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Praise for Lessons from the Dying


“Smith communicates such a deep trust in death that we, too, as readers, start to regard death as a friend.”


—Inquiring Mind


“Schooled in Buddhist meditation, Rodney brings clarity and a straightforward approach to these ‘lessons,’ making them quite practical for the deepening of the mind as well as the broadening of the heart. He offers to the dying first, and the rest of us by association, an increase in loving presence.”


—Stephen Levine, author of Who Dies?


“Lessons from the Dying is rooted in simple experience and keeps coming back persistently to the wisdom the dying have for us.”


—Tricycle: The Buddhist Review


“A valuable collection of stories and meditations. These are not just lessons from the dying; they are lessons for the living. A book that can prepare us for our inevitable encounter with death.”


—East & West Series


“Smith writes compellingly on the nature, value, and connection between life and death. The dying have much to teach us about the manner in which we could begin to live our lives anew. This book is an eloquent, sensitive testimony by an individual who has deeply considered this important, life-altering event.”


—The Beacon


“Full of gems. One of the best books on death and dying I have had the chance to read.”


—The Great Adventure


“In this extraordinary volume, Rodney Smith opens our hearts, minds, and souls to the great mystery we all must face.”


—Values & Visions




LESSONS FROM THE DYING
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DEATH AND DYING / BUDDHISM


WHAT CAN DEATH TEACH THE LIVING?


HOSPICE WORKER AND FORMER MONK RODNEY SMITH teaches us that through intimately considering our own inevitable end we can reawaken to the sublime miracle of life we so often take for granted.


A well of stories, personal anecdotes, and direct advice gleaned from years of working with the dying in their final moments, Lessons from the Dying helps us redefine our conception of what it means to truly live. Guided reflections and exercises allow us to integrate the wisdom in its pages more fully into our lives. With a sense of compassion, Lessons from the Dying provides all the tools of mind one needs to rediscover, in this very moment, the mystery and wonder of a lifetime.


“Rodney’s profound dedication to the truth shines through in the text, the stories, the reflections, and the exercises.”


–Sharon Salzberg, author of Real Happiness


“Many will find Smith’s heartfelt exploration of the human spirit intriguing and comforting. The book is not so much about dying, but how to live fully, embracing the inevitability of change and loss.”


–Today’s Librarian


“This book is a wise and gentle reminder of what faces us all, a reminder that death is the great mystery that illuminates life.”


–Joseph Goldstein, author of A Heart Full of Peace


“A personal and heartfelt exploration of the human spirit and our inevitable encounter with death.”


–Joan Halifax, coauthor of Being with Dying


RODNEY SMITH worked for over seventeen years in the field of hospice care and is the founding and guiding teacher of the Seattle Insight Meditation Society. He lives in Seattle, WA.




Rehearse death. To say this is to tell a person to rehearse his freedom. A person who has learned how to die has unlearned how to be a slave.


—SENECA, Letters from a Stoic




                      Foreword


IN Lessons from the Dying, Rodney Smith makes a meaningful offering to all of us interested in freedom. Drawing on an unusually rich array of experience, Rodney clearly elucidates the wisdom drawn from both his years as a Buddhist practitioner and monk and his long involvement in the hospice movement. Each of these deep wellsprings of his life enriches the other and finds expression in this helpful and inspiring book.


Lessons from the Dying could also be called “lessons for the living” because of the courageous honesty revealed in so many of the stories told here. These accounts reflect back to us our own attitudes toward death and love, and they prompt us to examine the way we are living our lives right now. In the busyness of our lives we rarely take the time to consider our mortality and the implications that it might have for the choices we make. Yet when we do cultivate this awareness it becomes a powerful force for wise discrimination.


Reflections on death are a transforming part of spiritual practice in many different traditions. These meditations remind us that life is transient and that, in the end, there is nothing we can hold on to, or truly call our own, except for the effects of our own actions. Our lives grow shorter, all accumulation ends in dispersion, all meetings in separation. Given these truths, at the time of death what would we most want to have accomplished in our lives? The time to ask this question is now, so that we can bring the wisdom of our values to bear on how we choose to live.


Rodney skillfully guides us through the subtleties and nuances of our own assumptions, hopes, and fears. He shows the possibility of living and dying with an open heart. Lessons from the Dying is a wise and gentle reminder of what faces us all, a reminder that death is the great mystery that illuminates life.


Joseph Goldstein
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                      Introduction


                      Do you want to know what it is like to die?


                      Think of the thing you treasure the most and drop it!


                      That is death.


                      —J. KRISHNAMURTI


WHY WOULD WE WANT to approach the subject of death? Why not leave it alone until we are forced by circumstances to face it? When Sir Edmund Hillary, the first person to climb Mount Everest, was questioned by a reporter who wanted to understand what had motivated him to climb the peak, Hillary is said to have replied, “Because it is there.” So too is our death. It is there . . . and it will not go away. When we avoid the subject it works its terror below our awareness until we consciously begin our ascent. As we climb we begin to see life from a different perspective, and we eventually open to a full view of freedom.


Books on every facet of death and dying have been written, from near-death experiences to navigational guides through the after-death portal. Universities now routinely offer courses of intensive study on death and dying. We have become more comfortable with the death-related titles in bookstores, more at ease with the obituary column in the newspaper, and are at last beginning to include the subject as a topic for serious conversation.


Nevertheless, the overall impact of this death-related activity has been minor. One reason is because study does not necessarily translate into personal change. Writing books and offering university courses can be the first indication that a subject is receiving the attention it deserves, but death requires much more from us than academic learning. When we read about death it remains distant, something that happens to other people. Our lives seem more secure than the lives of the dying on the pages of a book. We cannot play with death as an intellectual curiosity and expect it to reveal its secrets.


We find ourselves both approaching and avoiding the subject. We want to move closer to the topic as long as we can apply Woody Allen’s rule, “I don’t mind dying. I just don’t want to be around when it happens.” A wide gap lies between recognizing the subject and letting it into our hearts. If we are to be altered by death, we must give it our full attention. This means reflecting on it and learning its lessons. When we allow ourselves to learn from death, the psychic distance between those who are dying and those who are healthy narrows. We see that health is simply a phase of the life cycle that will inevitably be followed by the final phase, physical death.


MY JOURNEY


My own odyssey with death began as a Buddhist monk in the forests of Thailand. After living apart from others for a number of years, first in a lay monastery in the West and later in the Thai forest monastery, my meditation practice started to feel a little dry. The dryness seemed to be coming from a part of me that was not being nourished by my solitary monk’s life. I did not completely understand why my heart was backing away from this isolation. Living alone had allowed me an intimate understanding of who I was, as well as of the nature of life itself. Now something was pulling me away from this reclusiveness in an unknown direction.


Around this same time I read Stephen Levine’s book Who Dies? The book clarified the dependence between conscious living and conscious dying. My heart connected immediately with the possibilities of working with the dying as a continuation of my spiritual work. Here was a solution to the dryness of my heart; here was a way to work with people that was as intense and focused as the years of formal meditation.


I disrobed as a monk in 1983, returned to the United States, and began my career as a full-time hospice worker. I have had many different positions in hospice work including social worker, bereavement coordinator, volunteer trainer, director of social services, clinical director, and executive director. Each position has given me a distinct perspective on the dying process. Learning has come not only from the patients and families but also from the hospice staff, whose caring and compassionate hearts have set a standard for the health care field. All of us who work with the dying are like little children who have gathered together for solace as we attempt to decipher the code of life.


Death has been an extraordinary teacher. Now after years of hospice work I am still as mystified about death as I was many years ago in the forest. The subject eludes closure and resolution. I have become familiar with how people die, and I am enriched by the lessons the dying have imparted, but what death is remains a mystery. My training will never be completed.


Investigating death has unveiled revelation after revelation. It has led me into the dark corners of my shadow, where I lost sight of my wholeness. It has allowed life to open into a profound sense of joy and appreciation. I do not know whether I will ever be completely comfortable with my own dying, but I do know that I am less afraid to be who I am. I attribute this to attuning myself to the lessons of the dying. Understanding these lessons has become a private and personal pilgrimage into the holiness of life.


Although the pages of this book are filled with hospice stories, the stories are about you and me, for every one of us is a hospice patient. The stories evoke our own patterns, fears, and wisdom. If we substitute ourselves for the patients, we begin to understand experientially the way we limit ourselves, the way we hold ourselves back, the way we rest in safety at the expense of a greater freedom available to us all. We do not have to wait to become ill for the message of the dying to reflect our vulnerability. Our fears echo throughout the entire corridor of our lives from birth to death.


Joseph Campbell said that the real search is not for the meaning of life but for the experience of being alive. Ironically, the lessons of the dying point to this end. Many of the terminally ill become acutely alive during their dying. They realize that time is sacred and that they can no longer postpone their living. They wake up to the variety and expressions of life that they had taken for granted.


Physical death is a metaphor for the death of all experience. It encompasses the ending not only of the body but of all life experience. Small deaths occur to us throughout the day. Each time our expectations are not realized, we die to our ideals. Every time we attempt to freeze a moment in time we are faced with the limits of our control and the death of our influence. Whenever we hold on to any aspect of life and it evolves into something else, we are left with our despair. Since many of our psychological difficulties come from how we handle transitions, death provides understanding into how and why we suffer. A deep and penetrating awareness of death gives direct insight into most of our problems. To investigate death, then, is to comprehend our confusion and ignorance of life.


Actual patients who have confronted their death, and whose dying experiences I relate here, are the heroes in my life and in my book. But although their tales may entice and fascinate, we may also find ourselves psychologically distant. Then we know we have pulled back from the subject and allowed ourselves to read it as if it were happening only to them, not to us. This is a “happening to me” book. The reflections and exercises at the end of each chapter are intended to bring the points of each section home. They are experiential exercises that give the insights realistic impact.


Death is here. It is a frontier that few of us willfully cross. This book offers us an opportunity to engage—and perhaps struggle—with a subject that has lain dormant far too long. Its focus is to provide a unique intimacy with the lessons surrounding death. We are all going to die. What do we have to lose by addressing the subject now? Perhaps a new life is waiting for those courageous enough to open to its teachings.


ABOUT THE REFLECTIONS AND EXERCISES


If your life has not been touched by death or dying, it can be very difficult to understand the lessons that death teaches. The following chapters are meant to bring you to that understanding. The stories in them will allow you to glimpse how others have feared, coped with, and even welcomed death. But to integrate the experiences of the dying with your own requires more than merely reading this book. It requires that you go through similar experiences as well.


Each chapter discusses one of the many lessons that the dying communicate. At the end of each discussion, a set of reflections and exercises aims to transform the key ideas into insight and understanding. It is insight that will change your actions and be of benefit to your life. Reading a chapter without putting it into practice may open you to the topic of death, but it will not effect long-term change. Reading allows you to mull over the words and entertain new ideas; practicing these ideas changes the way you perceive the world and opens you beyond your fears.


It is not easy to practice and reflect upon these themes. Be gentle with yourself as you approach each exercise. Be aware of the power of working with death. If you find yourself in a weakened mental or physical state, it is probably better to pull back from these exercises and reengage when you feel empowered to do so. Let your heart be your guide. It is not a question of waiting until the exercises become easy in order to involve yourself with them. They will never be easy or pleasant as long as there is resistance. The unpleasantness is an indication of your need to practice.


If you have a tendency to feel unworthy about yourself, these exercises may reinforce that pattern. It is important to use them wisely. If, for example, in a particular exercise you are reflecting on a personal attribute such as fear and how it controls your life, you could become very judgmental of all the ways you are afraid. This attitude only reinforces your self-criticism. Try approaching self-knowledge through kindness toward yourself. Kindness allows whatever you are observing to be seen without relating it back to your old conditioning. With practice, kindness can become the foundation for all self-observations.


If you become frustrated and annoyed, stop the exercise. Instead of reflecting on yourself apply the exercise to other people. If you observe them, you will find that many people share your patterns of aversions and avoidances. Then return to self-observation and reconnect with the exercise, allowing your heart to remain open to everyone’s suffering. This will allow you to have a little more space around this habit pattern and not take it so personally. It will also give you more resolve to understand it, for you will see how your understanding opens your heart to a compassionate response and directly influences the shared pain we all have around death and dying.


The easiest way to work with these reflections and exercises is to give yourself a designated period of time each day. Sit comfortably and read each reflection (printed in italics) slowly until one resonates with you. Then work with the accompanying exercise. Spend some time alone working with the words. If you are confused about what the exercise is asking, search back through that chapter for guidance and clarity. If it still does not make sense, skip it and go to the next. Once you have understood the purpose of the exercise, you can carry it throughout the day, allowing it to integrate into your perceptions.


Each chapter can stand alone or be read in sequence. You can never really finish working with the exercises. Each time you return to them, you move more deeply into the experience. It is a never-ending adventure into the truth of who you are and your relationship with life and death.




                1    Delighting in the Mystery


                      Do you remember as a child when you woke up and morning smiled? It’s time, it’s time, it’s time we felt like that again.


                      —TAJ MAHAL


FOR THOSE WHO ARE WILLING to learn, the dying offer powerful lessons on how to live with vitality and passion. Most of us do not give death the attention it deserves, and the lessons go unheeded. Every contact with death has the potential to deepen our understanding of life regardless of whether there is a peaceful resolution or an intense and dramatic struggle.


As a hospice worker and student of the dying, I have been given glimpses of the insights people gain as they face the loss of all they have ever known. Fundamental to all these interactions has been a profound confrontation with the mystery of life and death. This mystery is inherent in being alive. Each of us knew it once, but somehow it became lost as we pursued other interests.


Most of us remember the excitement of childhood. We would wake up with our heads swirling in a magical world rich with possibilities. Each rock in a stream, each cloud in the sky, held a secret or a surprise. The world was a stage for our learning and growth. We hungered for the answers and used all expressions of life as our teachers.


As we grew, the potential of the world narrowed under the influence of more formal lessons. Our minds were directed toward a logical and scientific view. Everything happened from reasonable causes and predictable effects. There was no place left for the inexplicable. We were told that with enough study the universe could be thoroughly understood. One of the implicit directives of our early education was for everyone to see things from the same perspective. This helped to establish common group values and norms, but it robbed us of the capacity to see life from any other perspective than how we were taught—and that eliminated much of the mystery.


I grew up playing with a friend in an imaginative world of thieves and white knights. Hour after hour we created scenes of destruction only to be saved in the nick of time by one brave warrior or another. One day my friend refused to play. The game could not be played alone, so I coaxed and pleaded with him to continue, but he was steadfast. I remember asking my friend why he suddenly decided to stop playing what had always been such imaginative fun for both of us. His answer has stayed with me to this day. He said he had mentioned the game to his father and had been told to stop all of that foolishness and grow up. We never played the game again, and I remember grieving deeply the loss of that world.


Is it possible to reawaken to the mystery of the world? This mystery does not lie in the hidden recesses of our imagination or in long-lost childhood games. It lies immediately before us. The mystery has never left the world; we have left it. We have done so by accepting the conventional ways we’ve been taught to think and experience. Sometimes people who are dying allow the mystery to return. They reacquire the innocent eyes of youth, and the mystery unfolds before them.


One hospice patient spoke about her view of the world as she was dying: “I wake up after a night sleep and check myself to see if I am still alive. Yes, today I can still hear and see. I can’t take anything for granted anymore. But when I look around the room at things that I have lived with my whole life, everything looks a little different. Objects have taken on a shine and a newness as if I had never seen them before. Everything is both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.”


When we examine something as familiar as a leaf and study it closely, we find that we actually understand very little about it. We may know what tree it fell from, its form, shape, and color, but nothing about what it is. A botanist or a physicist could tell us a great deal about the details of a leaf but very little about its essence. Despite much scientific research and exploration, no one knows what a single thing is.


Just because we can give an object a name does not mean that we understand it; its essence will always escape attempts to define it. If we do not get lost in the name and description, however, everything—from the smallest leaf to the remotest star—opens up into a question.


Consider the question of what it means to be a human being. Birth and death are the boundaries of our known existence and embody the enigma of life. We attempt to understand who we are by investigating where we came from and where we are going. This is one of the reasons that death holds such a fascination for us. By approaching it we hope to gain insight into our real nature, but that nature is as unfathomable as death itself. We must attempt to understand death even in the face of its incomprehensibility. Even though our minds are comfortable only in the security of the known, the creative and intuitive side of us thrives when we encounter the mysterious. So the mind works to make death understandable even as our hearts delight with the impossibility of the task.


Meeting the mysterious can shatter our usual perspective on life. One of our hospice nurses tells the story of a patient named Jim who was very close to the end of his life. Unknown to Jim, his brother died suddenly in a car accident. In a room far away from the patient, the hospice nurse and the family discussed whether Jim should be told about his brother’s death. Together they decided that it was probably better not to disturb him with this news given the fact that he was very close to death. The family felt the news would cause him unnecessary stress at a time when he needed his mind to be as clear as possible. The family and the nurse then entered the room where Jim was coming out of a coma. As they entered, Jim rose up on his elbows and asked why no one had told him that his brother had died. The family, astonished, asked him how he knew. He said he had been speaking with his brother in the tunnel. Jim then laid back and died.


Our hearts love stories such as these because some fundamental part of ourselves is confirmed. If we have a very strong intellect or a firm need for security, however, such stories may provoke cynicism. Then the mind overrules the heart’s need to dwell in wonder, and we find ourselves overreacting and becoming defensive whenever we attempt to resolve conflicting parts within ourselves. The mind believes only what it sees as logical and interprets death as simply the ending of the mind-body process. Separated from the heart, the mind becomes spiritually dry, unable to find wonder in what the intellect cannot explain.


My father was a scientist and religious skeptic for most of his life. He would counter Christian miracle stories with scientific explanations or dismiss them as exaggerations. About ten years before his own death, his wife of thirty years died suddenly and unexpectedly. He was deeply torn with grief. Years later he confided in me that something miraculous had happened to him right after my mother died. He said she had come to him, touched him on the arm, and whispered in his ear that she was very sorry to have left him but that he would make it through this grief and eventually heal. He said he did not know how to explain it, but it had happened, and he knew from that day forth that there was something else to life and death that science could not explain.


My mother’s visit called into question my father’s rational world. What was surprising to those of us who knew my father’s scientific focus was the degree of certainty with which he accepted this event, whose meaning was experiential, not anecdotal. Through this experience his conviction in the mysterious became unshakable. This event took him beyond theory, beyond his mind, and touched his heart. His heart told him that he had been mistaken in the past. Life contained more than he ever imagined.


Perhaps experiencing mystery directly is necessary to shake our perspective on reality. Many times while working with the dying I have been thrown into a different view of reality. I have looked into their eyes and watched as they communicated with things unseen and reached out to touch something invisible, while their lips moved in silent speech. During those moments I knew there was much more to reality than our limited senses could perceive.


A medical director at a hospice where I worked was tending to a dying patient in the patient’s home. The patient, who was sitting on a couch and speaking coherently, suddenly fell silent. The doctor looked at the patient and peered deeply into his eyes. The patient died that very moment and through his gaze pulled the doctor with him to the edge of death. When the doctor retold the story to the rest of us at our hospice team meeting, he said, “His stare took me to the edge of my own life. His gaze was without end. There was nobody there, just infinite space.”


The dying may allow us to understand ourselves more clearly, but we do not need to be dependent on a particular event in life to communicate this mystery. In fact, we are in immediate contact with it at all times. Everyone can touch and experience it firsthand in this very moment. The breeze on our cheeks, the smell of a flower, a tree swaying in the wind, all are miracle stories. If we could assume the lost innocence of our youth these miraculous events would be obvious to us all.


We can look at miracle stories as an extension of this view of innocence. One interpretation of Christ’s miracles is that they call us to look beyond what we know. Maybe Christ was demonstrating through miracles what was always before his eyes. He might have been saying that everything is continuously a miracle, that we all have the potential to change the ordinary into the extraordinary, and that the Kingdom of God is at hand in our everyday world. Each and every object is then a gateway to the miraculous.


THE INTUITIVE HEART


Being present at a birth or death frequently leaves us with a sense of wonder and awe. Where does life come from? At death, where does it go? Standing by the bed of someone who is dying or giving birth, we can feel like little children in a world of unlimited possibilities. Our minds are watching and listening intently; we are focused and attentive, not thinking in a preset way. We are uncluttered with definitions or agendas. Our hearts are wide open, and our minds are not cluttered with thought. This is the realm of the intuitive heart.


I was the social worker for Jane, a hospice patient who was living with her daughter, Susan. On one of my visits, I was speaking with Susan when I looked over her shoulder and saw her mother in bed. As I was watching Jane, something alerted me to the fact that she was beginning to actively die. I was about to say this to the daughter when the phone rang, and Susan left the room to answer it. I got up and moved closer to the dying patient. Seeing that my suspicions were correct, I started to turn and alert the daughter who was still on the phone. Something stopped me, and I thought, “No, this woman needs to die without her daughter being present.” Jane died, and Susan finished her conversation and walked back to where I was standing. When I told her that her mother had just died, Susan blurted out, “Thank God I wasn’t in the room to see that! I could not have stood it, and my mother would not have wanted me there!”


When we act from intuition we have become part of the mystery. We frequently cannot say why we acted in a particular way. We just did it because it was appropriate given the clarity with which we were seeing the situation in front of us, in all of its parts, as a singular experience. The intuitive response acknowledges the wholeness of our perception. Our comprehension is as spacious as the entire environment. When all the pieces are seen with clarity, our heart moves us in an appropriate way.


Acting on the intuitive impulses of the heart can be confusing. It takes practice to recognize the difference between our heart speaking and our mind telling us it is our heart speaking. For example, many times as a hospice social worker I would be passing a home of one of my patients when I would suddenly have an impulse to stop and visit that patient rather than continuing on to my destination. Usually I would dismiss this urge as a distraction and convince myself it was just a random thought. On returning to the hospice I would occasionally discover the patient had died around the time this thought had occurred to me. On one occasion I remember returning to hear the family had been in trouble and had attempted to contact me at exactly this same time.


After a few of these situations, I decided I would stop whenever the impulse occurred. I started to look for that intuitive feeling and probably subconsciously created the thought. But after I had made the decision to stop, I usually found that there was nothing going on with the patient or the family. It seemed that when I tried to force or control the intuition, it vanished. Intuition, I discovered, was a part of the mystery of being and was better left alone.


A close friend and fellow hospice worker was excellent in predicting exactly when a patient was going to die. She always seemed to know the day and usually the hour when death would occur. I was intrigued with her accuracy and asked her to closely observe the signs she was seeing in the patient that led to these predictions. She did this for a while and soon became frustrated. She said when she tried to figure out what was occurring she would lose the intuition that allowed her to know when death was approaching. Her attempt to decipher her intuition was obscuring the premonition itself. Her accuracy fell dramatically and continued to fall the more she tried to regain her skill.


Clearly there is a way of knowing that is not based on discursive reasoning, but when we attempt to discover or find its source, the mystery recedes or vanishes. Mystery cannot be found within the range of what we know or what we think. We contact it through our hearts, not through our minds. This can be unsettling because our hearts offer us no explanation. The heart does not base itself in the security of our words. If we reach to grasp the heart, we find only space; if we seek to locate it, we find it everywhere and nowhere.


APPRECIATION AND JOY


A forty-seven-year-old hospice patient looked out of her window at the ocean, glistening in the morning sun. After quietly observing the view for a long time, she finally said, “Having grown up in this house, I have seen the sun shine on the water many times, but I have never appreciated it as I do now. Seeing it like this brings me a great deal of joy.”


At one time or another we have all been too busy to notice the beauty before our eyes. We find ourselves moving too quickly through an event, not really seeing it at all, rushing on toward the next thing we have to do. We usually look through the present toward an idea about where we are going. This leaves us feeling unsettled in this moment as we reach to grasp the next. But when we are dying, we may find it difficult to ignore the immediate beauty of the now. We appreciate life because we have precious little time left to live and nowhere else we have to go.


Joy is the companion of the mysterious. It is undefined, wide open, and unbound to time and space. When we realize our time is limited, we consciously choose to stop and look around. We take the time to locate ourselves, and our hearts respond with spontaneous appreciation and joy. In the simple act of slowing down and being aware, we allow life to interact with our senses. With affectionate appreciation we unite with the wonder that has always been right before our eyes.


If we were fully aware that our breaths are numbered, how would we relate to the breath that we are taking right now? We would not take it for granted because we could not be sure that there would be another. Breathing would become a precious link to our life. The fact is our breaths are limited, regardless of our health, and through realizing this we have the opportunity to take more joy in how we spend them. Suppose we were born crippled and could suddenly walk. After all the years in a wheelchair, the smallest movement of our legs would certainly give us unfathomable joy. Can we experience that same joy now, when we are healthy and jogging with our breath fluid and effortless?


The simple movement of the body, the sound of a bird, the warmth of the sun—these are but a few of the many occasions we all have to come face to face with wonder in a deep and joyful way. If our senses are alive and awake, the world leaves an indelible mark in each moment. Nothing is passed over as irrelevant. Everything becomes appreciated for its own sake.


Too many of us for too long have appreciated the world from the pleasure that objects give us, not from the inherent beauty contained in the moment. We value objects that have helped us in the past or promise to do so in the future. But real appreciation rests within the moment itself, just for being how it is. When we focus on how useful something is, we miss its immediate radiance. Its shine is deflected into an imaginary time when we can use the object in a meaningful way.


When we realize that because we are dying, we do not have the luxury to extend ourselves beyond this moment, the mystery makes itself known, and our hearts become open and sensitive. Every experience affects us. We feel the richness of life—always incomprehensible, interesting, and unknowable. Since who we are is part of life, this wonder is inherently within us; it is waiting only for our acknowledgment. There is no need to cultivate it.


This wonder is not something to fear; it is a call to play and to express ourselves through unmistakable joy. It is the play of forming angels in the snow. We are grounded and in touch with our minds and bodies, but we are connected with the mystery beyond and through all forms. All things are what they are but also much more. The opportunities that life offers are not limited to our knowledge but hold unlimited possibilities. Our creativity and intuition access the endless magic. Everything affects our heart with the intimacy of a new love. It feels as if we are returning home.





 


REFLECTIONS AND EXERCISES


Mystery and Joy


Before proceeding, you may wish to reread “About the Reflections and Exercises” in the introduction. This part of the chapter bridges the intellectual understanding that comes from reading and the transformation that occurs when you make the words your own. It is an integral part of this book.


[image: image]


Reflect on what you actually know about the world around you. You know its name, color, shape, utility, and history. But what about its essence? Science subdivides the world into smaller and smaller components, giving names and descriptions to each. But it never explains what a single thing actually is. Science may satisfy your mind’s need to identify and locate the world, but what about your heart’s yearning to rejoin the mystery? Are these two in conflict?


Study any object—a stone, a flower, a cup, your hand—allow the knowledge you have of it to surface but not define it. Look at it with a childlike mind as if you were viewing it for the first time. What do you see that is new? Do your new discoveries influence how you see the object? Can you continue to view the object without allowing it to be contaminated by this new information?


Reflect on how much creativity and spontaneity exist in your life. You can see mystery and wonder only when you are not acting from your old conditioned patterns. How bound are you to the views you hold? Can you sense the limitations of seeing things from an established perspective? Do your views interfere with being spontaneous?


Engage in a creative activity, such as painting, writing, cooking, or gardening. Watch yourself and try to notice when you are most creative and spontaneous. Then try to intentionally be creative and see what happens. What is necessary for creativity to arise?


Reflect on how much play, joy, and appreciation you have. Is life so focused on daily tasks that you can no longer enjoy the touch of a breeze on your cheek or the song of a bird? How does the “doing mind” keep you from experiencing life in a fuller way?


Sit for ten minutes each day and simply listen to the sounds of nature. Turn off your radio or TV and try to reserve some alone time. Remove all means of distraction. Without trying to identify the sounds or judge them in any way, listen to them as they arise from and fall back into silence. Feel the expression of joy and affection in your heart as you connect with the natural world. What is the relationship of that joy with the mystery of life?
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- book filled with wise and rich experience.”
: Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart
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