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Light and Shadow

Holiness is a simple idea with radical implications: We’ve 
all got a holy spark in us, even if in oligarchs or angry 

exes it seems encased in concrete, or temporarily hidden 
when we encounter annoying people or long-stalled lines.

Namaste is the classic Hindu hello: “I greet the holy within 
you,” delivered with a small bow towards the spark we’re 
trying to recognize. Acknowledging at the outset that we’re 
each a little pure makes the world feel friendlier; it’s hopeful 
as well as polite. This attitude helps especially in stress-filled 
situations like “having a talk” about something serious, com-
plicated, or emotionally volatile. Ditto for any kind of relating 
where we’re more likely to meet the spark’s opposite: the un-
happy, unconscious, nasty, angry side of your partner, boss, 
friend, coworker, parent, child, nemesis, or random stranger.

We’re all a little bit light. But we’re also murky. I’m using 
“shadow” like a Jungian, not a racist, and, yes, I understand 
the power of language. Jews say yetzer hatov and yetzer hara 
to represent our tendencies towards better (hatov) and worse 
(hara) choices and actions. It’s about direction and impacts, 
not about color.
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I aspire to goodness, but my yetzer hatov isn’t always in 
charge. Being happy often begets kindness. But when we’re 
grumpy, it’s a far bigger stretch. My yetzer hara is persistently 
devious as well as sulky and stubborn. I’m more likely to 
freeze up or hide than to challenge her. When our yetzer 
hara grabs the helm, the world gets less kind. The average 
bully or cheat is destructive in a narrow sphere, but any 
tyrant, polluter, or fanatic can impact humanity badly on a 
large scale. When you feel greedy for more than you need, 
look at why you’re feeling pushy rather than shoving others 
out of your way.

Sadly, no one’s shadow is invisible, benign, or endangered. 
When my besties are unhappy I can see all the ways they 
act out, and their squirming is no prettier than mine when 
I’m cranky or frustrated. Excessive piety, often wrapped in 
self-righteousness arrogance, is a traditional trick to hide one’s 
yetzer hara. Easily spotted and hard to be around. Our least 
charming parts are especially vivid when we’re judging oth-
ers and telling them what to do or stop doing. That’s doubly 
true when we’re caught doing what we’ve criticized, though 
most of us take glee in seeing a nemesis’ hypocrisy exposed.

When nothing in your life feels nourishing, it’s harder to 
be nice to people, be they folks you like or those whose very 
existence pisses you off. Even when we aim for the proverbial 
light, our yetzer hara comes along for the ride. Unlike kind-
ness’ afterglow, your yetzer hara can make you snippy, snarly, 
and selfish. On any given day it may seem dormant, but it’s 
as hungry as a shark, and very alive beneath the surface in 
most of us, easily trigged by big jolts or even seemingly small 
ones. The happier we get, the more quiescent it becomes, a 
win-win for us and all those with whom we interact.
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Within a family, a yetzer hara that’s perpetually nasty 
or abusive can damage others in ways that are hard to 
bounce back from. Living in that kind of unhappy context 
has complex implications, including training us to endure 
long periods of unhappiness. That can lead to the lands of 
repeated bad choices, which we use to endure and suppress 
our pain. Each bad path has its own long-lasting impacts. 
And then, because we’re not totally unconscious, we feel 
doubly ashamed. We feel badly that we couldn’t turn away 
the negativity that came towards us; and we feel badly that 
we’re not taking better care of ourselves.

There really is bad energy in the world; it’s not just in fairy 
tales or crime dramas. Sometimes evil intent is aimed at you, 
and other times it’s just greedy to snare an unwary being. 
One night I Googled something that ended up terrifying me. 
The posting that got me curious should have been a warning. 
But I wasn’t paying close enough attention: a good reminder 
about doing my blessings and prayers. After lots of muttering 
and lost sleep, I said, “Go away and don’t come back!” Those 
unsought visitors did give me perspective, showing me that 
the darkest corners of my psyche are just a faintly dappled 
gray. I’m pretty that sure yours are too.

We’re mostly holier than we fear. Lady Macbeth tried 
scrubbing murder off her hands. I’m betting your misdeeds 
or fantasies are far milder and less destructive. Truth is, our 
bad ain’t really so bad. But even though I’d wish my bad urges 
gone, we’re a package deal and we need to understand both 
our better and baser instincts.

Even on days we don’t walk around feeling particu-
larly holy, our yetzer hatov can show up. We help a friend, 
make a donation, volunteer time, or do some other good 
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deed. Sometimes we get to play the hero, our yetzer hatov 
sustaining both us and those we love. But our subliminal 
ledger doesn’t always register these acts of goodness. Far 
more often we’re swimming emotionally upstream, fighting 
the tough feelings rooted in our yetzer hara that sap our en-
ergy and mood. What’s in that toxic brew? A self-diminish-
ing and often self-defeating mix of low self-esteem and low 
self-worth, plus pain, shame, guilt, and fear. Also the very 
wrong belief that we do not deserve to be happy. Talk about 
a recipe for sadness.

Where do these negative ideas come from? Usually from 
our childhood, be it from family of origin or another source. 
Bad stories we’re told when young get in deep and have 
claws: a vicious pattern that’s often reinforced as we grow. 
Each failure reinforces the last; our yetzer hara begins to 
organize how we see the world, ourselves in it, and how we 
respond to it. Eventually, with love, help, courage, luck, and 
sheer willingness to change our story, we can interrupt the 
cycle. But until then, our emotional baggage can become 
internalized so deeply that our own worst enemy might 
be living inside us.

Every family is organized around some story. In mine 
it was my mother’s. She was nine in Germany when Hitler 
came to power. Powerful negative messages about Jews were 
broadly disseminated and reinforced by diminished civil 
rights, public shaming, and violence. There was no Jewish 
Lives Matter movement in 1930s Germany. As gifted as she 
might have been in a normal world, she lived her life tenta-
tively, afraid to let her inner light show, lest it be hurt again by 
the yetzer haras of the world. Among the messages I learned 
growing up in a Holocaust family: The world isn’t always safe.
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In other families the story may be organized around al-
coholism, sexual abuse, or violence, often shouted, beaten, 
and raped into the young and vulnerable. Some of the finest 
people I know were assaulted as children in ways that stagger 
the soul. For too long their inner light was dimmed by the 
evil acts of their perpetrators. Their insight, sensitivity, and 
willingness to confront abuse is a standard I wish no one ever 
needed to repeat. I don’t think I have their courage. But it’s 
a rare person who hasn’t internalized guilt and shame that 
somehow we allowed bad things to be done to us, at any age, 
be those attacks passive aggressive, verbal, or worse.

Those tough feelings feed our yetzer hara. And no matter 
how wrong or ugly, messages about our low value get in. We 
sometimes believe we don’t deserve a good life as much as 
other people do. A healthy, albeit long overdue, response 
surged in 2017 with the #metoo movement. But all the years 
spent holding ourselves back, settling for less than we de-
serve, is part of how the yetzer hara can diminish lives.

Then there’s acting out. Instead of hiding, we make our-
selves the center of drama. Sometimes we act out because 
we’re cranky, bored, frustrated, angry, have low blood sugar, 
or are just being a jerk. But there’s usually an underlying trig-
ger. Our biggest off-track episodes can become life markers 
and stories, the kind of detours you keep secret, whisper 
about in the dark, or confess after a few too many. They’re 
often dramas: making a noisy scene, having an affair, being 
wildly irresponsible with money, or even picking fights with 
the very people we rely on for emotional sustenance. You 
can count on apologies to be made when they’re over, and 
hope the ones who love you are willing to forgive, and that 
their yetzer hatov is in charge when you need it to be. Your 
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yetzer hara doesn’t have much of a conscience. Your yetzer 
hatov should be kind to everyone.

At age seven, after losing a battle of wills with my first 
grade teacher, I stole candy from the local drug store, to 
the mortal chagrin of my mother. A decade later I acted 
out foolishly after what we’d now call date rape. Was I 
being evil? No. Was my yetzer hara running the show? 
Unequivocally. Did I feel guilty and ashamed? Absolutely. 
And did those feelings haunt and hobble me? Sadly yes, 
and for too long.

So how to get to higher consciousness instead of the land 
of rueful hindsight? Good optics in real time might help: 
spotting triggers before they start a chain reaction. But when 
we stub our emotional toes, our yetzer hara wants to feed on 
wine and chips, not on calm awareness. My balm is food. You 
have your own forms of self-soothing. But I suspect we share 
that moment of recognition after we’ve acted unconsciously, 
when we’re holding a too-quickly-devoured bag of treats or 
hear the empty bottle clink into the recycling. That’s when 
we wonder how we got there so quickly one more time, de-
spite all our promises and hopes to do better.

An important skill in becoming our healed selves is re-
membering to choose the pause button in those moments, 
as in those moments before we act out. But learning to do 
that means being willing to wrestle with the old scarring 
and stories, not ignoring them or papering them over with 
immediate gratification, whatever your flavor of choice. To 
be very clear: just wishing away the causes and habits of 
unhappiness doesn’t do squat. While I wish I could spare 
you, there’s no jumping past process if you want change to 
stick. Sorry.
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Maybe you can do this or on your own, or maybe you 
need trained support. But part of our being-here homework 
is noticing what tilts us one direction or the other, how we 
feel when we move that way, and how we feel after. Because 
each time you move away from your truest What do you re-
ally want? answer, it’s like shoving your compass in a pocket 
and going off wherever the eff you please, without thinking 
about consequences or if you’ll have any idea where the hell 
you are when your fit of pique is over. Eventually most of 
us turn ourselves around and remember what direction we 
were headed. But it can take a while, with lots of missteps 
and wasted time along the way.

Once you’ve taken steps back towards your real journey, 
make some time to see what triggered that particular bout 
of lust, greed, anger, or gluttony. What was I running from? 
is a good question to ask, because what you want to move 
towards is only half the story. Ask those hurt parts of you 
what they want or need, or if they’re covering up yet some-
thing else that requires your emotional attention. It’s all part 
of packing, and unpacking, your bags, for the journey ahead.

One note: Please, please, please distinguish between the 
stories that came at you, and the stories that you can and 
should make for yourself. Especially when you are feeling 
low, tell yourself the good stories: your sensitivity, your de-
sire to heal, and your willingness to make the world a better 
place for yourself and others. Because those stories matter 
much more than the hard ones. We may never completely 
lose our old hurts. We can’t negate the tough experiences 
of younger us’s, but we can forgive ourselves for believing 
bad stories about us that were never true. We can treat our-
selves better, and remind ourselves regularly that we are 
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loved, valued, and on the road to happiness. And that we 
deserve to be.

Generally we think it’s good to quell our less noble urges 
and encourage our better nature. But before you shove your 
yetzer hara under the rug, think about trying to walk around 
the lumpy middle. Avoidance and denial are short-run tac-
tics, not healthy life strategies. Your shadow is here for a 
reason. Not so much to terrify or invalidate you, but to help 
you see what you’re afraid of and to teach you how to tame 
that fear. Your homework is to face it, unpack it, and move 
forward lighter and freer. Yes, that sounds hard, but like 
water shriveling up the Wicked Witch of the West, once you 
apply light and love to the old, unhealthy stories, it’s amazing 
how quickly your perspective will shift.

After you see what you’ve uncovered by this work, you’ll see 
it mirrored all around: by a scene in a book or movie, friends 
you learn have a similar history, or seemingly random conver-
sations landing on that topic. Synchronicity is your friend, so 
listen up. Pay attention not only to other people’s experiences 
but to how they lived through and resolved them. Their stories 
may not fit you perfectly, but they’ll shine a light that’s worth 
looking at and offer another mirror for your process.

You need to be able to say, Yeah, that’s me, and to name 
and claim it, whatever it your particular history is made of. 
Perhaps not on a first date or at a job interview, but clearly 
enough to remind yourself that we’re all very much works in 
progress. Amazingly you may come to embrace your yetzer 
hara as a teacher. Perhaps not a kindly Yoda or Dumbledore 
mentor, but a deep teacher nonetheless.

Keep remembering that we’re all powered by an inner 
light, connected by the Big Bang on the atomic level of 
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stardust. That light is alive within you even when you’re at 
your crankiest worst. It can suffuse you with peace, if you 
let it. You can never lose your holy spark, even if you stop 
listening to it for big chunks of time. It’s the best of who you 
really are.

Don’t reject your yetzer hara as worthless or bad. There 
was a great Facebook post that said, “Marvel at your life: at 
the grief that softened you, the heartache that wisen-ed you, 
and the suffering that strengthened you. Despite everything 
you still grow. Be proud of this.”
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What if you treated your shadow the same way? What 
could it teach you? What lessons do you think it has 
taught you already?

Remember times in your life — from childhood to last 
week — when you tilted far off course. Write them 
down, and let the list grow, as it will, over the next 
few days. That may be hard, but it feeds your healing, 
and that’s why we’re here. I promise they will hurt less 
and less as you do this work.

When you acted out, what were you really hungry 
for? What did you learn? Do you think you’d do things 
differently now?

What about your inner light? Do you remember to give 
yourself credit for your best parts on a regular basis, 
or do you only think about your flaws and failings? 

Can you make space in your life to appreciate the good 
that you do and know that other people see it and 
value you?

Can you use a word or symbol to use as a mantra or 
trigger to remind yourself of your inner light? Choose 
one, or ask that the right prompt will appear. Then 
pay attention.
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Vocabulary Lessons

My father lived on three continents and spoke six lan-
guages. I’ve studied five, but English is the only one 

in which I can communicate nuance or depth. In college, 
vocabulary lessons involved a night-owl roommate, who long 
before her midnight snack, would pry Russian 101 from my 
sleepy grasp and turn off the light. Words you learn through 
force-feeding rarely stick.

Some are universal, like your first “Maaaa.” Two-year 
olds everywhere seem hardwired for “No!,” whether it’s in 
English or Urdu. And while I can’t say “ice cream” in more 
than a few, I recognize the first-lick smile in every language. 
Some words are regional. I’m from Philly, so despite proper 
parenting epithets are intrinsic to my speech. (My favorite 
Philly joke: Q: How do you say the alphabet in Philly? A: 
Effing A, Effing B, Effing C … )

With age we learn words of connection, comfort, under-
standing, and caring. Also words of sorrow, judgment, guilt, 
and regret. Words can set memories throbbing, move us to 
laughter or tears, or evoke deep feelings. Words shorten the 
distance between people, though context matters greatly. 
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We’ve all had our heart shredded when love was left unspo-
ken and like used instead.

I talk and write in contractions, use vernacular and slang, 
and lapse into cursing when I am frustrated or angry. I’m 
becoming shamefully lazy using emojis. But I admire the 
elegance of language the way I do the instructive beauty of 
mathematical symbols. Words can put us on our knees with 
simple truths and elegant pairings.

Some words become as natural as hand waving. One for 
me is grok, from Stranger In a Strange Land. Grok is about 
understanding something completely in the I hear you, I feel 
you, I know into the marrow of my bones sense. You either grok 
me or you don’t. I love the ones I grok; I grok the ones I love.

When I share stories, the room fills with imaginary 
landscapes. I wave one way for a Yes, please outcome, while 
pointing off yonder can mean a very different world. We 
and our besties can know hard truths without words; the 
heart fills in what we sometimes cannot speak. Even with 
a Vulcan mind meld, words are only data. Feeling is what 
makes you grok it.

We’re about to set out on a cosmic road trip. The three 
Hebrew words below are direct links to a special kind of 
knowing. Like one of Jack’s magic beans they can catapult 
you into a different realm where you have access to much 
deeper knowing. Give them a quiet place and some breaths 
between them. Let them guide you as we shift into the tran-
sitions we have come together to face.

Hamakom

Hamakom is the place where time stops. Where you realize 
it already did and you can’t remember when or how long 
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you’ve felt this way. It translates to “the place.” Hamakom is 
when all is still and all is well and all is right with the world. 
To paraphrase Walter White, you’re not just in the zone, 
you are the zone.

For creatives, hamakom is when your hands can’t move 
fast enough, and art comes in and through you. Athletes, 
monks, and gamblers all have their zones. It’s the land of no 
questions or answers: pure being. In hamakom you don’t 
thrash around. The world just is. You’re not responsible for 
how things turn out or even trying to aim or shape them. 
You’re just you at your best, in time-bending simplicity.

You can invite hamakom or try to conjure it. Most folks 
use meditation, prayer, or ritual, but no matter how you 
get there, in hamakom you’re fully present. No struggle or 
contradiction. You have vision and a calm sense of supreme 
clarity. Sit with that for a moment and revel in the beautiful 
simplicity.

Hineini

Hineini means “I am here.” As in, “I am present and ac-
counted for.” But also, “I’ve fully shown up. I’m paying 
attention. I’m ready.”

You say hineini when you make a big commitment. When 
you say yes to a new school, job, or city, let alone a wedding “I 
do.” Hineini is a Bible word, used in the sacrifice of Isaac story. 
Moses says hineini at the burning bush when he agrees to free 
his people from slavery. Hineini should be the first big step on 
any journey. When you say hineini, you’re not thinking about 
the past or future. There’s no equivocation. You’re fully ready 
and willing to say, “Yes, I’m here,” and then move in whatever 
direction is required, even if it sounds utterly terrifying.
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Where Hamakom is receptive, Hineini is active. You’re a 
unique you, not merged with all there is. In Star Trek, hineini 
would be after beaming down and the atoms of self have re-
aligned in the landing zone. Hineini implies complete trust 
and surrender to what the universe has in store for you. That’s 
how deep hineini goes. It’s been brewing in your soul for life-
times. It’s when you decide you’re ready to fully show up: 
to change from what you’ve known or been into your next, 
presumably better, you.

Hineini is: I am here. Amidst the chaos, mystery, and beauty 
of this world, I am here. I accept what is being asked of me. I 
am ready. I say Yes.

Hineini is the Yes you are preparing to say.

kavanaH

Kavanah means intention. It’s the kind of commitment you 
make in the marrow of your bones. It implies an oath or vow, 
one that might change later after long and serious reconsider-
ation, but not just because big or unforeseen obstacles appear 
on your path. It’s about choosing a direction for your heart.

A kavanah is a serious decision made in a serious way, 
after lots of preparation, even if from the outside that getting 
ready might look like lots of pacing, hemming and hawing, 
and trying every other possible option first and perhaps 
repeatedly.

Decades ago I lived in a Los Angeles canyon. In my impa-
tience to pass a tourist bus and get home, I stomped on the 
gas pedal so hard I popped the accelerator spring. I heard a 
giant roar as my car zoomed to maximum RPMs. It took all 
my energy to steer the narrow, winding, road, until by reflex 
I turned hard down my street, an even narrower path down 
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the canyon wall. Hurtling downhill I tried every button and 
dial within reach (“Everything but the key … ,” as my kindly 
rescuer pointed out later). Before crashing into a fence (in-
stead of sailing to the canyon floor), I made a deep kavanah: 
I promised to do whatever I had come into this life to do. To 
say Yes, hineini when the moment came.

When you start any big process it’s wise to set a kavanah. 
A kavanah is more than a material goal. It implies acceptance 
of an unknown path and an unknown outcome. You can 
ask for what you want, but it may come in a form that’s not 
as you imagined. It may require unanticipated sacrifices or 
extra doses of courage, or come with big unintended conse-
quences. One does not make a kavanah lightly.

There are times I think that’s all there is. Just completely 
grokking those three words. Finding the space where you can 
be all at once: fully present, fully committed, fully at peace. 
In the you-niverse I want to live in, you can have all three. 
It’s not easy, and like other spiritual arts, requires seemingly 
infinite practice and patience. But at the end of the day, that’s 
what this journey is about. It’s about showing up, hearing the 
softest inner voice talking to the tenderest place in you, and 
making a commitment to change. If this book could take you 
anywhere, that’s where I’d have it lead.
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For each question below write the first seven things that 
you think of. No need for syntax or grammar. Just grab 
whatever mish-mosh comes knocking. (Three or five is 
fine, by the way.)

Hamakom: What’s your zone? How do you get there? 
Do you have special practices when you are in the zone? 
What’s different after?

Hineini: How and when do you really show up? Is it 
for others? For yourself?

Kavanah: What in your life do you very deeply wish to 
change? Are you ready to set your intention?

Extra credit: Ask to find the exquisite balance between 
intentionality and receptivity. Bookmark that feeling 
whenever it happens, because that’s your new home 
base. Take all the time you need.



221 

Home Base

I appreciate home with or without other folks around. 
Company’s fun but so is peace and quiet. A friend and I 

were discussing this recently. She told me about selling her 
vintage camper, remodeled with splashy good taste. She took 
the first okay offer, “Because I got tired of having to be nice 
when people knocked at the door.”

I’m not suggesting the world’s not filled with fascinating 
folk. I’m always eager to meet them. I’ve been delighted 
to the core by newer friends who’ve shown up later in life, 
surprising me with how valuable a place they’ve claimed in 
my world and my heart. Later friendships have a depth that 
shows up more gently, without the fanfare of youth. Lots can 
be learned kicking back in adjoining chaises, watching cloud 
pictures in tandem or sitting by a winter fire with a mug of 
cocoa or tea, as much sitting as talking, letting your rhythms 
melt together as you knit your bonds.

If you’re more of a recluse, you get to winnow the com-
pany. Trim the guest list of those you hang with and those 
you listen to. Choose only to be with the ones you truly value. 
One of my favorite quotes is from actress Jeanne Moreau, 
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interviewed on Fresh Air: “I treasure my solitude because I 
have the freedom to decide with whom to share it.”

One year at the holidays I got into a long discussion with 
a survivor of childhood sexual abuse. We talked about all the 
reasons people didn’t feel safe in the world, at home, even 
in their own skin. About the same time I heard a radio story 
about a security expert; he distinguished between being safe 
and feeling safe. He pointed out that while we might in fact 
be safe, if we don’t feel safe, we’re not.

Part of the journey to self-knowing may mean going ex-
actly where you don’t feel safe, even where you may feel 
afraid. For some folks that might mean skydiving or saying 
yes to some challenge you fear you’re not ready to tackle. 
For those who’ve experienced serious traumas, it can mean 
braving memories and flashbacks as you try to unpack how 
they have hurt you. You need to believe you can go there 
emotionally and come home safe and healed. For serious 
traumas like sexual abuse, the healing may require trained 
help; it certainly requires the love and ears of trusted friends 
or folks who’ve had similar histories. If you make this part 
of the journey, the you who you become will be stronger 
than the earlier you, who is herself braver than the you who 
was afraid to look in that direction, let alone to take the first 
step. Never discount how serious an undertaking it can be 
or how necessary a part of your healing doing this work can 
be, especially if you do not feel safe.

It is only by confronting fear that we shed the layers of 
armoring and self-protection in which we cocoon ourselves. 
The layers we are peeling off have served us well and long 
for a reason. In the past we needed them. Now we are de-
veloping a different form of safety, one that derives from 
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our inner strength, not outer barriers, be they emotional 
or physical.

At the edge of autumn, long sleeves feel natural in the 
breeze. Not in the sun of course, when one can feel prema-
turely overdressed. But those rare hot moments are a deep 
inhalation, taking in what’s left of what went by so fast — too 
fast for those in northern climes, though perhaps those in 
warmer regions long for cooling rains. After we move in-
side, we see nature through windows. We brave whatever 
elements prevail when we’re in the world, which feels less 
welcoming, more of a challenge. In winter we look at nature 
more than we’re in it.

A favorite photograph of my father and his twin brother, 
aged mid-60s, shows them taking a siesta together in the yard 
on a chilly November afternoon: both in woolen overcoats, 
hats, scarves, and two blankets each, tucked toes to chin. 
They’d been refugees and immigrants, but they always had 
each other and a twin-like security most of us lack.

I recall sitting with my dad when my mother was dying, 
talking quietly in the long hours of waiting. I asked him, 
“When you think about your life, what do you see?” His an-
swer became my baseline for a peaceful life, whatever the 
struggles of the moment: “I never went hungry. I always slept 
in a bed. I never had to hold a gun.” There’s a place to set the 
bar. If we all had even that.

My politics are lefty liberal. So I tend to blame greed and 
inequity for many social ills. But imagine if everyone — not just 
folks you know and folks they know, even going a dozen rings 
out — had a safe place to sleep, wasn’t hungry, had good work, 
was a good citizen, and had leisure time to do whatever they 
wanted? Can you imagine what the planet could become?
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I heard recently about detection of an interstellar sound 
wave, possibly from “a higher order intelligence.” The defi-
nition had something to do with harnessing the power of a 
distant sun for space travel. Not a guarantee of future visi-
tors, but enough of a sparkle to be worth thinking about. In 
a Star Trek episode, we’d be the planet they landed on, not 
the Enterprise crew. Assume folks (or very not-folks-looking 
beings, as in the movie Arrival) with brain power a hundred 
or thousand times greater than ours. To them we’d look like 
tribes of squabbling children, overdue for the time-out cor-
ner or possibly worse.

But what if all the things that keep us separated, by re-
ligions, countries, and socio-economics, were gone? What 
if we all started with enough? What might we become and 
learn?

The other day I had a new sofa delivered. The driver, 
Luis, asked me about a framed picture of Anne Frank I keep 
on a wall. I told him her story, all new to him. He told me 
how his parents came to America, and that he would tell 
his daughter about Anne Frank, because she could read the 
famous diary as a break from her dental studies. I reflected 
what a wonderful American moment it was: two children of 
immigrants sharing their origin stories.

I think Buddhists get lots of stuff right, and a key thought 
is this: dualism is bad for the soul. In the worlds of us vs. 
them, blue states and red, bickering races, nations, and reli-
gions, the world gets harsh much too quickly and stays there 
much too angrily. What if we were all part of us? And how 
the @#$%& do we get there?

In this journey you have so many choices. Like the eternal 
battle between your yetzer hatov and yetzer hara, your better 
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and worse aspects, there are lots of pushes and pulls. Your 
inner light and your unconsciousness run in shifts, deciding 
where to go based on how safe or needy you feel in any given 
situation. Each thinks the direction they’ve chosen is right 
and that any other option is wrong. When you want the world 
just for you and the ones you pick, you’re starting down a 
regressive road, not moving forward. We talk about God as 
oneness, sufficiency, safety, and love. Rabbi David Cooper 
wisely calls God “a verb.” We need to make more doorways 
to peace; my vote is through awe and gratitude. Jews debate 
whether “awe” connotes fear, or whether it’s the vulnerabil-
ity and openness that comes from recognizing energies far 
greater than our own. I’m rooting for wonder. Haven’t we 
all had enough fear? Dues paid. Move on. Enough with the 
fighting and otherness. Enough with needing to feel bigger 
because you’ve made someone else feel small.

What if we could transcend winners and losers? What if 
we didn’t look at life like a zero-sum game where you feared 
my happiness comes at a cost to you? It doesn’t and it never 
did. I wish you much more happiness and much less fear and 
anger. But how do we achieve and share this consciousness 
without needing a common enemy?

I think it starts with two old men lying out in the cold, 
unafraid of the elements and secure in their lives, trusting in 
the simplest way. No mantra or mudra or special prayer. Just 
taking a nap in the fading autumn sun and assuming they’ll 
wake up safe.

Next time you’re tempted to speak in frustration or anger, 
hit the pause button. Instead of fighting, take a nap or a short 
meditation and let everything settle down. When you rise, 
you will have replenished your energy. You’ll be calmer, 



226 The Messy Joys of Being Human

steadier, and more grounded, connected in deeper and softer 
measure to that intangible source that is spirit.

As you become more integrated, and go out into the 
world letting more and more of your true self shine through, 
you’ll respond differently than in your past, both to familiar 
circumstances and to new ones. I hope you feel safe being 
you, and that your new skill sets include both curiosity and a 
willingness to engage with people without needing to armor 
up. I hope you will be able to transmute any negative energy 
that comes towards you. To turn it into light. Have it pass 
through you and not get stuck. Then you’ll be able to write 
your new story and make it happier and safer, to inhale more 
deeply, and share yourself with the folks who need your 
unique wisdom.
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Take a few moments to remember the stories you used 
to describe yourself at the start and middle of this jour-
ney. Then pick one that you knew so well you could 
tell it in your sleep to people you just met, and that old 
friends could lip-synch word for word.

What’s shifted? How do you feel about the changes?

As you go forward, choose which stories you embrace 
and share. You have earned that authority.

Let go of the ones that no longer serve you. And take 
pleasure in writing your new history and future.
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Come Full Circle/Benediction

We made the trek. At times the journey wasn’t as hard 
as we had feared. Other times it was worse. But the 

edges of pain will dull with time, and the sweetness of victory 
will remain. The messy places we used to despair about, we 
no longer fear. We invite them to visit, make them comfy, 
and laugh about old times. Enjoy a glass or two; toast how 
we have become new. Then sleep the sleep of the righteous 
because it’s mostly, mostly true.

We’re lighter and happier in our souls than were at the 
start. I hope that’s true for you.

When I’m making real progress, things happen easily and 
simply. There’s no resistance. Just energy and a quickening 
sense that I’m on track. I hope you feel that more often than 
you did. Remember to say thanks when you do.

I hope you’re happier and kinder. That your troubles 
are few and your curiosity great. And that part of your life 
is for the sheer joy of living, however you experience that, 
whether it’s art or sport or sitting in your garden, talking to 
whomever you wish and dreaming in whatever your heart 
language has become.
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I hope the heavy places feel lighter and clearer. That your 
ability to forgive is swifter and softer.

I hope your path is easy. And that the next time you begin 
this journey, for there will be so many more chances, that it 
is simpler. That the answers you need come faster and more 
clearly.

There’s a ceremony in Judaism called The Priestly 
Blessing. I offer the spirit, not the letter, of the prayer:

May you be held in the center of all that is eternal.
May you be filled with light and feel blessed.
May you always find peace.

Whatever makes you feel that way, go do lots more of it, 
for as long as it does. Then find another and another after 
that. Be sure-footed and safe on your journey. Be joyous, and 
filled with awe and wonder.

Then please share all that with all the rest of us.
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