of isolation, peculiarity, and loneliness. Lacking acceptance of ourselves, we’re required to develop a protective style of acting timid most of the time and of avoiding letting others come to know us. The result is a partially unlived life.

One way or another, we are all misfits.






February 6

By playing the clown and the fool, Taoist teachers refused to put themselves above other men. They encouraged a fellow-feeling of fools among the community of ordinary people. Nothing was too sacred to be laughed at.

They were wise fools whose grand folly was an acceptance of everything just as it was, celebrating man’s imperfections with laughter. In doing so, they encouraged the freedom for all of us to laugh at our follies.

An individual’s failing is painful, but the shared frailties of all men are ultimately comic. So it is that one stutterer, or wheelchair-bound amputee, or one addict alone is tragic, but together they can be free for a moment to laugh at their own situation. As Zen wisdom tells us, this laughter is itself a form of reverence. It is the laughter of acceptance, and appreciation, and wonder.

God grant me the laughter. —AA slogan
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