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Introduction





The birth of this material took place at the end of life, unfolding itself as I counseled elders in their last years. Each person’s sharing of experience opened a window to the decades he or she had lived before. Standing at the end of these long lives, I was intimately involved with the final consequences of their early choices and learned more about living than I’d ever thought possible. Beginning with the internal strengths of elders who were coping well, I backtracked into their early decisions about life, their values, beliefs, philosophy, and theology. On the flip side, exploring the history of elders who were unable to cope with old age revealed early choices and attitudes that had resulted in unresolved despair, rage, and general misery.

Stepping back for a wider view, I looked at these elders’ experiences in the context of our culture and gained new insight into how deeply our society’s values and negative attitudes toward aging impact the quality of our lives. As the moon’s gravitational pull determines the earth’s tides, so do the values and expectations of society pull on our potential for individual choice, often blinding us to our options altogether. It became alarmingly clear to me that what I choose now in middle age will have a direct bearing on the emotional and spiritual quality of my last years, and that these same choices are foundational to my current experience and whether I will die a completed human being or an unfinished one.

Alerted to the long-term consequences of my current beliefs and actions, I began paying closer attention to them. Now I could see where I was putting important things off, risking compromising my values, not paying attention to what was true for me and to what I needed to stay healthy emotionally, spiritually, and physically. I began examining my values, asking if they were relevant to the whole of my life or only the immediate, culturally defined issues before me. And with no small amount of grief, I finally reconciled myself to the reality that the only permanent fact of life is that nothing is permanent.

Twenty years ago, as a hospital and hospice chaplain, I began working with dying people. Most of the patients I saw were young to middle-aged adults with a terminal illness. Later I worked with elders, first as the pastor of a church and then as a full-time counselor to the six hundred residents of a continuing-care retirement community. Dying young and dying old are different. Young and middle-aged adults are still creating who they are. Knowing that this process is being cut short, many take stock of their lives, facing who they have been and what they will never be. Their self-exploration can, and frequently does, bring about startling transformation in their final weeks or months. But this kind of life examination is not so easy for a person who has done things the same way for fifty, sixty, or seventy years of adulthood. When we are old, we are more ourselves than we have ever been before; over the decades our personalities and habits of thinking have solidified. After so many years of reinforcing familiar patterns of behavior and thinking, most people simply don’t know how to perceive things any other way. Or, to admit they have lived for so long mistaking the superficial for reality is to face the fact too late that life could have been more satisfying and meaningful. For most, such a realization would be too devastating to bear.

This book describes the basic emotional and spiritual skills that are necessary to ensure continued growth and meaning into our last years, even if we are ill and disabled. These tools are what it will take to attain what I have named “completion of self ” before we die. It is necessary to begin considering these skills early because it can take decades for them to grow and develop into the best fit for your unique experience and personality.

Looking at your current life from the perspective of the end of it may feel to you like having a bucket of cold water thrown onto your psyche—that’s how it felt to me in the beginning. But now that I have lived with these concepts for several years, I have experienced a relaxing into my life, seeing and appreciating its shapes, dimensions, and colors. I am in an ongoing process of discarding beliefs and values that can’t reach deeper than the surface, while at the same time my core values are expanding, becoming stronger and more carefully defined as I consciously test them. I spend less time living by default and more time conscious of the beauty and pain and love both within me and in the world. Living with the knowledge of the end, I sense, more than ever before, a purpose for my living. I have become—and am becoming—more truly and authentically alive.

Throughout this book I will use the last years of our lives as a reference point and goal to guide us in the present. When I refer to these last years or the last stage of life, what I’m not talking about are those golden years following retirement when you and your spouse and friends travel all over the world, attend exciting Elderhostel programs, play tennis every day, and take up skydiving. The stage from which I derived these concepts comes some time later. I’m talking about the years after you’ve had to give up your car because slow reflexes have made you a menace on the road; the years after your spouse has died or has gone into a nursing home; the years when your busy family members may be lovingly attentive but you worry that your needs are preventing them from living their own lives. Your energy and stamina levels may be so low that getting out of bed, getting dressed, and preparing two meals a day exhaust most of your physical resources. Many or all of your longtime friends have already died and your best friend is in a nursing home across town; she has had a stroke and cannot speak, so you have no way to be together, even by telephone. Poor vision limits your reading to twenty minutes, and the print has to be large; or hearing loss makes it difficult to follow conversation, which causes you to respond inappropriately at times. A less efficient digestive system has forced you to give up your favorite spicy foods—and chocolate. Palsy or arthritis, or both, prevent you from the needlework, gardening, woodworking, or writing that calmed and nurtured you in the past. Now, even cold sober, you’re unsteady on your feet so you can hardly risk the glass of wine you used to enjoy every evening.

In spite of these limitations, your major organs—those miraculous components that keep the body operating for so many years—continue to work more or less faithfully. They may function well enough to keep you alive for another decade or more, perhaps with enough energy to care for yourself at home. Or your limitations may make it necessary to hire in-home health aides or to move to a nursing home or other institutional care setting.

Having cured most of the illnesses that used to kill us, medical science can take credit for buying us better health and additional decades of living. These new years are a new stage added onto our life span. But the same medical victories that have prolonged our lives have also preserved us to live into those years most associated with chronic disability and illness. In past generations, only the very healthy lived into their eighties and nineties; now most of us will, healthy or not.

Around the time I began organizing this book, I received a postcard from a ninety-seven-year-old gentleman touring obscure corners of China. Two years earlier he’d had his ninety-fifth birthday picture taken while he was standing at the North Pole. Back at the retirement community, I saw a couple in their eighties playing tennis every day. By the time I arrived at work in the morning a group of women in their seventies and eighties were already out walking their daily two and a half miles, and another woman was just leaving for her daily Jazzercise class. I would see her later in the day dressed in high heels and a business suit, looking fashionably smart and twenty-five years younger than her age, which was eighty-six.

Frankly, I was annoyed by all this vim and vigor. These exceptional people had become the standard for “how things ought to be” for everyone. Disabled and ill elders used these examples as proof of their own failure. I spent an inordinate amount of time undergirding the plummeting self-esteem of those who held themselves to a standard that was personally impossible for them to achieve.

Our entire life span is made up of challenging tasks that can bring frustration at every turn. But they can also bring—if we’re open to them—new insight, understanding, and a glimpse of possibilities we were unable to see before. I have seen this same process of discovery alive and vital, both in healthy and in sick and disabled elders, right up to the time of their death. Like the previous stages of our lives, this last one has its own territories to explore and to learn from. Finding meaning in late life, especially if we are afflicted with chronic illness or disability, can be difficult, intricate, and tedious work, but it consists of the details that complete the structure of our lives. This productivity takes place on the level of the heart and the mind. Like constructing a home, building the infrastructure of our lives and applying the finishing touches can take a long time. But when it is done, if the work and material are of good quality, we get to experience the exquisite satisfaction of knowing it is complete and sound.

The word “completion,” as I use it in this work, is not the same as being “finished.” I bought a 5,000-piece jigsaw puzzle a few years ago and set it up in my living room. Four months later the joined and unjoined pieces had gathered so much dust that I couldn’t stand feeling the grit on them. I’d also become tired of the project and discouraged by its difficulty. I boxed it up and gave it to a friend whose teenaged son put it together in a couple of weeks. I had finished with it—was sick of it, in fact; it was my friend’s son who completed it. This is what I mean by the difference between being finished and being completed. Many elders I have worked with have declared themselves “finished,” meaning that they were sick and tired of being sick and tired and dependent on others. They wanted to die, the sooner the better. This state of mind is usually accompanied by depression, passivity, anger, and withdrawal. An elder’s statement that he is “finished” may mean that he feels complete, but more often it means that he feels depressed and hopeless.

I want to come to my final stage and say that the project that has been my life is complete—that I am a completed human being, or more specifically a completed Sallirae. I’ve lived long enough to know that the process of creating and working through one’s life includes discomfort and often heartbreaking emotional and spiritual work. There are facts of my life that I would just as soon not stir up or even remember, things about myself that I don’t want to acknowledge, both good and bad. But the integration of even these uncomfortable realities is important to arriving at completion before I die.

It does not help that we have few—if any—media role models for being old and disabled. Our contemporary culture does not offer us a framework of meaning or any teaching or guidelines for this last stage of life. Because of the lack of personal preparation and respectful acknowledgment from our society, most people currently enter this stage of life without the skills, support, or hope from which they can derive strength and nurture. It’s no wonder many of us who are younger spend so much time and money trying to prevent ourselves from becoming old—or, as one cosmetics commercial puts it (using a model who must be at least thirty-two), “I don’t mind growing old, I just don’t want to look old!”

If we have bought into our society’s myth of eternal youth, we will come to our last years in a state of arrested development. The pressure to remain forever young prevents us from allowing the natural changes of age to shape us into our elder selves. We cannot, under these circumstances, adjust to the reality of being old, especially if we are ill and in need of assistance.

Our last years of declining stamina and failing physical systems are a process of stripping away the nonessential. We learn, frequently with great pain, that the roles, status, abilities, and activities that we thought we could never do without have in fact become irrelevant. What we are left with is the heart of the person we have become. For some, that will be life’s blessing; for others, it will be a curse.

In our busy lives it’s easy not to be aware that the choices we make today could have long-lasting and ultimately devastating consequences. Take the example of Elizabeth, a woman in her late eighties who, still living independently in her own home, was deeply miserable. Her face tight with tension, she described herself as a lifelong good Christian. But she had never been happy. Her reactions to people and events had always been a litany of judgment and criticism. She told me that she should never have married the man she had been with for over sixty years; she could hardly stand to be in the same room with him and secretly hoped he would die soon. Her grown children struggled to love her, but to preserve their own sanity they made their visits infrequent and short. Whatever the original source of her unhappiness, Elizabeth had built her entire life on it. Never satisfied and always critical, she alienated everyone around her. Another example is Ethel and Bill, who in their fifty-six years of marriage had habitually chosen the safety of appearances and acquisition over a deeper engagement with life and each other. Bill spent the last months of his life in a nursing home watching television, occasionally making references to getting better and going home. Ethel fluttered nervously about his bed, trying to engage him in small talk about the weather, their neighbors, and the TV programs she had seen. The gulf between them was highlighted by his lack of response to her. Bill died watching a TV game show. He and his wife had never spoken of their shared lives, or of their appreciation for each other. They had never said goodbye. It was as if all those years together meant nothing, had never even happened.

When we don’t acknowledge the finish line, we have no cues for which direction we should take today. By the time we finally approach the end of the race, we will be so lost and disoriented that we’ll be in danger of collapsing without ever reaching the goal. In avoiding the knowledge of our eventual decline and death we are not equipping ourselves for the difficult demands those final miles will make on us, and we may find out too late that we were never truly alive. If, on the other hand, we accept the fact of our mortality and integrate that knowledge into our current consciousness, we will be able to move closer to the essence of who we are. This is where we can discover larger meanings. This knowing will be our most powerful internal resource as we live out our lives. Consciously allowing ourselves to be honed and deepened by experience—including loss and dependence—we can attain the emotional and spiritual depth that is wisdom, plus an internal freedom that engages fully with life even as we are dying. These will be the crowning achievements of a long and completed life. Late life, even with chronic illness, carries the potential for depth of meaning and purpose not possible at earlier stages.

It’s not my intention to create a new standard for how we “should” live our last years. No matter how well prepared, how mature, or how wise we are, becoming old and ill will throw us into some hard places emotionally and spiritually. We will grieve, and our self-esteem may take some shattering blows. Even our hope may be crushed at times. This doesn’t mean we’ve become weak in character or didn’t do our preparations “right.” The disappointments have more to do with the fact that these last years involve our whole selves more than any other stage of adulthood, and we’ll have very few avenues of escape from that reality.

I asked an elder what, if anything, she has gained in her last years. She replied that she has become quiet. “It’s an inside feeling,” she explained. “I have nothing to prove, and that is a wonderful feeling. It doesn’t mean that I am cutting myself off from the goings-on in the world.” She regularly writes letters to columnists and politicians, sharing with them what she has learned in her eighty-four years. Her stamina and energy are seriously compromised by her congested and failing heart, but even so there is a sense of well-being and resilient strength about her. “I feel settled within myself,” she says. “I am at peace.”

Knowing that the end is moving ever closer to each of us, seeing how much energy and talent we squander on what is only temporary, I felt—and feel—a compelling need to share what I’ve learned. We are already planting the seeds of our last years of life. Whatever seeds we sow today will be the harvest we live with when we are too old to rework the fields.











PART I

Emotional Preparation










The first three chapters of Part I explore the three emotional attributes and skills that I’ve observed as being basic to clarity and well-being as we mature. If you use these concepts as a foundation for growth, your understanding, experience, and being will branch outward in directions you did not foresee and upward to heights you did not expect. At the same time, you will put down roots from which to receive the emotional and spiritual nutrients you need to gain and maintain a resilient strength. The fourth chapter, on Alzheimer’s disease, is a departure from the rest of the book. I was motivated to include it by a 1996 survey taken in the United States asking people what they feared about growing old. Fear of having Alzheimer’s was second only to being in a nursing home, so I included this chapter to broaden our perception of this disease and hopefully to allay some of the fears surrounding it.

Although emotional and spiritual growth can and often do intertwine, I have treated them separately—emotional growth in Part I, spiritual growth in Part II—both for ease of discussion and because they function differently in the psyche. Emotional feelings and behavior begin and reside within the individual even though they are often—and appropriately—a reaction to something that occurs outside of us. Spirituality also occurs within the individual, of course, but differs in that it is a relationship with a thing or idea that is experienced as larger than oneself and that gives life meaning.

Emotional clarity—knowledge of oneself—is absolutely necessary if we are to grow into a spirituality that is not distorted by unexamined motives for power, status, or escape from the uncomfortable details of everyday life. Spirituality is not a shortcut to happiness, because no matter how devout we may be, we will always carry with us the baggage of any unresolved psychological issues. People who operate from a spirituality contaminated by these unresolved issues tend to claim superiority and in their actions seem to have missed the point of the teachings they’ve chosen to follow. Through word and action, no matter how good their intentions may be, they can and do damage others emotionally, spiritually, and even physically.

I have met many elders who have cloaked themselves in religious or New Age thought to cover up those parts of themselves they cannot, or will not, accept. They do not have an easy time in their last years. Their unfinished emotional issues seep through the religious veneer that can no longer hide and protect them. They feel lost and abandoned: their spirituality, after all, can grow no deeper than they are willing to go within themselves. Some sink into long-term despair; others grow so bitter and judgmental that their care providers, including their families, spend as little time with them as possible. It’s a devastating discovery to find in late life that one has orphaned oneself for a belief system by which one has lived superficially.

The purpose of the concepts in Part I is, first and foremost, to bring you back to yourself—to learn who you truly are and what you really need. Having this self-knowledge, you can function as a whole human being, engaged in life with integrity, love, and satisfaction spiced by moments of pure joy. If you hold the ideas in the next three chapters as reference points for your growth and maturing, you will reach old age with few regrets, having lived a more fulfilled and satisfying life.








I

Befriending Yourself




Eighty-four-year-old Lucille phoned my office and asked me to come see her. When I went to her apartment we sat in silence for a long time. I asked how she was doing. “Fine,” she answered flatly. More silence. Finally she noted the weather: “Cold today.” Again, silence. I waited, curbing my urge to initiate conversation so as to leave the door open for her statement. None came. I still didn’t know why she had asked to see me. Finally, with soft, sparse words, I began to gently explore her silence, looking for the reason she had felt the need to see me. During the following weeks of my visiting her, the problem gradually emerged. A well-educated woman and accomplished musician, Lucille had lived her life by her intellect, ignoring her emotions. Widowed fifteen years earlier, she spent sleepless nights alone in bed with a person she didn’t know—herself. She had no experience or language for knowing what she needed, much less what she wanted. She was a shell of mute despair.

Treating ourselves as a best friend is an important factor in the quality of our current living and will be crucial in our last years. It’s the only way we can gain an intimate and supportive knowledge of who we are and what we need. Being familiar with—and able to articulate—our wants and needs gives us some control of our lives, and is absolutely essential when we are old and may have to rely on others to do what we can no longer do for ourselves.

To know ourselves in a way that is supportive, we must become our own friend. This doesn’t mean we don’t need other people, but it does mean that we can’t afford to be totally reliant on someone else to be the “expert” on us. Many people rely on their lover, spouse, family members, and roles to define their identity and worth. When the defining persons or roles are gone, the survivors may be left with no sense of self and severe limitations in their ability to advocate for themselves. This lack of knowledge and skill contributes to long-term depression and illness; for some elders it can even hasten death.

When I think of what it means to be my own friend, I look to the friends I already have. They fall into concentric circles, like the ripples that would encircle me if I were to drop into the center of a pond. These circles are occupied by people who have various degrees of impact on my life. Generally, acquaintances and some co-workers, connected to my life in important but peripheral ways, are in the circle farthest out. The next circle in is occupied by professional colleagues and people whose services I depend on and whom I also like and enjoy. I relate to the people in both outer circles on the level of small talk, humor, and business matters. The next circle toward me is a group of friends whose knowledge of each other runs deeper than the small talk of parties and professions. The circle closest to me, the smallest one, is occupied by people I refer to as best friends. This group can be made up of several people or one person. These friends care about my well-being and are likely to show up or phone when I’m sick. We can spend several hours over dinner talking about what’s important to us and we tell each other things about ourselves that we wouldn’t share with many other people. Through their acceptance and affection, they reflect back to me my value as a human being. We keep each other company when life becomes tedious, frightening, or overwhelming.

The most important thing a best friend does is accept and trust us. When I’m in an emotional funk these friends will listen without belittling my feelings or trying to distract me with advice. They hear my experience and express their regret for my suffering, helping me feel less alone. They are genuinely happy when I’ve achieved something that’s important to me. With these friends I can express even the dark secrets of my heart because I know they will keep them confidential and not judge me for the issues they know I struggle with. I feel safe with them, because I know they will not use what I tell them to hurt or manipulate me. This safety is created by mutual respect, affection, forgiveness, acceptance, and trust. Befriending ourselves requires the same kind of investment—the development of kindness, trust, forgiveness, and affection toward ourselves.

Becoming our own friend also includes looking into the darkest corners of our minds and hearts and acknowledging what is there. I can assure you that for those of us who work in mental health—including our own—the mind and heart offer no surprises: jealousy, greed, destructive ambition, hatred, lust, self-righteousness, and fear lurk in all of us to some degree at some time. Admitting them into our consciousness may cause us discomfort, even shame, but if we don’t acknowledge these parts that we cannot like, they will stay hidden. Shut off from help and healing, they will emerge quietly and drive our behaviors in ways we don’t understand and may not like. It’s crucial for us not to unconsciously live our lives from these dark places, only to be left with their emotional consequences in our last years.

Eighty-six-year-old Valerie is an example of someone who never looked at the deeper parts of herself that she would probably not have liked. A few minutes after phoning me for an appointment, Valerie pushed her walker through the door of my office and sat down on one of the two wingback chairs. I came out from behind my desk and joined her in the other chair, wondering why on earth she had asked to see me. Valerie barely topped five feet in her two-inch heels. She wore stylish, expensive clothes and would have been quite attractive were it not for the perpetual scowl on her face, which left the impression that no one ever quite lived up to her expectations. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a misleading facade—she was perennially critical. I was astonished that she had sought me out for any kind of counsel.

Years earlier, when she had applied from another state for residence at the retirement facility, her adult daughter, who lived near the community, contacted the facility’s administration and asked them not to accept her mother’s application. Relating to her mother was so intolerable that years earlier she had moved out of the state in which her mother lived, hoping to gain some distance from their toxic relationship. After Valerie moved in (the facility had no legal grounds for rejecting her application), mother and daughter rarely saw each other. The few meetings they did have ended with anger on both sides because Valerie never failed to point out her daughter’s shortcomings.

When Valerie came to my office that day, she had recently recovered from a serious illness and had been discharged from the nursing home to return to her own apartment. The illness had been a foretaste of her mortality, and she was shaken by the knowledge of it. She had come to ask me how she could make sure her daughter would inherit the most possible money from her estate. I referred her to people qualified to deal with financial issues, and then we talked about her recent illness. What stood out in my mind was the frantic tone of her original question about maximum inheritance for her daughter. At some level she realized that this was the only way she had left to love and care for her child, a love her daughter would not receive until after Valerie’s death.

If we cannot face the truth of ourselves and our actions, we, like Valerie, will never discover the value inherent in our own and other’s lives. We will be blinded to opportunities for love and satisfaction. Unexamined motives that cause us to behave in puzzling or offensive ways will drive people away, as Valerie drove her daughter and others away. Like Valerie and Lucille, the woman at the beginning of this chapter, we will remain a stranger to ourselves and to others. As these two women’s last years demonstrated, disappointments that we don’t grieve or own up to can cause us to become depressed, bitter, critical of others, and physically ill. Likewise, if we don’t recognize our wish for power, control, or recognition, we can seriously hurt the people around us by using them, pushing them aside, or belittling their efforts so that we can hold the more powerful position. The unlovely parts of ourselves are hard to admit to, even harder to let go of. But they extract a high price from the quality of our daily lives and can leave us alone and bereft in our last years. They are simply not worth it. By never admitting we’ve made errors in judgment or that our motives are often self-serving—in other words, by remaining estranged from parts of ourselves—we can never develop self-trust, self-respect, or honesty with ourselves or another person. This ignorance creates huge gulfs both within us and between us and those who might otherwise give us their respect and affection. Unable to trust ourselves, we feel even more out of control.

If you have a history of trauma or abuse, I caution you not to explore your darkness alone but to engage the services of a compassionate mental health professional with special training in these areas. Reliving trauma or an abusive history can retraumatize you, making you feel even worse. A good therapist will know how to control the exploration and keep you safe emotionally so that you are not overwhelmed and retraumatized.

Perhaps you find yourself without close friends. If so, just take note of that fact without judging yourself. There’s probably a very good reason why you’ve had the need to hold people at a distance. If you feel you would like to change this, it’s time for some soul-searching, including taking a look at your history. You might also consider having the assistance of a psychotherapist. A good one can help his or her clients see the forest from the trees, usually much faster than the clients could on their own.

Our discomfort with what lives inside us is one reason why so much of our thinking is oriented to the future rather than the present moment—this moment—which contains all of who we are, our strengths and satisfactions as well as our cowardice and greed. It’s easy to stay busy working or planning projects, distracting ourselves to keep from being present in the here and now. Otherwise we might have to feel all that is both good and unpleasant about our lives. Like Lucille and Valerie, our inattention keeps us from experiencing the openness of heart and mind that would allow us to see the small nurturing intimacies that life offers us every day—the love and need of our child; the respect reflected to us in someone’s eyes; the greeting smile of a stranger; a tiny sparrow perched on the tallest tip of a tree. These small events, if we can take them in and treasure them, have a cumulative effect—the more attentive we are to them, the more there are to see. In hard times, times of “roughing” it emotionally or spiritually, we can often keep going on the memory of these warm moments, sights, and sounds.

Our need for constant activity and distraction to avoid the full knowledge of what lives inside us dovetails nicely with the consumerism that our society pushes us toward. I’ve spent many hours inside a windowless mall shopping for warm-weather clothing on some of the most beautiful days of the year. By the time I come out of the mall, the sun is going down and clouds on the horizon are signaling the end of the warm weather for a while. And there have been occasions when I’ve looked forward to quiet evenings at home and have stopped after work to shop for all possible food and comfort contingencies, only to find, when I finally arrive home, that it’s time to go to bed. This is time I’ve unthinkingly spent preparing for life rather than living it. Distracting behaviors of this kind keep us from experiencing our real needs. I expect that on my deathbed I’ll wish I had spent those beautiful days outside, no matter what I wore, and that I’d spent more quiet evenings at home relaxing, with or without the pizza and cookies. I may also wish I had noticed earlier that I’d never gotten around to visiting Morocco and that I’d been too busy with other interests to be the mother my children deserved.

These revelations can be devastating when it’s too late to do anything about them. It’s the avoidance of our inner truth that causes us not to notice how we are spending our time. Self-ignorance prevents us from realizing that we haven’t yet developed priorities that support our wholeness, that we are living life by default. Realizing this in old age, when it’s too late to do anything about it, can drop one into a bottomless pit of despair.

The psychoanalyst Alice Miller has written several books about how we are taught from childhood not to listen to our own truths but to conform instead to needs and rules imposed by outside forces.1 Since this has been the case for most of us, learning to listen to our inner voice, which will tell us our personal truth, can require considerable intent and discipline. In an effort to teach this skill, one psychiatrist has his patients wear a watch with an alarm set to go off five times a day. Each time the alarm sounds, the wearers are supposed to stop whatever they are doing for five minutes and write down how they are feeling in mind, body, and spirit. For many of us, this kind of regimen is what it takes to find out how we are and what we need to support our mental, spiritual, and physical health.

When we find our inner voice, it is important to listen to it as a compassionate friend would—not judging what it tells us. Even if what we hear does not meet with our approval, it is only when we feel safe from our own criticism that what is inside us will emerge into the light of day. Then we can decide if what we discover there is something we want to nurture or transform. In this way we learn to trust our inner voice, have more choices in our behavior, and become more comfortable—and friendly—with ourselves.

In listening to the inner voice that reveals our personal truth, we can learn which parts of our external lives are satisfying and, conversely, which are destructive to our overall mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical health. If you are in a bad situation, the awareness of what that is costing you will generate the motivation to invent large or small ways of making it more tolerable or eventually getting out of it altogether. Remember, when we get to the end of our lives, we want to have as few regrets as possible about how we spent our time.

Thoughts and feelings are different sources of information, and each can turn up different conclusions. It’s important that we learn to listen for the differences between the two. We can’t arrive at personally appropriate answers until we can consciously include both what we think and what we feel in the equation. Gleaning the best from both of these, we can perceive the world with more understanding.

Unfortunately, it can be very difficult to include both because we live in a society that is biased toward rationality “uncontaminated” by emotion or intuition. In most areas of our adult lives, any public expression of emotion is viewed as a lack of control and casts doubt on our credibility. Unless you’re on the front lines of a catastrophe involving death and starving children, shedding tears is probably not acceptable. You may remember Representative Pat Schroeder, who lost credibility when she shed tears in public. Having tested the waters for a presidential candidacy in 1989, Schroeder burst into tears and had to be comforted by her husband after she announced that she would not run. She had made this decision because she wanted to maintain personal contact with voters and was afraid that running for president would turn these contacts into little more than photo opportunities. After the announcement, she was written off by many as too emotional and not stable enough to be president, despite her track record of congressional leadership. In another example drawn from American presidential politics, Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine, the frontrunner in the 1972 Democratic presidential primary in New Hampshire, stood in the snow in front of the offices of the Manchester Union Leader, calling its publisher “a gutless coward” and appearing to weep in frustration and anger. The newspaper had published what is now known to have been a “Nixon dirty trick”—an attack accusing Muskie’s wife of inappropriate behavior. Later Muskie said that that had been a pivotal moment, one that changed people’s minds about his candidacy. Voters were looking for a strong, steady man, he said, but his expression of frustration and anger made them think he was weak. Providing a striking contrast is the example of John F. Kennedy’s widow in the days following his assassination: Jackie Kennedy showed no emotion in public and was therefore lauded for her courage. As a society we were so ignorant of the emotional aftermath of sudden death that we didn’t know that often the survivor is numb for a period of days, even months, and cannot feel anything at all. There is no doubt that Jackie Kennedy was a courageous woman by nature, but what our nation labeled as her courage in the weeks after the assassination was probably the numbness that comes of having experienced serious trauma.

Another important benefit of paying attention both to what we think and to what we feel is that we can catch those hardly heard, negative messages that our minds feed us, such as “I’m afraid I’m not good enough to do that job.” How stupid I was to make that error, how bad my hair looks, how big my nose is, why didn’t I notice that my socks don’t match and no one will ever take me seriously again—these are messages that, most of the time, we are not even aware of, but they have an enormous negative impact on our self-esteem and confidence. When you practice listening to what your mind tells you, you get to decide which thoughts are supportive and which sabotage your efforts and sense of self-worth. Having decided which help and which hurt, you can reframe the negative messages so they no longer fog your perceptions and burden you with self-criticism. For instance, in one building in which I worked there was a stairwell with a blind corner. A mirror the full length and width of the blind wall had been installed so people could see if someone was coming either up or down the stairs toward them. I’d go to work and be feeling pretty good until my first trip down the stairs, when I would see myself in all my matronly, overweight glory. Seeing that image, I’d be flooded with thoughts of failure and feelings of shame that sometimes undermined my confidence for the rest of the day. Fortunately, I had learned the importance of listening to my thoughts. When I recognized the viciousness of this particular one, I reframed it from judgment to understanding. After that, whenever I went down the stairs and saw my reflection in the mirror, I remembered to think, “I would prefer not to look this way, but my work is so all-consuming that I have no time for any consistent form of nurture other than food.” It wasn’t long before this acceptance and less harsh observation of my appearance began to make a real difference. Eventually I could go down those stairs and see myself without a twinge, and sure enough, the self-loathing gradually disappeared. Listening to my thoughts, I was able to change them into accepting and supportive ones. Having the ability to make these changes helps us learn that we can trust ourselves for support even in difficult situations.

When we are able to know what is a thought and what is a feeling, we can live closer to our personal truth and be able to anticipate potential consequences of our actions. Being able to distinguish between our feelings and our thinking is essential to the ability to make choices based on our best knowledge, both intellectual and intuitive. When we acquire this skill, we are on our way toward wisdom. Wisdom is based in mind, spirit, heart, body, intuition, and experience. Wisdom is rare in our modern society, but it’s an attribute that allows us to view life with clarity and acceptance. It is well worth working for.

When we really care about people, we listen to them. To care for ourselves—to become our best friend—requires that we listen to our own self, accepting what we find and paying particular attention to any self-criticisms that drag us down. When we become aware of these, we have the option of changing them into something more respectful and closer to the truth of who we are.

When, after nine years, I realized that my job as the sole counselor for an overwhelmingly large population at the retirement facility was draining all energy out of me, I resigned. I had loved being there; the work was very meaningful. But the job was too big for one person, and although I knew I would miss the people, I longed for the time and energy to have a life of my own. I wanted more opportunities to be with friends and attend cultural events. I wanted the luxury of paying attention to details, like mending clothes, doing laundry, painting a room, and reading good books.
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