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CHOOSING TRUTH is a book devoted to supporting the search for the deepest understanding of Truth that we can find: The answer to the age-old question, Who am I? It is a subject that I have held close to my heart for my entire life, even when I wasn’t sure what my search really was. Because this is so, this book has come to be filled with more of my own stories than I ever imagined I would dare reveal. I also share numerous examples of other people’s stories about their personal transformation as they have faced challenges, triumphs, and defeats. I do so because if I and others have the courage and willingness to shed light on our lives as they are, then, perhaps you will be willing to do the same. The only way to live a full and dynamic life is to be willing to examine it as it is right now, without adornment. God knows us and sees us through and through—as we are. In moments of insight, we also see ourselves and each other for who we really are. This is true no matter how artfully we may have sculpted ourselves into appropriate packages.


The genesis of this book came long before September 11, 2001, but the events of that day made me reassess whether I was still headed in the right direction. This disaster was an unprecedented, unthinkable attack. Safety had to be redefined. Freedom needed to find a new face, an honest face. The “Whys?” begged to be answered so that the errors of the past would not be repeated. Perhaps for the first time in contemporary culture, more Americans and others around the world began to think a little harder and a lot more seriously about their own lives, about their mortality: What really matters? Am I living the life that my heart tells me to live? What do I need to do to improve my way of being? How do I protect myself when the world around me doesn’t feel safe?


My intention in writing this book is to support all of us in our quest for the answers to life’s fundamental questions. This project came to be as I was sitting in meditation at the ashram that is my spiritual home in upstate New York. I had just finished my book How to Be, and I wanted to know what I was supposed to work on next. The question I had in my mind as I slipped into meditation was: What is my purpose now? What am I to do? In the stillness of a deep meditation, out of a serene space of silence came a voice: Choose the Truth. What did it mean? As I racked my brain, there came an Aha! moment. “Is this supposed to be a book?” And so I began to contemplate what a book about Truth would be. I polled a few people to learn their ideas on the subject. Members of my spiritual community were accustomed to grappling with this topic. Others gave their take as if they were contemplating it for the first time. Some had different definitions, depending on the circumstances at hand. “The Truth is relative to the situation, isn’t it?” one woman asked.


Armed immediately with a breadth of inspiration and opinion, I sat still in order to gather my thoughts. To consider choice and Truth together was powerful. How would I do that and really serve people’s needs? My initial idea was to look at the different relationships that we find ourselves in—marriage, parent-child, friends, lovers, coworkers, employees, neighbors, and enemies—and with this plan in mind, I began interviewing people of all ages and backgrounds all over the country. I wanted to know whether people chose to be honest with their coworkers and parents, as well as how often they intentionally lied to their lovers and creditors. What was the balance of Truth as people revealed details of their various relationships?


What I found changed the whole construct of this book. Although people rationalized their degrees of honesty a little more when it came to work situations, the reality is that those who lie were equally likely to do so with lovers, spouses, and children as with employers or employees. Whether I was talking to teenagers or senior citizens, the range of stories was pretty consistent. Some people barely addressed the surface of their feelings; instead, they lived day to day in varying degrees of happiness or discomfort. Others dove deep into the heart of their emotions and experiences. Some people courageously stood up for their beliefs, while others either immediately cowered in the corner or ran to the front of the line to hand over their ideas in order to support someone else’s. What was the thread that linked them all together? As I listened and digested story after story, all the while probing my own heart for clues, I discovered that Choosing Truth has less to do with how we behave in relation to others than it does with how we relate to our own Selves. If we dare to stand naked in front of a mirror and examine what we see—on the surface and layer upon layer below—then and only then are we able to choose Truth in our lives.


After more than a year of pursuing one path for this book, my course was redirected. The course I had been on all along in my personal life became the course I was to follow to help others. To protect those who so generously opened up their lives to this pursuit of Truth, I have altered names, occupations, and residences as needed. Through the many examples and principles woven throughout these chapters, my intention is for each of you to seek out your own understanding of what Truth is for you. This book requires your active participation. You will be invited to probe your own heart and mind to discover the voice within that is waiting to guide your steps. You will be encouraged to journal about your discoveries so that you can capture your own wisdom on paper and refer to it again and again. The purpose of this book is to inspire you to continue forward on your path to you.
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The process of CHOOSING TRUTH is sometimes difficult. It requires diligence and patience. So often many of us seem to live in a fog, even when we are actively walking on a spiritual path. I know in my own life I have frequently discovered what’s actual about a situation I’m facing long after it first presents itself. Due to some emotion, such as anger, anticipation, fear, or even guilt, I have initially envisioned the scenario in false colors, unknowingly misrepresenting it to myself and, in turn, to others. Although this often happens unintentionally, this distortion of reality has proven to be a deterrent in my own progress. Only after deep contemplation, prayer, and focus do answers usually emerge. Knowledge, like a delicious cup of tea, seems to reveal itself only after steeping.


I go back to that day when the Twin Towers fell. My office borders Greenwich Village and Chelsea in New York City Standing on the corner of Fifteenth Street and Fifth Avenue, I could see the Towers blazing with fire and puffing out huge clouds of smoke. Hours later, I could see smoke where there had been majestic buildings. How could the Towers be gone? I kept wishing that it hadn’t happened. I wanted to be awakened from this bad dream and reclaim life as it had been hours before.


Life is what it is. It is our duty to see that. But just as was true in New York, as rescue workers struggled endlessly to clear away the rubble, we have to exert consistent and focused energy to see clearly It takes work to cart away the debris clouding our vision and tremendous effort to sort through the many distractions that capture our attention. Only when we put forth this effort can grace do its part and show us what is real.


Although I do not claim to have all the answers, I do have recommendations, gleaned from many years of study, for how we can seek out and choose to live in the space of our own Truth. What is essential is that we recognize and accept that before us in every moment is a matter of choice. We can and must choose our destiny. It is our own steps, our own thoughts, words, and deeds that will either guide us to the revelation of who we really are and what our role in life is, or propel us deeper into a life of smoke and mirrors.


I look at life as a precious gemstone that bears many facets. Depending on how we tend to the needs and subtleties of our gemstone, its facets will either shine brilliantly or lack clarity. This book represents an examination of many of the facets of our lives. I encourage you to use it as a tool to assist you so that your gemstone, your precious life, can become crystal clear and shine as magnificently as is possible.


I offer it to you with all my love,


harriette 




Choosing TRUTH
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1 KEEP A JOURNAL
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IT’S IMPORTANT FOR YOU to understand something right away: the process of choosing Truth in your life can be simple, but that certainly does not mean that it will be easy—at least not all the time. Chances are you already know this, at least intellectually But since we are just starting out, I want to reinforce a point that will resurface again and again throughout this book. Choosing Truth requires a tremendous and consistent amount of your own personal effort and willingness. You must be willing to look at all aspects of your life anew. You must have the courage to see what is before you, even if its impact could change the course of your life entirely. In order to stand firmly planted in the space of your own Truth, you must also be willing to let go of all that stands in your way. The good news is that you’re not expected to change your whole life right this minute. Instead, the intention for you to hold is that you will make the commitment to approach your life with fresh eyes, be willing to look at what is before you as if it’s the first time you ever saw it, listen to and follow your inner wisdom, and live your life with the complete consent of your entire being.


One of the greatest joys you may ever experience is learning how to choose your own Truth. Being able to live in Truth is liberating because there are no preconceived notions, patterns, or biases clouding your vision. Finding yourself living in the space of your own Truth can feel like gliding through the clear blue sky just as a kite does in a brisk summer wind.


To support you on this great adventure, you can adopt the daily practice of journaling. This is an effective and gentle means of identifying your own Truth. Like the Dear Diary books of your youth, your journal can become your best friend and companion. On a daily basis (or as frequently as possible), take a few minutes to write down your experiences and give yourself the gift of personal honesty You can write about whatever has come up for you that day, and this may lead to threads that link together patterns of thought and behavior in your life. As you write, you will find layer upon layer of your former beliefs and understandings about yourself first become apparent and then fall away. Over time, you may gain the ability to see your true Self emerge, free of the clutter of any false concepts that you may have previously been clutching.


When you are tackling uncomfortable topics, journaling can support you. For instance, if someone has approached you with criticism during the day, take some quiet time and examine that situation when you write. What did the person actually say to you? Is there any Truth in what was said? Can you see what your role was in the situation? How might you rectify it in the future, either by addressing the person or by changing your behavior? What is the lesson that you need to learn? This process works even if you were the one doing the accusing. Even if you feel that you were appropriate in calling someone out for a mistake, ask yourself what your role was in creating the situation. What might you have done to help alleviate the tension? Did you handle the critical moment in a supportive, uplifting way? What can you learn to take with you into the future? Exploring your life on paper is a key way to unlocking the treasures of wisdom and clarity that reside within your own being.


KNOWING YOUR OWN TRUTH
[image: image]



HOW CAN YOU TELL that you are Choosing Truth? Although there are endless sources of support that you can seek and that may be of help, they cannot singlehandedly provide the ultimate answers for your life. The answers to your life’s puzzle lie within you.


Back in the eighties, when I was going through a rough period, I was fortunate to have a small network of friends who offered me a lot of support. One friend was especially patient and compassionate. Jesse would listen to me drone on and on about my problems. Month after month, without judgment, he was there for me, and yet nothing changed in my situation. One day, he sat me down and very lovingly said, “Harriette, I think we should stop talking about this.” I looked at him, crestfallen, and he continued, “I love you, and I want to be here for you, but I think you have to find the answers to these questions on your own.” At first I was angry with him. How could he reject me at the very moment when I needed him the most? Was he really my friend, or had I just believed something that wasn’t actually true?


After a few days passed, I calmed down. Instead of continuing to pick up the phone and connect to the other sources of support that were part of my spiritual network—which, by the way, was what I was aching to do—I sat still. It was then that I understood that Jesse was right. From that point on, I became more focused on my journals, writing endlessly with the intention of discovering a clear way out of my challenges. I was no longer a burden on my friends, and I created the space so that I could begin to see what the mirror of my life was showing me. I could read it through my own words.


I marveled that although I was unhappy, my life seemed fabulous on the outside. At that time, I was a successful magazine editor with what looked like a picture-perfect life, yet on the inside, things were not so cozy. I wrote about all of it in my journal: my fears, my dreams, my apprehensions, and my triumphs. Nearly every word I wrote was in lowercase letters. (I suppose I fancied myself a modern-day e.e. cummings.) For the most part, I reserved one word for capitalizing: Self. Actually, I wrote this word two ways. I had it in my mind that the small self was the one that I was trapped in at that time. It was telling me that I could not be as great as I envisioned and had me stuck in this pit of loneliness. Even as I felt stuck, I held out for the capital Self. My heart was crying out to assure me that deep within my own being resided a powerful, confident Self who had the capacity to override the feelings of smallness and compromise that were crippling me. I believed that this Self would indeed rise up and take charge. The only question was, “When?” It took a few years before my inner Truth came bursting forth. Yet the flames of that inner awakening were ignited during that time through my own introspection.


I was lucky; my life’s transformation had begun. But that’s not always the case. Often we receive advice from people that specifically addresses our issues. Sometimes the advice is perfectly on the money, and we are able to accept it. Other times, even the most brilliant advice falls on deaf ears. No matter how sweet the presentation or how perfect the presenter, it doesn’t necessarily make it any easier to swallow. Has this ever happened to you? Think about it: Do you remember a time when you asked a friend for advice? Then after you got it, you didn’t believe the friend or recognize the Truth through the person’s reflection of it to you. How many times has a loved one or even a stranger revealed something to you about your personality or your life, especially when it was regarding an aspect that needed attention or change, and you brushed the person off—possibly with an attitude to boot?


If this has happened to you more than once, don’t beat yourself up. It is hard to accept criticism, no matter how well intentioned the person doing the offering happens to be. The knee-jerk response that many of us have is to consider the adviser’s words or actions as an attack and to retaliate instinctually, seeking out ways to demean the “attacker.” That behavior needs to end. In its place, we have to choose to change the way we respond to what’s before us. This can start with how we face that which we see about ourselves. Just as I did, you can turn away from the listeners and naysayers toward yourself.


KEEPING A JOURNAL
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EXPLORING YOUR LIFE on paper is a key way to unlocking the treasures of wisdom and clarity that reside within your own being. Following is a prescription for recording and protecting your experiences:


• Select a time of day when you want to write. It could be in the morning after your daily meditation or at night before bed. Some people choose to write at lunchtime when they have a quiet pause in the day.


• Use a beautifully bound book that is both visually appealing and secure, so that pages will not fall out. Select a book that is small enough for you to carry with you so you can travel with it. Alternatively, you can assign one journal for travel and another for home.


• Date and describe your point of entry. I write the time, date, and location of my entry, as well as my overall state of mind before starting. This paints a picture for me of the environment that is supporting my writing and helps me to remember my state when I review my thoughts later.


• Express yourself in whatever creative ways show themselves. You may want to draw or sketch images that capture ideas that come to mind. Sometimes I can’t find words that convey the essence of what’s happening for me. Instead of leaving a blank page, I let my pen follow its own course. Remarkable miniature works of art have emerged in those moments.


• Dare to tell the full story. Whatever is going on deserves to be shared in its entirety when you are sharing it with your Self.


• Be free. This is your opportunity to pour forth your own inspiration from your soul. Let the words, thoughts, and feelings flow from your core uncensored.


• Protect your journal. In order to trust that this can be the repository for your deepest contemplations, you have to take care of your journal. Keep it in a place where no one else will read it. Have a particular location where you store filled journals for later perusal. (I have a provision written in my will for what should be done with my journals and writings.)


• Carve out time to review your journal entries so that you can track your life’s evolution. I recommend reviewing your journals frequently—once a week at first, so you notice your progress—and quarterly to get an overview.


The most important thing you can do for your personal growth is to be honest with yourself. So often we fear what our honest words will mean to others. What about what those very same words mean to us? I remember my therapist telling me that I had developed the fine art of diplomacy so effectively that I was being too diplomatic with myself. He urged me to take a giant leap of faith and step out of my shell so that I could better see what lay before me. At first, this was tough. For starters, I didn’t understand what he meant. But, even after I understood, I found it impossible to take the action needed. For me, diplomacy had unknowingly become a shield that didn’t allow me to see accurately either my vulnerabilities or strengths. Once I became willing to let my guard down, at least in my journal and in my therapy sessions, I began to see the issues that I was actually facing. After that, with a huge dose of prayer and grace, I was able to push past some old stuff that had kept me stuck for years.


What is your Achilles heel? What is standing in the way of your seeing and living your Truth? Your active practice of self-inquiry will help to answer these questions. This is a primary function of your journal. You will engage in an ongoing dialogue with your highest Self, probing into the deepest regions of your own thinking and feeling. Journaling is a powerful practice for both novices and longtime practitioners. May it bring you the clarity and focus that you deserve.


Your Journal Entry
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Dearest Friend,


I am writing to you today to express my love and gratitude to you. I am so happy that you have decided to embark upon this journey of self-exploration with me. My intention is to be vigilant and gentle in my honesty. My goal is to discover the Truth about who I am and how I can live an honest and fulfilling life in the here and now.


I love you,


Me


NOW IS THE TIME to begin your inner exploration. Use your journal as an essential tool for processing the facets of inner learning that will take place:


• Record your intention for your journal. What do you intend to accomplish by engaging in the active pursuit of writing about your thoughts, words, and deeds?


• Use your journal space now to focus on your reasons for embarking on this journey. Be as clear and specific as you can to sharpen your own understanding of the value of Choosing Truth at this time in your life.


• Talk to yourself lovingly. That’s why I call myself Dearest Friend. I know that what I want most in life is to be loved and that love starts with what I offer to myself. As I write, I am writing to that gentle, loving spirit who is my very Self.


• Find your voice. Discover your Self by writing to that precious one within.





2 CULTIVATE A SPIRITUAL LIFE
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WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, my sisters and I were very active in our church. We went to Sunday school every week and learned about Jesus and how to apply his teachings to our lives. We went first to the church where my mother grew up—Sharp Street United Methodist Church in downtown Baltimore, a majestic old church in the heart of the Black community We later moved to St. Mark’s United Methodist Church that was nearer to our home. Every week and often during the week throughout our formative years, we were in church. We sang in the choir, attended Bible study classes, and participated in youth activities. It was our safe haven. Because of my parents’ strong beliefs as well as those of my maternal grandmother, we were well versed in the principles of Christianity.


This was very important for me. Core values about how to treat people that my parents had been instilling at home were reinforced each time we walked through our church doors. We learned how to behave with discipline, how to sit still and pay attention (or at least try to!), how to contemplate questions of morality, mortality, and love from our ever-changing growing-up perspectives. Even when significant challenges came, we felt safer dealing with them thanks to the protection of our sanctuary Reality seemed easier to handle.


SPIRITUAL DISILLUSION
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THE DOWNSIDE about being in church so often—as I saw it through my child’s eyes, anyway—was that we also discovered discrepancies between philosophy and reality. We witnessed, for example, that not everybody does what the Bible or the minister says—at least not all the time. Some people say one thing and do quite another. Other folks followed the Holy Word on Sundays but not during the rest of the week. Some ministers preach a good sermon while leading glaringly different lives. Some pastors are conscientious, paying attention to the congregation, while others are self-absorbed and unaware of the needs of their flock.


As I grew older, I became disillusioned by the seemingly two-faced nature of religious institutions. Then, during a period when my classmates and I were beginning to enter adolescence and question our faith, a friend in high school hanged herself on her birthday. My perception was that she had lost religion—even though her family had strong religious convictions.


Life continued with its ups and downs. In the midst of great joys, such as good grades, new friendships, vacations, new neighbors, and lots of hobbies came a series of blemishes. Official news and gossip told of one minister after another in our city who had defamed the name of God. Teenagers, including our friends, got pregnant, even though we were taught that having sex out of wedlock was a sin. Parents we knew divorced each other in spite of the vows they took when they married. Boys in church played nasty tricks on girls (myself included) even while under the church roof. Slowly but surely, the notion of religion as the seat of purity stopped making much sense to me.


SPIRITUAL SEPARATION
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LIKE MANY OTHER young adults, when I went away to college, to Howard University, my spiritual anchor didn’t go with me. Among other things, it wasn’t fashionable to be spiritual—or, should I say, religious. Instead, I became a student learning about life. Having been largely sheltered in my suburban Baltimore home and community, I hadn’t had much experience with boys. At college, I excelled in school and failed miserably at the dating game and much of social dynamics. All the while I ignored the need to pray. Those years of discipline and learning in the shelter of my church and family arms had largely evaporated.


Naturally, my inner world took a nosedive. It didn’t occur to me during the ensuing period that my lack of faith could have provoked such sadness and conflict. Away from my parents and my sisters—the eldest who protected me, the youngest who nurtured me—in a world filled with strangers, I relied on my instinct as well as my intense desire to be liked, loved, and accepted by my peers. I felt as if I was on a roller-coaster, not knowing which way my emotions were going to take me on any given day. I consulted my astrological chart looking for answers as to why I was the way I was. Being a Piscean, it made sense that I would have creative mood swings, first euphorically happy and in the next minute depressingly sad. But learning this about my nature didn’t seem to help it go away or make my dramatic emotions cool down.


I entered tentatively into one relationship after another (albeit not that many) without being on sure footing first myself. I swung from good guy to bad guy. The worst bad guy presented himself so skillfully that I trusted him, even as my heart thumped louder and louder that he was not to be trusted. I reached an all-time low when I found myself walking across a playground in Washington, D.C., in the wee hours one morning to confront him about his flagrant indiscretions. I knocked on his door at 3 A.M. only to have his cousin stall me as “my man” climbed out of the window and ran away too ashamed to admit his part in the web of deception that was our relationship. It took physical abuse in the presence of a hallway full of strong men who bore witness without lifting a finger to help before I began to wise up. I had given a man my heart and soul and he abused my gift terribly Most important, though, is that I should have never given it away.


SELF-ACCEPTANCE
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IT WAS MANY YEARS LATER after I was living in New York—after a failed marriage to a good man, though not my life partner, and several years of clandestine alcohol and drug abuse—that I began to come to my senses. Although my parents had no clue as to what was wrong with me, when I was at the worst low of my depression, they knew I needed help. My mother and sister Stephanie used to call me regularly to beg me to pray. I remember my mother saying, “Just pray, Harriette. God will hear your prayers. If you pray, you will get better.” I remember telling her one time, “Don’t waste your breath. I know prayer won’t help me. I don’t believe in it.” I had shut out all hope. My soul was perishing, and I didn’t know how to save it. My mother assured me that although I didn’t believe in prayer, she would continue to pray for me.


One morning I woke up groggy after another fitful night’s sleep and in the softness of the early morning light realized that I had a choice: I could choose to wallow in a state of depression that would lead to certain death or I could choose to let my spirit live. I remembered my mother’s and sister’s prayers, and although I didn’t understand what they meant, I was grateful for them.


I picked myself up out of my bed, took a long shower, and decided that I could make the decision right then and there to cultivate a life worth living. A whirlwind of thoughts swept through my head. I remembered my dear friend Jackie who took her life on her sixteenth birthday. Life had lost meaning for her. I thought of Little Grandma, my mother’s mother, who professed with her every breath that God would take care of us if we let Him. I remembered bits and pieces of the series of actions that had led me to that moment and was certain that between the good and the bad, there was choice.


I pledged allegiance to my own heart and soul on that morning. I stood in my tiny Harlem bathroom and stared in the mirror as if I were looking at myself for the very first time. I saw the sadness seeping out of my eyes and the devastation in my heart that was painting its way across the terrain of my body. I knew that I had reached an all-time low. I was alone. I was emaciated. I was listless. As this list of negatives began to cloud up my mirror, I stopped myself. “What else is there?” I wanted to know. “Remember the rest, Harriette. Remember.”


And so I did. Still transfixed by the stranger in the mirror, I began to tend to her—to me. I brushed my teeth and washed my face. I gently brushed my hair. I slowly began to massage oil into my body. And I did something my mother has always encouraged my sisters and me to do: I began to count my blessings. I had a beautiful apartment. At age twenty-eight, I had a great career that had suffered only marginally during my period of pain. Indeed, I had immersed myself in my work as a way to protect myself and stay on a course to success. I had a solid reputation for being a hard worker, an intelligent thinker, a shining star. My family loved me unconditionally. I had great friends who had stuck by me through thick and thin. I remembered a Nigerian friend from Howard who had listened to me read some of my poetry one evening. In the middle of one piece, Niyi interrupted me: “Why is it that African Americans are always so sad? Don’t you realize how great your life is?” I contemplated his question seriously that day, perhaps for the first time. I had already achieved many outstanding accomplishments, and I wasn’t thirty yet. Was I to be a shining star or a shooting star? Was I to turn my life around and make a difference—or fizzle out like so much hot champagne?


I chose to pursue what M. Scott Peck calls “the road less traveled.” I chose to discover me. Exploring my creativity seemed to be the method to follow. I pursued my writing with great vigor, as I’ve known since I was twelve years old that this is my greatest gift. I also kept my eyes open for other creative opportunities that would allow me to flourish. In so doing, I met the man who is now my husband, George Chinsee. We met on the phone, working on Songs of My People, a photo-documentary book of life in Black America. Having the protection of space and relative anonymity between us—just voices on the phone—we worked together forging a union of concepts. As I was healing at home, I also began to have an ongoing dialogue with George about life and possibility, art and joy. It was refreshing and frightening at once. The happier I got, the more fearful I became. I couldn’t imagine truly allowing myself to feel what I was feeling. It was too soon. I was in the middle of a divorce and recovering from a period when I had neglected myself completely. Though I believed I was not fit to be a partner, George saw differently. We had been officially dating for about a month when he sat me down and matter-of-factly told me: “I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” I laughed. “Sure,” I thought. “That’s a good line!” He continued: “I have prepared for you. I am ready for you.” Seeing that he was serious, I stopped laughing and looked at him. I said with all the conviction in my heart, “But I’m not ready for you.” And I wasn’t. No matter how I looked on the outside, my life was a shambles, and I had some serious work to do in order to even consider being in a relationship again. His response: “I’ll wait for you. Take all the time you need.”


That’s exactly what I did. Three years later, we got married. However, five months after we began dating, Thanksgiving 1990, we both found ourselves at a meditation retreat. George had heard about meditating from some friends of his and had learned that there was a special meditation retreat to be held on Thanksgiving weekend in upstate New York. He wanted us to go. I unequivocally said no. It was Thanksgiving, and I always went home for the holidays. But, George was so adamant about this retreat that I began to pay closer attention. Although he and I had been together for only a short time at that point, I believed that we were going to spend the rest of our lives together. Ultimately, I decided to go to the retreat to see how his life was going to change after being there. Then I would understand how to be with him.


MY SPIRITUAL AWAKENING
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DURING MY FIRST guided meditation, I had a vision of my life, rather like what people describe the flash of one’s life to be just before death. The scenes were all intensely painful ones during which I had done something hurtful, or something devastating had been done to me. As I watched this “movie,” I did not feel anything. I had become a peaceful observer. It was then that I realized what the spiritual teacher who was leading this retreat, Gurumayi Chidvilasananda, had been telling us. I learned that I was not defined by my experiences. No matter how uncomfortable or intense they have been, they are not who I am. My true nature is pure and divine, and God’s light lives within my own being as me. That the essence of who I am is the Self—with a capital S! My beliefs that I had held onto for so long were acknowledged. I was the Self. I had the potential to soar to the highest heights as I served others with my every step. That day I was transformed.


I had found my spiritual home. Many of the lessons I received that day and that I have been given since reflect the wisdom that my parents and grandparents, and some of my former ministers and teachers, have offered. Yet on that day, coming from Gurumayi, the lessons took on greater meaning. Finally, I had found something that resonated in my heart. Although many of the elements of the path of Siddha Yoga Meditation, which I began to follow, were new to me because they were based on Indian tradition, the fact that this practice was from a different culture did not stand in my way As an adult, I had found a connection to God that empowered me to be my best. This was what I had always been searching for. That’s all I needed to know.


FIND YOUR OWN SPIRITUAL PATH
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YOUR LIFE STORY, whether it’s filled with joy or sadness, questions or solutions, can become more valuable if you support it through spiritual discipline and practice. Know that there is a power greater than you that lives within you as your own true Self. Recognize that you can benefit from a spiritual practice that will support you in your efforts to live an honorable and fulfilling life. The best way to make the connection to your spiritual center is to find a spiritual home.


I’ve talked to many people across the country who have experienced an overall strengthening and clarity in their lives as a result of making this connection. Quite often, the moment of commitment comes after a person becomes an adult and is able to make a conscious choice. Perhaps that’s why the rite of adult (in contrast to infant) baptism occurs when it does. In some churches, one participates in the sacred rite only when ready. Study is required, as is a verbal and spiritual affirmation of commitment to the practices and principles of Christian life. Baptism symbolizes a person’s rebirth in Christ after one believes.


In other traditions, different rites mark initiation or rebirth. In his fascinating book Of Water and the Spirit, the scholar Malidoma Some talks of the spiritual life that sustains the members of his people, the Dagara of Burkina Faso, in West Africa. All male members of the community participate in a spiritual initiation that gives them the insight and power to carry on their lives with strength and clarity. In the United States, some families have found African religious philosophy to support their lives including various forms of Khamitic religion, the spiritual practices of ancient Egypt. I met two of the leaders of these groups and talked to them about their philosophy. Although I had met African people from many different countries, I found myself ignorant, and therefore afraid, of their religious ideas. Vowing to break through the stereotypes that were clouding my vision, I sought out the teachers so that I could learn about their beliefs.


What I had learned from Malidoma Some’s work, the Khamitic teachers, Hebrew and Hindu scholars, and Christian ministers, as well as many other spiritual teachers, is that when you probe a little deeper, you will find that people all over the world since the beginning of time have been searching for a way to understand the true meaning of their lives. Many have considered the various spiritual and religious traditions that have made their way to their homelands and have often incorporated aspects of them into their traditions. When I visited Bahia, Brazil, for example, I saw the melding of two spiritual traditions at a convent where an order of nuns had blended their Catholic practices with the Candomble rituals of their African ancestors. Although the Catholic church considered these women controversial, the nuns had committed to honoring both sides of their heritage. In this way, they believed that they were paying tribute to the fullness of their spiritual heritage.


You may find that your spiritual life is not defined by a particular religious philosophy. That’s fine. I am definitely not arguing that you should become a member of one religion or another. I encourage you to cultivate a spiritual life that includes worship and respect of God as you understand that divine power.


George and I have dear friends who are both from the South. They grew up in the Baptist church as members of large families and still practice many of the rituals of their Baptist upbringing. Over the years, they have also explored other spiritual options. Having had the chance to travel all over the world, they have seen that there are many ways to worship, from Native American rituals to African tribal dances, from Muslim prayer to Yogic asanas or postures. They have adopted a personal, inclusive approach to faith by combining elements of each of the paths that they have crossed into a regular practice that they share. They go to church with some frequency, they practice meditation daily, and they read from the sacred texts of the various peoples they have met along the way. Married for more than twenty years, these two affirm that it is their commitment to loving God as the source of life itself that keeps them focused. The packaging for how to love God is not as important to them as the practice itself.


A CALL TO SPIRITUAL ACTION
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WHEN YOU STOP and look around you, can you see that there is a power greater than your individual Self that has made this world manifest? Every spiritual tradition has developed an explanation for the existence and sustenance of the world. Science tackles the topic through its vehicles. Mathematics traverses through its theorems. And in daily life, people experiences flashes of acknowledgment. That Aha! moment occurs when the only thing that can really explain what’s happening must be attributed to a power that lives in and beyond us.


Philosophers and spiritual advisers alike commonly maintain that Truth is the ultimate answer to life’s questions. And Truth, as I understand it, in its purest form is a reflection of the divine in the world and in us. So, what are some tools that we can use to be able to recognize our own Truth? Following are some suggestions for spiritual actions you can take. Keep in mind that they are not meant to steer you into any specific religious direction. Rather, they are meant to provide a platform for supporting your spiritual exploration. Beyond the entry point into your spiritual path is the commitment to walk on that path.


Invoke Your Inner Spirit
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When you are looking for a source of strength, call on God through prayer and meditation to strengthen you from within. When you are feeling uncertain, turn inside. Why is this a good or practical idea? If you think about your body, you have to marvel at its intelligence. It wakes you up and puts you to sleep, and can do so without bells, whistles, stimulants, or depressants, even if you have become accustomed to being supported by such aids. It jumps out of harm’s way when it comes too close to fire. It reaches out to protect a child in danger, even if you “think” you don’t like children. It repairs itself from within whenever it is injured until it absolutely cannot handle it anymore. The body is the ultimate forgiver. It is willing to carry all of your necessary and superfluous belongings from point A to point B. It responds openly to tenderness and can help you maintain control when you are angry. Best of all, it is yours.


The reason that your body can do all of these amazing things is that God designed the human body as the ultimate machine. Your eternal spirit fueled your creation and entry on this planet, and it is your spirit that is here to show you the way. Your challenge is to nurture your own spirit. To do this, you have to pay attention to your own being. Listen to your body and your spiritual intuition that guides you. Be aware of its messages, such as physical pain or discomfort, which God gave you as warning signs of health problems. And when you are in need, in addition to turning to others, turn to God for direction and to yourself to receive the answer.


Meditate
[image: image]


The way that I have learned to get in touch with myself is by meditating. I read once that praying is talking to God and meditating is listening to God talk to us. Going back to the premise on which I base my understanding—that God dwells within me as my very own Self—I see meditation as the way that I can access that divinity within my own being. It’s possible to tap into your own connection to God without going somewhere else to do it. You don’t have to wait until you go to church, to temple, to the ashram, to the mosque, to any place other than your own being in order to find that source of love with which you are blessed at birth.


Meditation is not a practice that follows a specific course leading to the same end for everyone. Rather, each person’s experience of turning inside is unique. What happens for me when I close my eyes and focus my attention inside is guaranteed to be exclusive for me in that moment, whereas my husband or the person sitting next to me, my best friend, or a stranger may have a completely different experience. Meditation is different from listening to a scriptural reading or a lesson from a spiritual teacher. Its mystery is a gift—the gift of the revelation of the Truth given to us by God within our own heart.


Meditation occurs in almost every religion. Christian mystics regularly practiced meditation, as do nuns and priests today. In churches across the country, more and more Christians are adopting the practice, to the extent that special meditation groups exist in many churches nationwide. In Eastern spiritual philosophies, meditation has been a foundation point for spiritual practitioners for generations.


The fruit of meditation comes from your own regular practice. It emerges from your soul to lead the way to fulfillment of your life’s goal. This simple practice is possibly the most beneficial activity that you can adopt.


This has been my experience again and again. As I practice meditation compled with contemplation and prayer, I find that I have the capacity to be more focused and relaxed no matter what I am facing in my day. At different junctures, I am able to let go of beliefs that I have had about myself or my life that previously had been impossible to release. When I have struggled with issues in my mind, I have lost the battle time and again. When I have surrendered the subject to my heart, there has been an about-face, and my heart wins.


YOUR MEDITATION PRACTICE
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IN ORDER TO PRACTICE meditation, you don’t have to adopt any particular religion. Here are the basic steps to turning inside that I have adopted:


• Dedicate a space in your home where you can sit for meditation. Make sure it is clean and quiet.


• Select a time of day that you would like to devote to spiritual practice. You may want to meditate in the morning before you start your day or at night before you go to sleep.


• Create a comfortable space for sitting on the floor or on a chair. If you sit on the floor, sit in a cross-legged posture, and use a pillow or folded blanket to sit on to put your body at ease. If you sit on a chair, put your feet flat on the floor.


• Sit down and lengthen your spine naturally. Put your hands on your knees or thighs, palms down, with your thumb and forefingers touching. Close your eyes.


• Breathe in deeply, allowing the breath to fill your entire body from your pelvic floor to the top of your head. Breathe out slowly. Take several long breaths as you invite your mind to quiet.


• Still your mind so that you can become aware of and embrace God’s wisdom as it comes forth from your being. To still your mind, imagine it as the clear blue sky. With your eyes closed, notice the landscape of the sky and how sparkling and empty it is. As clouds come across the sky, let them pass. Another cloud may come. You can notice that one too, and again let it pass. In the same way that you observe the passing clouds on the terrain of the sky of your mind, you can observe your thoughts. They will come and go. They may be happy thoughts or sad ones, exciting or depressing. Either way, let them pass so you can continue to still your mind.


• Use your breath to support you. Watch your breath with your mind as it goes in and out. Breathe in, and focus on your breath. As you continue to breathe naturally, stay focused on the movement of your breath. If thoughts arise, return to your breath as you watch them pass by just like the clouds.


When you first begin meditating, you can sit for ten minutes at a time. As you build up a comfort level, you can extend your period of meditation up to an hour daily What’s most important is to develop the daily discipline of meditating.


You may want to keep a special journal to record your meditation experiences. I find that great inspiration often comes to me during meditation. Once after I had sat for meditation, I got the complete plan for how to reorganize my business so that it could be more financially lucrative. When I sat down to meditate, I didn’t have that or anything else as an agenda. I was simply doing my practice, and out of that discipline came great resolve and conviction that helped to support my daily work.


You may find that sometimes your meditation is a bit rocky Don’t give up if that happens to you. Just like any other practice, meditation requires discipline. The reality is that you already have experience at meditating—on your work, your household, your hobbies. Anything that you focus your attention on doing while shutting out other thoughts is, in essence, a meditation. That same intention and commitment to mastering a project that you have learned to devote to other activities you can now offer to the inner journey. This is the key to discovering your own Truth and learning how to choose it in your daily life.


HONOR THE EXAMPLE OF YOUR ANCESTORS
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I HAD A VERY intense relationship with my father. Being named for him, I always felt the need to live up to his grand expectations. My father had an incredible historic career, being the first at nearly everything he attempted, including the first Black judge on the Maryland Court of Appeals. I felt enormous pressure to measure up. I also felt angry at him at different points in my life for being particularly harsh and for requiring so much from me. Even after his death, mixed feelings about the nature of our relationship remained. Sometimes I felt locked into a defensive posture in relation to him. But I also had the sense that this defensiveness was holding me back in other parts of my life, and I wanted it to be gone. During a long meditation one afternoon, my father’s image kept coming up. At first I thought I wasn’t meditating, because I kept seeing my father’s face. But after a while I realized that I was being given a gift—an opportunity to look at my relationship with my father with fresh eyes. During the course of this meditation, I experienced a powerful healing. As I recalled different scenarios in our life together, it became undeniable how much my father loved me. There was one example after another of how proud he was of me, though he rarely said it with words. All of the things that I couldn’t quite be certain of when we were actually in each other’s company became crystal clear as I looked at our life without judgment or emotion. When the meditation was over, I felt completely refreshed and free of many lingering impressions I had had about what our relationship really meant. It was liberating.
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