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        [We] will not perish for want of information; but only
            for want of appreciation . . . What we lack is not a will to believe
            but a will to wonder. . . . Reverence is one of [our] answers to the
            presence of mystery . . .

        —ABRAHAM HESCHEL

    
I didn’t know when I began this book on listening that my hearing was already breaking down. It’s been disorienting and yet freeing. I only know that my need to listen more deeply has been answered with an undoing that has made me listen with my eyes, my heart, my skin. Now I wonder softly: Does a plant listen by breaking ground? Does sand listen by accepting the waves it can never escape? And how do stubborn souls like us listen?

I feel like a painter who, after mastering certain brushes over the years, has come to the end of brushes; who in an effort to get closer to the light has thrown his brushes into the fire, to ignite more light. I am left finally to paint with my hands. I hope there is something helpful here.

—MN


        
TO MY READER

        I
            WAS HAVING LUNCH with Olasope Oyelaran, a linguist from Nigeria. As we talked,
            he brought languages alive like tropical plants and spoke of them as rooted things that
            sprout and reach in all directions for the light. He marveled that there are seven
            thousand living languages on Earth. And these are only the ones we know of. The music of
            his African voice flowed beneath his overtones of English. Listening to him affirmed the
            things that come before us and which, thankfully, outlast us.

        That night, as I settled under the covers, with the lights out, I heard
            our yellow Lab breathe as the wind announced the stars. There, in the silence
            that’s never quite silent, I realized that, if there are at least seven thousand
            ways to speak, there are at least seven thousand ways to listen. And just how few we
            know.

        The many ways to listen have been reaching into me for years. To enter deep listening, I’ve had to learn how to keep
            emptying and opening, how to keep beginning. I’ve had to lean into all I
            don’t understand, accepting that I am changed by what I hear. In all, it’s
            been an exciting journey, one that’s made me more alive. I offer what I’ve
            learned and am still learning, not as a map or set of instructions but as one way to
            open our humanity.

        To start with, we must honor that listening is a personal pilgrimage that
            takes time and a willingness to circle back. With each trouble that stalls us and each
            wonder that lifts us, we are asked to put down our conclusions and feel and think anew.
            Unpredictable as life itself, the practice of listening is one of the most mysterious,
            luminous, and challenging art forms on Earth. Each of us is by turns a novice and a
            master, until the next difficulty or joy undoes us.

        In real ways, we are invited each day to slow down
            and listen. But why listen at all? Because listening stitches the world together.
            Because listening is the doorway to everything that matters. It enlivens the heart the
            way breathing enlivens the lungs. We listen to awaken our heart. We do this to stay
            vital and alive.

        This is the work of reverence: to stay vital and alive by listening
            deeply.

        The truth is we spend much of our time on Earth listening and waking. When
            awake, we come upon the risk to be honest and vulnerable in order to live life fully. If
            we get this far, we are returned, quite humbly, to the simple fate of being here.
            Ultimately, a devotion to deep listening remains the simple and sacred work of being
            here.

        To awaken our heart through the reverence of listening strengthens the
            fabric that knits us all together. Why? Because as cells are nourished and cleansed by
            the bloodstream, the bloodstream depends on healthy cells. All work together to keep the
            body alive and whole. In just this way, the world depends on the dance between the
            individual awakened soul and the river of Spirit that feeds us all. The world needs
            healthy awakened souls to stay alive and whole.

        Yet how do we inhabit these connections and find our way in the world? By
            listening our way into lifelong friendships with everything larger than us, with our
            life of experience, and with each other.

        Our friendship with everything larger than us opens us to the wisdom of
            Source. This is the work of being. Our friendship with
            experience opens us to the wisdom of life on Earth. This is the work
                of being human. And our friendship with each other opens us to the wisdom of
            care. This is the work of love. While we may feel lifted or
            overwhelmed by each of these on any given day, they are intertwined and
            inseparable—three friends we need to stay connected to if we have any hope of
            living an awakened life. These three friendships—the work of
                being, the work of being human, and the work of
                love—frame the journey of this book.

        In a daily way, listening is being present enough to hear the One in the
            many and the many in the One. Listening is an animating process by which we feel and
            understand the moment we are in: repeatedly connecting the inner
            world with the world around us, letting one inform the other. Listening is an ongoing
            way of relating to experience.

        There are many interchangeable names for listening. The placeholder we
            call listening is merely the eyehole to the kaleidoscope; the shell we hold to our ear
            that somehow reveals the music of the ocean. It doesn’t matter what you call it
            but that you find the entry that works for you. What matters is that you keep trying and
            keep putting your attempts together, that you gather your own understanding.

        Though this book is called Seven Thousand Ways to
                Listen, there is obviously no secret number, no secret math involved. This is
            just a way of pointing to a path that has no end. As you read and gather notions of
            listening, I invite you to interchange them and grow your own sense of meaning along the
            way. For example, “Ways of Listening” might also be understood as
            “Ways of Keeping What Is True Before Us” or “Ways of Receiving”
            or “Ways of Entering the Unspoken.”

        I welcome you to this conversation between the stars, the animals, and the
            trees of language sprouting from the Earth. I invite you to engage in the work of
            reverence; in the work of staying freshly connected by entering your friendship with
            this mystery we call life. I invite you to listen in every way you can, for listening in
            all things is the first step toward friendship.

        How to Use This Book

        Over the years, I’ve found the genres of writing to be ancient
            tools in a timeless toolbox. Be it a story, a history, a metaphor, a conversation, a
            discussion of ideas, a piece of memoir, or a poem, I’m drawn, more and more, to
            use whatever the moment calls for. I simply try to stitch and braid whatever serves the
            mystery and the meaning. So I find myself exploring one encompassing form that includes
            nonfiction, fiction, scholarship, philosophy, and poetry.

        I’ve also found that my life as a teacher and my life as a writer
            are twining and merging. For my utmost commitment is that whatever I discover and write
            be of use. Toward that end, I find myself creating invitations for
            you, the reader, to personalize whatever you might find meaningful. I began doing this
            with the meditations and invitational exercises in The Book of
                Awakening and explored it further in As Far As the Heart
                Can See. Each story in that book is followed by three kinds of invitations:
            journal questions, table questions (for prompting meaningful stories and dialogue), and
            meditations, all intended to bring what touches you into your day.

        In Seven Thousand Ways to Listen, you will find
                reflective pauses throughout. Each will pose one or more
            questions or meditations, offered to initiate various forms of conversation as a way to
            locate what has meaning in your own life. The placement and number of these offerings
            follows the rhythm of what is shared. Sometimes sets appear at the end of chapters.
            Sometimes a single question or meditation appears at the end of smaller sections within
            a chapter. And sometimes one or more appear in the middle of a story or discussion as a
            way to deepen the conversation that follows.

        I encourage you to use and develop the questions you are drawn to, to
            change them and share them, as you are moved. Feel free to follow the sequence of
            chapters and questions or find your own rhythm with them. You may want to go back and
            stay with a certain story or question before moving forward. Find your own way to circle
            through what is offered. I think of these reflective pauses as small gifts, like worn
            shells washed up from the sea. Each found and polished and set in your path so you might
            hold it to your ear and your heart, and listen—to what
            they have to say of life, to what voices they stir within your own depths.

    
        
THE
WORK OF
BEING
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        The Universe is a continuous web. Touch it at any point and the whole web
                quivers.

        —STANLEY KUNITZ

    
At a gathering in San Francisco, I met Marco, a careful and patient photographer from Santa Clara. When asked what surprised him during the last year, his voice began to quiver. He’d witnessed two breaths that had changed his life. His daughter’s first breath. Then his mother’s last breath. As his daughter inhaled the world, it seemed to awaken her soul on Earth. As his mother exhaled her years, it seemed to free her soul of the world. These two breaths jarred Marco to live more openly and honestly. He took these two breaths into his own daily breathing and quickly saw their common presence in everyone’s breathing. Is it possible that, with each inhalation, we take in the world and awaken our soul? And with each exhalation, do we free ourselves of the world, which inevitably entangles us? Is this how we fill up and empty a hundred times a day, always seeking the gift of the two breaths? Perhaps this is the work of being.



BEYOND OUR AWARENESS
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I WAS DRAWN TO write this book about listening without knowing that my hearing was breaking down. This holds a great lesson about a deeper kind of listening. For something deep was calling, drawing me to explore different ways of being. Life was offering me a chance to re-align myself with the world. When I say something deep was calling, I’m referring to that element that lives in our center, which overlaps with the essence of life itself. Like an inner sun, this common center has a spiritual gravity that pulls us to it. This unending pull to center may be our greatest teacher. It shows us a way forward by warming our hearts open, despite our fears.

The question under all of this is: how do we listen to and stay in conversation with all that is beyond our awareness? Many aspects of living continually bring us into this conversation: curiosity, pain, wonder, loss, beauty, truth, confusion, and fresh experience—to name a few. The way we think and feel and sense our way into all we don’t know is the art of intuition. It is an art of discovery. To intuit means to look upon, to instruct from within, to understand or learn by instinct. And instinct refers to a learning we are born with. So intuition is the very personal way we listen to the Universe in order to discover and rediscover the learnings we are born with. As such, intuition is a deep form of listening that when trusted can return us to the common, irrepressible element at the center of all life and to the Oneness of things that surrounds us, both of which are at the heart of resilience.

I offer my own experience with hearing loss as an example of how we intuit ways of being before becoming fully aware of them. We are constantly drawn into our next phase of life, which is always beyond our current awareness. You might ask, how can we know what we don’t know? Yet we don’t know what we’re about to say when our feelings and thoughts prompt us to speak. In this way, our heart and mind prompt us daily. Quietly, there’s an art to reading and trusting the heart and mind. Together, they form an interior compass. Our mind maps out the directions, while our heart is the needle that intuits true north.

Though what is unknown is beyond us, what is familiar is in danger of being taken for granted. And we live in between, on the edge of what we know. This is the edge between today and tomorrow, between our foundation and our tenuous growth. How we relate to this edge is crucial, another life skill not addressed in school.

The Center Point of Listening

Like everyone who begins to lose their hearing, I lost the edges first. Voices on the phone sounded a bit underwater. When Susan would speak to me from our living room, I knew she said something but her sweet voice broke up like a bad radio. I quickly grew tired of asking her to repeat herself. Soon I realized that, as I was struggling to keep up outwardly, I was also being asked to spend more time inwardly. This untimely shutdown of outer noise was forcing me to listen to a newfound depth.

Likewise, every disturbance, whether resolved or not, is making space for an inner engagement. As a shovel digs up and displaces earth, in a way that must seem violent to the earth, an interior space is revealed for the digging. In just this way, when experience opens us, it often feels violent and the urge, quite naturally, is to refill that opening, to make it the way it was. But every experience excavates a depth, which reveals its wisdom once opened to air.

I struggled with not hearing and resisted getting tested for months. I’m not sure why. This is a good example of not listening. I think I wasn’t ready to accept this next phase of aging. Of course, whether I accepted it or not, the change of life had already taken place. This understandable dissonance of not listening affects us all. We add to our suffering when life changes and we still behave as if it hasn’t. Whether facing limitations of aging or shifts in relationship or the wilting of a dream, we are often given hints of the changes before they arrive. It’s how the angels of time try to care for us, drawing us to the new resources that wait out of view.

We are always given signs and new forms of strength. It’s up to us to learn how to use them. Mysteriously, those of us losing our sight are somehow compelled to a deeper seeing, as those of us losing our hearing are somehow compelled to a deeper listening, and those of us losing heart are somehow compelled to a deeper sense of feeling—if we can only keep the rest of us open. That’s the challenge as we meet life’s changes: not to let the injury or limitation of one thing injure or limit all things. Not to let the opening of a new depth be filled before it reveals its secrets and its gifts.

My hearing had been eroding for years like loose shale falling from a cliff, a little more with each passing season, though I didn’t realize it until enough had fallen away. It was the chemo I had over twenty years ago that damaged my ears. Designed to kill fast-growing cells, the chemo attacked the cilia that transmit frequencies in the inner ear. No one thought of this back in 1989, but those of us who have survived can no longer hear birdsong. So the cursed-blessed chemo that helped save my life has taken something else. How do I damn it and thank it at the same time?

It was a sweet day in summer when I finally sat in the tiny audio booth with a black headset while the kind audiologist whispered words like “booth,” “father,” and “river” in my ear. But my damaged cilia only caught the rougher consonants. A few times I didn’t even hear her speak.

In a month I went to pick up my open-ear hearing aid, made for my left ear, beige to blend with my skin. When she tucked it in my ear, as if putting a wet pebble there for safekeeping, it felt incredibly light. I wasn’t sure it was in. Back at her desk, she turned it on and asked, “How is that?” And hearing her voice sweetly and fully made me cry. I had no idea how much I wasn’t hearing.

Not listening is like this. We don’t realize what we give up until we’re asked by life to bring things back into accord. Then it’s disarming and renewing to cry before strangers who simply ask, “How is that?”

Now I go to a café near our house where the young ones know my name and make my hot chocolate ahead of time if they see me in the parking lot. What’s beautiful is that they know everyone’s name and everyone’s drink. This is the sweetest kind of listening. And you’d think, having lost a good deal of hearing, that noise wouldn’t bother me. But in fact it bothers me more. I find it overwhelms me. Even when I turn my hearing aid off. So I ask the kind young ones to turn the music down and they do this now, without my asking, as they make my hot chocolate. This too is instructive.

I realize that my balance point between inner and outer has shifted more toward the inner. That is, the center point from which I can listen in both directions has changed and my habits must catch up. This shift speaks to a positioning of our listening in the world that each of us needs to assess and reassess over time. As discouraging as it is that we can drift from this center point at any time, it’s uplifting that we can return to that center point as well—through the practice of stilling our minds and being patient enough to listen to what is there.

To honor what those around us need in order to hear is an ordinary majesty. The young ones in the café are my teachers in this. Not only do they do this for me, but it’s their ethic regarding everyone. It’s the relational environment they create—a place to gather where everyone can hear. Their simple caring has made me ask, do I honor what those around me need in order to hear? Do I help them find their center point of listening? I ask you the same.

To Instruct from Within

What does it mean to follow our intuition? What kind of listening are we asked to engage in order to sense what is calling and whether we should follow? Even now, as I try to speak of this, I am stalled if I try “to think of what to say next.” What is out of view only opens into something knowable if I wait and try “to listen to what is there.” If it takes a while, it’s because some aspects of truth are shy like owls who don’t like to be seen during the day. It seems that intuitive listening requires us to still our minds until the beauty of things older than our minds can find us.

Let me share a poem as a way to enter this more deeply:

THE APPOINTMENT

What if, on the first sunny day,

on your way to work, a colorful bird

sweeps in front of you down a

street you’ve never heard of.

You might pause and smile,

a sweet beginning to your day.

Or you might step into that street

and realize there are many ways to work.

You might sense the bird knows something

you don’t and wander after.

You might hesitate when the bird

turns down an alley. For now

there is a tension: Is what the

bird knows worth being late?

You might go another block or two,

thinking you can have it both ways.

But soon you arrive at the edge

of all your plans.

The bird circles back for you

and you must decide which

appointment you were

born to keep.

At every turn in every day we are presented with angels in a thousand guises, each calling us to follow their song. There is no right or wrong way to go, and only your heart can find the appointments you are born to keep. It’s hard to take this risk, but meeting each uncertainty with an open heart will lead us to an authentic tomorrow. In the poem, however far you go to follow the bird is beautifully enough. If you simply pause and continue with your day, you will be given something. If you wander after its song a block or two, you will be given something else. If you discover that following this bird leads you to another life, you will be given something else indeed. Each point in the journey is an end in itself. One is not better than the other. Only your heart knows what to follow and where to stop.

Dag Hammarskjöld was the legendary secretary-general of the United Nations praised by President Kennedy as “the greatest statesman of our century.” In his book of diary reflections, Markings, he wrote:

I don’t know Who—or what—put the question. I don’t know when it was put. I don’t even remember answering. But at some moment I did answer Yes to Someone—or Something—and from that hour I was certain that existence is meaningful and that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.

This gentle man had discovered the appointment he was born to keep. This brief and powerful reflection confirms that he had to listen to something he couldn’t see and trust the certainty of his inner knowing to find his way. It’s implied that some period of intuitive listening took place before he discovered the strength of saying yes.

No one can teach us how to intuitively listen or trust, but the quiet courage to say yes rather than no is close to each of us. It involves holding our opinions and identity lightly so we can be touched by the future. It means loosening our fist-like hold on how we see the world, so that other views can reach us, expand us, deepen us, and rearrange us. Saying yes is the bravest way to keep leaning into life.


Silencing the Tiger


Because the mind is a hungry tiger that can never be satisfied, that which is timeless swims in and out of our hands, bringing us forward into places we wouldn’t go. So listening to what we’re not yet aware of involves silencing the tiger and keeping our hands open so we can feel when something timeless moves through us. This can be difficult, for sitting quietly with our hands open in the middle of the day is suspect in our age. We can be misperceived as lazy or incompetent or not quite tethered to reality. But silencing the tiger in our mind and staying open is what keeps us connected to a deeper reality. By this, I mean the depth beneath all circumstance in which we experience a sense of meaning that doesn’t change, the way gravity doesn’t change though what it impacts changes constantly. Like inhaling and exhaling, the ways we silence our noise and open our heart are forms of deep listening that must be engaged if we are to survive.

What this means to each of us is different. For the furniture maker, it might be listening to the urge to carve curves in the legs of that very special table, though the design doesn’t call for it. Curves might be what will heal him, though he doesn’t yet know it. For my wife, who struggled with our move to the Midwest, it was listening, in the midst of her unhappiness, to a whisper that coaxed her to try the potter’s wheel. Once her hands were guiding wet clay around the spinning center, she discovered her creative gift.

For me, it was listening to a fundamental uneasiness at being misunderstood that led me to pull a book from publication. I’ve worked with countless editors through the years and the tiger in my mind was roaring, “What are you doing?! Make it work!!” But something timeless had moved through my hands and it left me with an uneasiness that some part of me had drifted from its truth. I couldn’t know that listening to that uneasiness and following it would awaken my next phase of authenticity, in which I would shed my lifelong need to explain myself. Finally, I could simply be myself.

In truth, my hearing loss has only pointed up the physics of listening we all face. For no matter if you are blunt in hearing like me or can hear a fox step on a fallen branch a hundred yards away, no matter our starting point or the acuity or diligence we bring, there is always something we can’t hear. This leaves us with a need to approach the beauty that is beyond us with hospitality, a need to accept that there is more to life than we can know. This acceptance is imperative in order to live in the wonder and appreciation that Abraham Heschel speaks of in the opening epigraph of this book:

[We] will not perish for want of information; but only for want of appreciation . . . What we lack is not a will to believe but a will to wonder . . . Reverence is one of [our] answers to the presence of mystery . . .

To limit existence to only what we know blinds us to the mystery of how we’re all connected. This shrinking of the world has been the cause of violence after violence through the ages, as tribe after tribe and nation after nation has sought to preserve their limited view over all else. This is how important listening is. It is the beginning of peace.

I believe the humble approach to a greater life of listening begins with the acceptance that we hear more together. Accepting this, we are awakened to a committed interest in what each of us knows and wonders about. This committed interest in each other and the life around us is the basis of reverence.

Over time, I’ve found that the ability to listen for what we’re not yet aware of has nothing to do with right or wrong, or good or bad, or neat or sloppy. In fact, judgments seem to make what is calling pull back, the way loud noises cause deer to retreat into the woods. This is why sitting in the midst of our own life with our swollen hands open will deepen our listening. Because a thousand possibilities to live wait for us to stop, so we can meet them in the center point of silence. Once there, we are touched by life directly, without the overlay of the lengthy instructions we’ve been given since birth.


To Remember How


So how do we lean in and listen to all that is not us, to all that is calling, to the particular angel waiting to guide us more thoroughly into who we are born to be? While we can share insights, only you can discover this for yourself. As you journey through this book, I encourage you to lean into your own sense of the unknown, to intuit and cultivate a personalized practice of listening to where life is nudging you and calling you. I invite you to listen to the part of you that life is trying to wake.

That threshold might be waiting just beyond your smallest curiosity. Your life could change by picking up a stone and rubbing it free of the dirt that covers its blue vein, which somehow reminds you of a dream you’ve forgotten. It helps to remember how, in a field with no one watching, the smallest wildflower reaches its tiny root into a dark it doesn’t know and at the same time opens itself to a light it feels but can’t yet see. And while the flower has no choice but to commit to this natural process, we as humans have a choice. Unless rooting and opening, unless listening to what is near but beyond us, we will forgo the soul’s birthright to blossom.

In very real ways, we’re drawn to what we need to learn. Often, it waits like a quiet blessing that we can easily ignore or just as easily open ourselves to, like that small wildflower. But for the soul to blossom, we must accept our deeper, humbler destiny. For the wildflower doesn’t become rich or famous for blossoming. It doesn’t live forever or become the greatest flower of all time. The wildflower’s reward for trusting what it senses but doesn’t yet know is to become what is was born to be—a flower whose inevitable place is realized in a small moment of Oneness, as it joins with elements that were here before it came alive and which will live on once it dies. This is the reward for every seed growing in the dark with no sense of what it will become. As a soul on Earth, this is all we can hope for, to feel the light and being of all time course through our veins while we blossom.

This is the closest we come to living forever. And after almost dying of cancer, after birthing and dying to many selves, after losing many and finding more, after feeling grateful for love wherever it might appear, I can bear witness that this deep listening at our edge is enough. I wish this for you though I can’t tell you how to find it. At times, I’m not sure I can find it myself. We can only steer each other to our own inborn gift. For it’s the gift waiting inside all our trouble that knows the way.

A Reflective Pause

A MEDITATION

[image: logo] Close your eyes and inhale slowly, feeling the path you are about to enter.

[image: logo] Exhale slowly and know that many hidden angels will call to you before you make your way home.

[image: logo] Inhale slowly and realize that your life will unfold between the appointments you know of and the appointments you will discover along the way.

[image: logo] Open your eyes and exhale slowly, saying yes as you begin.

JOURNAL QUESTIONS

[image: logo] Describe a learning you were born with and how you came to discover this. Where does this learning live in you now?

[image: logo] Describe your center point of listening. Where is the optimal stance for you from which you can hear both: yourself and eternity, and your loved ones and the world? How has this center point changed over the years?


TABLE QUESTIONS

To be asked over dinner or coffee with friends and loved ones. Try listening to everyone’s response before discussing:

[image: logo] Consider how experience has excavated a depth in you. What has been opened in you? What is that depth asking of you beyond enduring the pain of having been opened? What is waiting there that might help you live?

[image: logo] Tell the story of a time when you were slow to listen to a change that was unfolding in your life. In retrospect, describe the signs you were given that change was happening and how not listening impacted you.

[image: logo] Begin to tell the story of your history with yes: your first experience of saying yes and where it led you, your first disappointment with saying yes, your greatest reward for saying yes, and your understanding now of what it means to say yes to life.



KEEPING WHAT IS TRUE BEFORE US
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Faith is not an insurance, but a constant effort, a constant listening to the eternal voice.

—ABRAHAM HESCHEL

EVEN THOUGH IT’S been twenty years since I was spit out from the mouth of the whale of cancer, it’s never very far. Recently, I needed to have blood drawn for my annual physical and kept telling myself that was then, this is now. But in the early morning waiting room, I could feel my breath speed up, higher in my chest, and below any conscious remembering, the many waiting room walls began to appear, dark friends who say they miss me.

Once in the little lab room, a young woman wrote my name on a small vial, asked me to make a fist, and as she poked the needle in my vein, I looked away; swallowing my whole journey, which wants to rise through these little needle pricks any chance it can get.

It was over, for another year. I didn’t realize it but I had been holding my breath, way inside. As I opened the door back into the world, I exhaled from underneath my heart and suddenly began to cry; not heavily but the way our gutters overflow in spring when the ice thaws all at once.

I was surprised. After twenty years, I thought the alarm of all that suffering and almost dying would be knit more quietly in my skin. How come it keeps bursting forth when I least expect it? I’ve been told it’s a form of post-traumatic stress; a problem that can be addressed. As I drove to work, I made a vow to tend to this in the coming year.

The next day I was up early, before dawn, eager for my morning swim. On the way, I stopped at a light. There was no traffic. It began to snow very softly and the voice of the singer in the radio seemed, for an instant, to be falling like the snow on the windshield. It made me start to cry again in that overflowing way.

It’s been a week since the little pinprick in my arm and I keep crying at simple things—the late cloud parting for the moon, the footprint of a small deer, even the fast-food wrapper on the sidewalk. With each small cry, it feels less a release and more like an irrepressible, unfiltered tenderness at being fully here. The more of these moments I experience, the less a problem it seems. For isn’t this what I’ve been after: to be this close to life, to be pricked below the surface of things? Now it seems the damn needle is a gift! Now I wonder: isn’t anything that keeps us this close to life a gift? Now I want to learn the art of puncturing whatever grows in the way in order to feel that moment where everything touches everything else. I’m coming to see that keeping what is true before us reminds us that there was never a better time than now.

This tripping on what pricks us is an age-old process through which we often stumble into moments of being fully alive. Though we often resist being opened this way, there are small pressure points of residual feelings that live in our bodies, small pockets of trauma that hold the sediment of the stories that have shaped us. We carry these residual feelings like emotional time capsules whose small doses of healing are released when we bump into life unexpectedly. It’s natural to recoil from the rupture of these potent feelings but it’s the meaning carried in them over the years that begins to heal us. Understandably, we avoid the sharpness of direct experience. But listening to the depth of feeling that surprises us and to the tears that want to surface is a significant way to tumble into the moment where everything touches everything else. Often, the only way to welcome this is to summon the courage to relax our heart back open after we in surprise and fear constrict.

Indigenous peoples have always had a fundamental understanding of direct experience. Consider the Polynesians, who believe that everything physical—stone, wood, a flower—has a numinous quality; that each thing on Earth emanates an inherent spirit that glows from within it. This is another way to describe the moment where everything touches everything else. We’ve come to call that inherent glow life-force or essence. When fully here, we touch what is before us—life-force to life-force, essence to essence. When asleep or numb or moving too fast, we only touch surface to surface. And without that glow of life-force, that glow of essence, things just get in the way. It seems that the feel of truth and meaning waits below the surface, and it’s the heart of listening that allows the life-force in all things to touch us. It’s our ability to listen that saves us from the sheer fact of things.

What often starts as a moment of unexpected feeling that startles us becomes, if leaned into, a deeper way of knowing. So how do we listen in a way that allows us to be touched by life? It helps to stay devoted to moving below the literal fact of things. For waiting under the surface, like an inner sun, the life-force or heartbeat of the Universe will reveal itself and connect us to the sheer power of what is vital in life—all through the heart and overflow of earnest listening, through a being-with that keeps us alive.

The Tuning of the Inner Person

U Thant (1909–1974) was a gentle seer. Born in Pantanaw, Burma, he became a diplomat and the third secretary-general of the United Nations (1961–1971). The first Asian to serve in this capacity, he was chosen when Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld was killed in a plane crash in September 1961. U Thant defined Spirituality as “the tuning of the inner person with the great mysteries and secrets that are around us.” That tuning is a timeless art. No one can really teach it. And yet this is a helpful way to describe the work of being, which necessitates deep engagement and constant listening. The great Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel suggests that the reward for such inner tuning is a sense of peace, and that by finding and inhabiting our place in the ever-changing Universe, we strengthen the fabric of life itself:

By being what we are . . . by attuning our own yearning to the lonely holiness in this world, we will aid humanity more than by any particular service we may render.

Heschel implies that the world is not complete until fitted with our yearning; that just as the Earth would be barren without trees, plants, vegetables, and flowers, the holiness of the world, waiting just below the surface, will stay barren without the spirited growth of our dreams, creativity, generosity, and love. It seems that the first destiny of being here is to root our being in the world, that the world needs this as much as we need each other.

To Honor

How do we begin then to inhabit our destiny of being here? I believe it starts with reverence and listening, with honoring every bit of life we encounter. So at the deepest level, when I say I honor you, this means that, when I become conscious or aware of you, I make a commitment to keep that truth visible from that moment forward. To honor you means that what I’ve learned about you becomes part of our geography. It means that what has become visible and true will not become invisible again.

To honor myself, then, means that, as I grow, I will not ignore or hide the parts of my soul and humanness that become more present in me and the world. To honor myself means that I make a commitment to keep the truth of who I am visible; that I will not let the truth of my being become invisible again. Or if it does, I will stay devoted to retrieving it.

To honor God means that we vow to keep all that we become aware of in view; that we will not pretend to be ignorant of things we know to be true or holy. And if we forget or get distracted or derailed, we will stay devoted to retrieving the ever-present sense of the sacred.

So at the deepest level, the most essential level, listening entails a constant effort to feel that moment where everything touches everything else; a constant effort to live below the sheer fact of things. This fundamental listening invokes a commitment to keep what is true before us, so we might be touched by the life-force in all things. Such listening opens us to the never-ending art of tuning our inner person to the mysteries that surround us. We do this through the work of honoring what we experience, through the work of keeping what is true visible. All this is the work of reverence.

We will encounter many great listeners along the way, many great workers of reverence. To welcome you on this journey, I offer one great listener, known more for his understanding of gravity than for the deep quality of his ability to honor life: the legendary physicist Sir Isaac Newton. Near the end of his life, Newton declared with joy and humility:

I do not know what I may appear to the world; but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the sea-shore, and diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, while the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.

Let us continue our walk along the sea.

A Reflective Pause

A MEDITATION

[image: logo] Close your eyes, breathe slowly, and imagine the lineage of great listeners throughout time.

[image: logo] Inhale deeply and feel their living presence.

[image: logo] Exhale deeply and feel how such listening connects us all.

[image: logo] Open your eyes and inhale slowly, honoring what you know to be true about your life.

[image: logo] Exhale slowly, honoring what you know to be true about those you love.

[image: logo] Enter your day committed to keeping all you are aware of in view.

JOURNAL QUESTIONS

[image: logo] Tell the story of a moment that surprised you with an unexpected flood of feeling and how this affected you.

[image: logo] Tell the story of one thing you know to be true and your history of keeping that truth in your awareness.

[image: logo] What does living below “the sheer fact of things” mean to you?

TABLE QUESTIONS

To be asked over dinner or coffee with friends and loved ones. Try listening to everyone’s response before discussing:

[image: logo] U Thant’s description of Spirituality as “the tuning of the inner person with the great mysteries and secrets that are around us” gives us an image of the individual in relationship to the whole of life.

[image: logo] Describe your own image for this relationship. Are we each a rung on an infinite ladder? A star in a constellation? A bird in a tree? A root growing in the Earth?

[image: logo] Share and inquire into each other’s images of the person and the whole. Do not argue or compare them, just listen to them all.

[image: logo] Describe one aspect of your inner tuning that seems to be working well and one inner aspect that needs more of your attention.


        
THE GIFT IN RECEIVING

        [image: logo]

        Can you hold the door of your tent wide to the firmament?

        —LAO TZU

        WE USUALLY THINK of
            giving as more important than receiving. Yet only by receiving light can flowers grow
            into their beauty and pollinate the earth. Only by absorbing rain can the earth grow
            what feeds us. Only by inhaling air can our bodies walk us to each other. Only by
            accepting each other’s pain and vulnerability can human strength grow between us.
            In these ways, receiving involves absorbing, inhaling, and accepting the life that flows
            through us, between us, and around us. These are all deeper forms of listening.

        On the surface of things, giving and receiving are about exchanges. I
            need. You give. I feel grateful. You feel good about yourself. I feel indebted. I give
            back. We take turns. But below the surface of things, giving and receiving become
            indistinguishable, and the aim is not to have or move things from one person to another,
            but to keep the gift of life
                flowing. The pulse of being alive moves like blood circulating in the body, and
            giving and receiving, like arteries and veins, are both necessary. For no one organ owns
            the blood. Rather, we are of one body. The gift of life, like blood, must keep flowing,
            if we are to stay alive.

        The difference then between receiving and taking—between taking
            things in and taking things from—is crucial. To be sure, there’s nothing wrong with taking
            something given by another. But when taking tightens into hoarding,
            we stop listening, and the imbalance poisons us and those nearby. We’re always
            capable of both receiving and taking, and so must guard against being one who just takes
            and acquires in favor of developing our capacity to take in
            and transmit the life-force given; to be a conduit rather than a repository.

        The gift in receiving is that, through such openness, we apprehend the
            world. Deep listening is a form of gifted receiving. When Lao Tzu asks in the quote
            above, “Can you hold the door of your tent wide to the firmament?” he is
            challenging us not to define the world by whatever shelter we
            create but to let in the stars, to throw our tent of mind and heart wide open in order
            to receive and listen to the flow of life. Of course, this is not as easy as it sounds,
            but is as essential as light, rain, and air.

        The Hawk, the Kiss, and the Glass of Milk

        I was talking at a community college in the Midwest when the
            conversation turned to the sacred moment when giving and receiving are hard to tell
            apart. A young, pensive man in the back asked if I could recall the first time I
            experienced such a moment. I was amazed at how quickly images and feelings came over
            me.

        The earliest moment was as a boy, maybe nine or ten. I was by myself
            ambling with a stick in the one patch of woods in our neighborhood. It was the only
            place where none of the houses could be seen. As I stepped on a fallen branch, a hawk
            swept before me, wings spread. I gasped, and in that moment the sweep of the
            hawk’s wings and my sudden inhalation and the gust of wind carrying the hawk were
            all one. I didn’t even know what a hawk was. But that night, as I lay in bed, I
            closed my eyes and each time I took a deep breath, I could feel the wind sweep in my
            mouth. With each breath, I could see the hawk open its wings above me. I hadn’t
            thought about it till this young man asked, but I’ve always had a kinship with
            hawks and wind. In the depths of meditating, I have felt that inhaling steadily is
            taking in the wind of all breath, and that breathing slowly is how the heart like a hawk
            glides over all we feel.

        Driving away from my talk at the college, I recalled my first kiss, while walking Chris home from Howard Johnson after our night shift.
            We were both sixteen and covered with dried ice cream. I remember the night air was
            cold. When our lips touched, slowly, tentatively, unsure what to expect, there was the
            soft moment of not knowing who was who; the brief instant when neither of us could hold
            on to who was kissing and who was being kissed.

        But my first discussion of receiving as giving came during my junior year
            in college. My mother’s mother lived alone in a hotel in Miami. We always called
            her Grandma Juicy because she loved orange juice. Grandma wanted me to visit her and
            kindly invited my closest friends. We had no money, but Grandma didn’t hesitate to
            say, “No bother. Come. It’ll all be arranged.” I could tell that our
            visit meant a great deal to her. I knew it would mean a great deal to me. She was
            seventy-seven. I was twenty.

        When I told my parents, they chided me not to freeload, not to take
            advantage of her. I thought about their position but felt in my heart that this was a
            once-in-a-lifetime chance to know Grandma. Though I had nothing material to offer, I
            felt committed to offer what little I had—my presence and my love. My parents and
            I grew heated about it all. It was a significant parting of values.

        So during spring break, my friends Alan, Michael, Jack, and I piled into
            an old Fairlane with a corroded front left fender and bumped and coughed our way to
            Florida. We had no idea how long a state Florida is. In Jacksonville, we called Grandma
            to say we were right around the corner! Eight hours later, near three in the morning, we
            pulled into Miami and parked in front of her small residential hotel. The light was on.
            The doorman was waiting and knew us by name. She appeared in the lobby like a bent-over
            version of the Statue of Liberty. She’d rented a small apartment for us, down the
            hall from her. As we dropped our bags, there on the table was a plate of cookies and
            four glasses of milk.

        During the week, we had our fun on the beach, but also entered
            Grandma’s world. We went shopping with her, two of us on each arm, and she greeted
            her cronies like a matriarch whose sons had returned from a strange and silent war.

        Our last day there, near sunset, she and I walked
            alone along the ocean and she went on and on about her life, her loves and
            disappointments. It was a privilege to hear her aging voice on one side and the ocean on
            the other. I’ll never forget that walk. It seemed as if we were suspended for the
            moment on this sunlit strip of sand; out of time, free of pain and worry. She had the
            most peaceful look on her face and I knew then that I had come all that way to have this
            walk. Grandma not only taught me about generosity and the proper order in which things
            support people, but, for the first time, I was able to give when I had nothing—by
            receiving.

        The Heart of God

        What I learned on that walk along the ocean with Grandma, though it has
            taken almost forty years to articulate, is that there is a sliver of the beginning in
            each of us, and being infinite, it is totally forgiving of the blunders that bury it
            along the way. This sliver of the beginning simply shines in the center of our darkness,
            incubating its strength, waiting as it did before our birth. It can wait years for us to
            hear it, to receive it, to embrace it. It is as patient as time itself. I’ve felt
            it in those moments when giving and receiving become one. I heard the sliver of the
            beginning when I was surprised by the hawk. I received it when I first kissed Chris. And
            I embraced it when Grandma and I opened to each other before the sea. Much of my life
            has been trying to learn from such moments how we receive the truth of everything larger
            than we are. I’m humbled to admit that I haven’t come up with much.
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“If you live the questions, life will move you into the answers.
Mark Nepo offers you a map to explore the sacred in your own being.”
—Deepak Chopra, author of Spiritual Solutions
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