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Foreword


If you want to find a fish, look in the ocean.
If you want to find yourself, look in your mind.



I first met Tsoknyi Rinpoche in 1997 in Litchfield, Connecticut. It was my first dzogchen retreat and I was quite excited and more than a little nervous. But there was nothing really to worry about. Rinpoche was such a fine and true teacher that he quickly put us all at ease with his wit, humor, and utter naturalness; at the same time challenging us over and over again to discover, and then rest in, the open truth of our natural essence, our original beingness. I’ve considered him a trusted teacher and cherished friend ever since. He’s just one of those people you look forward to seeing and being with, whom one remembers with a smile and a laugh. It’s always meaningful. Having studied under some of the giants of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, most of whom sadly are now gone, Rinpoche is a powerful and eloquent link between the great yogi practitioners of old Tibet and our bewildering twenty-first century. He’s completely comfortable in both. And he makes us comfortable, too.

Rinpoche has worked very hard to understand the peculiarities of the human mind so that he might more effectively help us break through our self-imposed limitations and seriousness. Lasting love, wisdom, and bliss are possible. But we can get pretty stuck in ourselves and our ideas.

Essence love is wide open and without bias. It’s the freedom in a child’s wild laughter, the soft warmth of well-being when we are happy for no particular reason. It is defined by Rinpoche as “unconditional kindness, gentleness, and affection born of openness and intelligence that can be nurtured into a bright, burning flame that warms the whole world.” It’s the joyous loving embrace of life itself—with all its craziness.

We can find it in ourselves because that’s who we are. It is our birthright as human beings. Just as we have two eyes and two arms, we are this basic love. It can be covered over and confused such that we cannot recognize it or feel it. So we spend our lives chasing after it in relationships, money, power, things, and ideas—as if our inner loss can be found outside of ourselves. And maybe it can be momentarily. But eventually it just makes us feel hollow, exhausted, afraid, and angry. Somewhere in our hearts we recognize this, and in our most naked moments, we sense the emptiness and sadness that lies under the surface of our busy lives. Yet we yearn for so much more and sense deep down that true happiness is attainable.

This book dares us to find what we have temporarily lost and to begin a path of reconnection to our deepest nature, which is joyous, open, and free of all conditions and conditioning, like a cloudless and radiant sky. Recognizing our nature allows the warmth of compassion and love to naturally express themselves in everything we do. This path is not esoteric nor does it require some special ability. It is practical, logical, and clear. It is simply who we are. At root we all vibrate with love. We are love that has no limit and that can shine through every moment, whether we are happy or sad.

We may have met someone like this—some see this in the Dalai Lama or Mother Teresa, or maybe in our own mother or father. They make us instinctively smile and feel a warmth that is uncontrived, natural. Why? Because they shine with a kind of selfless love and compassion that we recognize as our own true identity. This book can help us find that initial spark that will grow into a roaring fire. It’s up to us.

—RICHARD GERE


A Note About Tibetan Words

Sprinkled throughout this book are some Tibetan terms that I’ve taken the liberty to transliterate in ways that don’t necessarily conform to conventional, scholarly methods; a choice that will probably horrify many people who have devoted a great deal of time and effort into translating a language that is ripe with symbolic meanings. Many of the words used in classical and common Tibetan are loaded with silent consonants at the beginning and end of words, which sometimes affect pronunciation and sometimes do not.

Like many Asian languages, Tibetan has a tonal component. There are slight variations between many consonants and consonant combinations that strike fear into the hearts of many of the extraordinary people who serve as translators for Tibetan teachers. I’ve heard of a couple of instances in which a translator was asked to translate the Tibetan word for “ice,” which, with one slight misstep in intonation, is the Tibetan word for “shit.”

The teachers laugh their robes off at such uncomfortable challenges. Their laughter is not a form of cruelty but rather a gift, an opportunity to recognize and reconcile ourselves with the possibility that, however learned or successful we may be, we all make mistakes. Once we recognize them, we can learn from them and grow from them.

Many people have asked, after the publication of two books on which I had the honor of working with Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, if I was the translator. Sadly, I had to disabuse them of that notion. My knowledge of the Tibetan language is limited to some ritual prayers and a few useful phrases, such as “I don’t eat meat,” “Is so-and-so here?,” and “Where is the bathroom?” (or sometimes “Is there a bathroom?”). Buddha help me if I messed up the syntax or mispronounced, ever so slightly, a single word. It can be rather embarrassing to say “I don’t eat a bathroom.”

But Tsoknyi Rinpoche and the people who assist him in carrying out the tremendous responsibilities thrust upon him, at an age when many of us were concerned with sneaking cigarettes or alcohol off school grounds, have been very kind. They’ve taken great pains to assist me in understanding the subtleties of the Tibetan language and the wisdom expressed therein, which, in turn, expresses an understanding of the human condition and the possibilities of emotional evolution that is extremely precise and refined.

Of course, Buddhists have a bit of an advantage over some other people, inasmuch as they’ve been studying the actions of human beings and the impact of their decisions for more than two thousand years.

It has been an incredible honor to work with Tsoknyi Rinpoche, one of the kindest, most compassionate human beings I have ever had the privilege to meet. He’s been straightforward in admitting his own mistakes, and has literally guided me with a hand on my arm through some of the understandings and processes described in the following pages. I hope that at least some of his extraordinary candor, warmth, humor, and humanity shine through in the following pages.

—ERIC SWANSON


ONE

The Bridge

A few years ago, I visited a pair of giant skyscrapers connected by a bridge made of thick, transparent glass. I could see right through the floor to the city streets hundreds of feet below. As I took a first step onto the bridge, my muscles froze. My heart started racing and I began to sweat. I was gripped by overwhelming terror.

“This bridge can’t hold me up,” I thought. “If I try to walk across it, I’ll fall right through and die.”

Paralyzing fear is not, perhaps, the response one might expect from a guy who was raised and trained in the tradition of Tibetan Buddhism and teaches and counsels people around the world.

I can’t say much about other teachers’ experiences. I can only say that I’m just as likely as anyone else to stumble upon conditions that frighten, confuse, sadden, or otherwise trouble me. I’m exposed to just about any situation that any other person might experience. Yet among the many lessons I’ve learned from my own teachers, my students, my family, and my friends, I’ve come to welcome such conditions as a means of understanding that simply being alive is a marvel. People around the globe have experienced severe hardships due to war, natural disasters, financial catastrophes, and political disputes, among other things. Such trials aren’t new or specific to the era in which we live. Throughout recorded history, people have faced many of the same sorts of challenges.

Yet the courage people have shown in the face of pain is a moving example of the complex wonder of being alive. So many people have lost their homes, their children, other family members, and friends. But even in their grief and pain, they express a willingness to go on, to recover or rebuild what they can—to live, not just despairingly, day to day, but with a sense that whatever effort they expend will benefit future generations.

WAKING UP

Learning to live with such courage presents us with the opportunity to see the nature of the challenges we face, the nature of ourselves, and the nature of reality in a radically different light—a process that the Buddha and the masters who followed in his footsteps likened to awakening from a dream, in which we experience things that are not quite true but that appear and feel true.

I’m sure you’ve had such experiences in your own life. Many people have told me of dreams in which they are chased by monsters, returned to homes that have many hidden rooms, or have engaged in odd situations with people familiar to them. When the alarm clock goes off, when children awaken from their own dreams and look to their parents for comfort and reassurance, when household animals bark, meow, or nuzzle to be fed, the dreamers are snapped awake to a somewhat different reality.

This sort of awakening may be abrupt and perhaps a bit disturbing. Thoughts, images, and feelings may linger for a while, like cobwebs waving in a breeze. If the dream was particularly intense, the cobwebs may linger longer, maybe haunting us throughout the day. We try to shake them off, and may eventually succeed in doing so.

SPINNING WHEELS

But even if we manage to do that, we end up trapped in another dream: the dream of conventional or everyday reality, in which we experience any number of fears and vulnerabilities that appear and feel quite solid and true, but which, upon closer examination, are neither as solid nor as true as we assume. This “waking dream” (of which ordinary dreams are also a part) is known in Sanskrit as samsara and in Tibetan as khorlo. Both terms may be understood as spinning around on a wheel that keeps turning and turning in the same direction.

Samsara is often compared to a potter’s wheel. A potter throws clay on a wheel and shapes it using his or her hands and a great deal of talent while typically continuing to spin the wheel in the same direction.

Likewise, during the course of our own lives, many of us experience a sense of motion, a sense of making something or of making something happen. Unfortunately, as it turns out, what we end up doing is recycling the same old mental and emotional habits in different forms, using the same old technique of using whatever means are available to us to continue turning our mental and emotional potter’s wheel. We keep thinking or feeling that “This time, the result is going to be different.”

However quickly we spin, however skillfully we use our resources to create something beautiful or lasting, we’re bound to experience a bit of disappointment. Our creations chip or break. Relationships fall apart. Jobs and homes are lost.

Recently I heard a quote by the great psychologist Carl Jung: “The whole world wants peace and the whole world prepares for war.” In other words, what we wish for differs from what we’re actually thinking, feeling, and doing. From the moment we wake up to the moment we fall into exhausted sleep, most of us are confronted with so many challenges: social, psychological, ecological, and economic. Given the current troubles of the world economy, the harmful effects of global climate change, the occurrence of natural disasters and epidemic illnesses, and the persistence of acts of violence by individuals and groups, the world in which we find ourselves can seem like a ticking time bomb, moments away from exploding.

Our interior lives, meanwhile, mirror the various dysfunctions of the external world. We’ve become experts at multitasking the possibilities of disaster. Our minds work like perpetual news channels, complete with big windows showing the main story of the moment, side windows showing stock and weather reports, and “crawlers” providing the latest, often sensational updates.

Or is it the other way around? Could the trauma evident on the world stage reflect a fractured internal image? A conflict between our longing for well-being, the urge to fight anyone or anything that threatens us, and the inhibitions of fear, loneliness, and despair we acquire when someone or some situation inflicts a wound upon our hearts that seems impossible to heal?

As human beings, we find ourselves in an uncomfortable position of balancing thoughts, feelings, and actions over which we can acknowledge some conscious control, and mental, emotional, and behavioral habits formed by factors beyond conscious awareness. For many of us this discomfort feels as though we’re living a double life. A shadow seems to stalk us, a self behind the personality we consciously acknowledge and present to the world. Identifying and coming to terms with this shadow, for most of us, can be an unsettling experience. But the process does have its upside. A shadow is projected by some source of light, and by recognizing and acknowledging our shadow selves we can begin to trace a path toward the light.

SLOW AND STEADY

Discovering this light is a gradual and deeply personal process through which we begin to see the causes and consequences of our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors more brightly and vividly than we might previously have done.

As we engage in this process, a similar brightness begins to emerge in terms of our understanding of the causes and conditions through which the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others evolve. We deal directly with some of these people—our family members, our friends, our coworkers—every day. Others—business executives or politicians, for example—may not interact with us quite so closely, but their choices nevertheless affect our lives. Across the globe, for instance, people in boardrooms make decisions that have significant consequences on our ability to find or keep a job, pay our bills, or, in some cases, go to war. We don’t know them personally and they don’t know us, but their decisions have an impact on our lives.

Through some amazing breakthroughs in technology over the past few years, others produce videos, blogs, websites, and other forums of social commentary and interconnectedness that affect us in many ways—sometimes subtle and sometimes less so—inspiring awe, disgust, disenchantment, or emotional release.

Many people complain that in this era we suffer from “information overload.” There are so many ideas, so many arguments, so many details flooding the world today, they say. I don’t see this expansion in negative terms, however. Rather, I see it as an opportunity to learn and grow from this wealth of expressions and interactions.

Everything I’ve been taught, everything I’ve learned through my own life and through the experiences of teachers, students, and friends, points toward an innate capacity to learn and grow, to extend our ability to dive more deeply than we ever imagined possible into our own thoughts and feelings, and to treat the choices we and those we tend to see as “others” make with respect, courtesy, and compassionate understanding. I see it as a chance to become somewhat less judgmental, a possibility to open ourselves to perspectives with which we may not agree and toward which we may even feel some hostility.

However, if we engage in the process of opening to the possibility of understanding the role of the causes and conditions involved in our development as beings, if we engage in the process of understanding the thoughts and feelings that motivate us and those with whom we share our lives, we can begin to open our hearts. We can begin to love not only ourselves—which we think of as flawed or wounded—but also the beings with whom we share this planet full of wonders. We can begin to experience a warmth and a kindness we never thought possible.

LOOKING

Life is a challenge.

It’s also an opportunity.

Moment by moment, day by day, week by week, year by year, we face a variety of obstacles that test our strength, our faith, and our patience. Often, we watch, helplessly and hopelessly, as we become slaves to international corporations, slaves to our bosses, to our friends and families, and to time. But we don’t have to endure this bondage. We can set out on a path that allows us to reconnect with a tremendous inner potential for openness, warmth, and wisdom. Doing so, however, involves taking a fresh view of whatever circumstances we face, whether that involves chronic illness, childhood pain, relationship difficulties, or the loss of a job or a home. Although the message I was taught was inspired by a man who lived twenty-five hundred years ago, it remains as fresh today as it was back then.

What is that message?

Look at your life. Look at the ways in which you define who you are and what you’re capable of achieving. Look at your goals. Look at the pressures applied by the people around you and the culture in which you were raised. Look again. And again. Keep looking until you realize, within your own experience, that you’re so much more than who you believe you are. Keep looking until you discover the wondrous heart, the marvelous mind, that is the very basis of your being.

In the particular situation of crossing the glass bridge, described earlier, I took what I’d learned about looking quite seriously. Instead of taking some other route, I stepped back to look across the bridge and saw many people walking back and forth across it. Some were even hauling hand trucks loaded with heavy boxes. They appeared cheerful and unworried, just going about their business.

“Why then,” I wondered, “am I so scared?”

After a few moments, the “why” hit me.

As a child, I’d taken a lot of risks, climbing to the tallest tree branches and scrambling onto mountain overhangs that even goats feared to climb. In the course of my adventures I’d taken my share of spills and the pain I’d felt had imprinted itself on my physical body. The physical pain generated a fearful emotional response to the possibility of falling. Taken together, these physical and emotional responses then crystallized into an idea that heights are dangerous.

In simple terms, a pattern had evolved: a tightly woven knot of physical, emotional, and conceptual reactions which, taken together, I’d accepted as fact, a bit of truth about who I was and the circumstances in which I found myself. The first time I’d tried to step onto the bridge, my pattern had taken over completely. I had become my fear. My fear had become me.

“Okay,” I told myself, “I can see a pattern here, but does this pattern apply right here and now?”

Of course not. The glass was solid. Other people were walking across the bridge. The pattern made no intellectual sense. I tried a second time to step onto the bridge—and failed again. Even though I knew intellectually that I wouldn’t fall, I still froze.

So I stepped back once more and began to look again at what was holding me back. After a few minutes’ consideration, I realized that the pattern of fear had become so deeply embedded in my thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations that I’d come to accept it as part of me, of who I believed I was and how I defined the world around me. This sort of identification is the “glue” that holds patterns together.

KINDNESS

But after this first recognition, I realized something even more important. I was being unkind to my pattern. I wanted to get rid of it, to just break through it right away without taking any time to listen to it or learn from it.

Patterns, you see, often take awhile to build up, and it can take a while to see them, understand them, and loosen the knots that form them. Working with our patterns requires great kindness and gentleness: the same qualities parents apply when they comfort children crying in the dark. As a parent myself, I’ve learned that dealing with children in distress often involves diving deeply into one’s own heart and finding a way to communicate to them that their fears and discomfort are okay—while at the same time letting them know that fear, cold, dampness, or hunger are temporary conditions that don’t define who they are.

Applying a similar understanding, I told myself, “All right, you feel you’re going to die if you step onto this bridge, and you think this feeling is true. The feelings and thoughts are powerful, but are the feelings and thoughts valid? Look at all those people walking back and forth along the bridge. Maybe they’re nervous, maybe they’re scared, but they’re doing it anyway. So I’m going to try crossing the bridge even though I’m scared.”

I stepped for a third time onto the bridge, and even though I was afraid, I kept going—taking small, tentative steps, acknowledging the fear and letting it come up within an open, comforting embrace instead of trying to push it away. With each step I gained more confidence. The tight knot of physical sensations, emotions, and thoughts began to loosen. By the time I reached the middle of the bridge, I saw the building on the other side glowing more brightly. The people crossing back and forth across the bridge also shone with a beautiful intensity from the light pouring in through the bridge. I even felt myself glowing.

Below me, meanwhile, I could see people walking along the streets in comparative darkness. I wondered, “Have they ever felt this lightness, this light?”

This shift in perspective helped me to understand more deeply not only how patterns work but also how we can learn to work with our patterns. One of the great obstacles we face in life is our tendency to surrender very quickly to various knots of thought, feeling, and physical sensation, accepting them as truths that keep us from taking the first step onto our own bridge.

Each of us has our own set of patterns, our own bridges to cross. Some of us are stuck in habitual ways of seeing ourselves as vulnerable, incompetent, lonely, unlovable, stressed, or tired. Some of us see others as threats or competitors. Some react adversely to circumstances as varied as traffic jams or weather conditions. Some of us see ourselves through the lens of chronic illness or physical or emotional abuse.

I don’t diminish for one moment any of the responses we face when we arrive at a particular bridge and are frozen by a particular pattern that prevents us from stepping across. I only want to point out that it’s possible, after recoiling from the first step, to pause for a moment, examine our thoughts, feelings, and sensations, and ask ourselves whether or not the things we accept as fact are true.

REAL BUT NOT TRUE

The fear I felt was real—in the sense that I was fully experiencing it—but it wasn’t based on true circumstances. Rather, it was triggered by residual memories of past experiences of falling from great heights and feeling pain and by misperceptions of the immediate circumstances. The bridge was so obviously solid, and the fear I felt about crossing it didn’t take into account the truth that so many people were moving back and forth across it without falling through.

So I had to engage in a little conversation with myself: “Yes, what you’re feeling is real. I recognize and honor that. But this fear is not based on true conditions.” At some point as I was wrestling with this experience a kind of mantra occurred to me. Mantra is a Sanskrit term, usually understood as a special combination of ancient syllables that form a sort of prayer or invocation that help to open our being to a deeper connection to possibilities beyond our immediate conceptualization. In my own small case of trying to cross a bridge there were no mysterious syllables, only four simple words: Real but not true.

Repetition of this mantra has become a practice for me: a recognition that when I feel troubled in any way, the feelings of a particular challenge are real in terms of thought and feeling. But however strongly such thoughts and feelings may arise, they’re not based on immediate circumstances. I began to see that the challenge of crossing the bridge was actually an opportunity to educate the part of myself that identified with and as a pattern of fear.

A mantra is basically a means of talking with your thoughts and feelings. It’s a time-honored method sometimes referred to as prayer, but really it’s an opening of a conversation between the heart and the mind.

I invite you now to participate in a little mantra exercise when faced with challenges, whether that means crossing a glass bridge; being stuck in traffic and being late for work or a meeting; dealing with a coworker, a manager, your spouse, partner, or children; or talking with bank officials.

Take a nice, deep breath, observing your inhalation and exhalation.

Then take a moment to greet your feelings as guests. Say “Hello,” and start a conversation. You can begin by saying something like “Yes, I know that you’re real.”

Then ask “Are you true? Are you based on present conditions, or are you based on past experiences?”

Ask yourself again and again if what you’re experiencing is real or true, until mentally and emotionally you can accept your feelings as real but the conditions on which they’re based as possibly not true. Such momentary pauses can transform your understanding of who you are and what you’re capable of—and in the same instant encourage others to step onto their own bridges and experience the same lightness.

This book is about crossing bridges. It’s about taking pauses that enable us approach patterns of fear, resentment, jealousy, grief, and rage with gentleness and respect. It’s about taking a moment to remember the truth about who we truly are and to remind ourselves to be kind to ourselves when we get caught up in our patterns and to be gentle with others when they get caught up in theirs.

WHEN PATTERNS COLLIDE

It’s also about building bridges. When we begin to recognize and work with our own patterns, a subtle yet momentous chain of events begins to evolve. We begin to develop a more open and compassionate response toward family members, friends, coworkers, and others who are entwined in our personal lives. We begin to recognize and experience a “kindness” toward them; a realization that, “Hey, so-and-so is a lot like me! He (or she) has fears, needs, desires, and frustrations, just like I do.”

From that simple recognition, we can begin to transform our view of ourselves and others in a positive way.

To use a small example, while in London recently I was wandering through a small shop when I heard a lot of screaming outside. I stepped out of the shop and saw a woman standing in the street in an open space next to the curb, while her two children stood terrified on the sidewalk.

A man was slowly pulling up to the space to park his car and the woman was shouting, “Stop! Stop! You can’t park here!”

The louder she screamed, the closer he came.

From his open window, he said, “If you stop screaming, I’ll go.”

But she kept on screaming.

So he came closer. I thought he might actually run her over, or, since he was going so slowly, she might reach into his window and try to hit him.

Again, he said, “Lady, stop screaming. What’s your problem?”

But she didn’t stop, and he pulled in closer, until his car was almost on top of her.

Finally he came so close, she stopped screaming. After taking a couple of deep breaths, she explained, “Look, my husband has been looking for hours for a place to park. I found this spot and I’ve stood here protecting it until he drove down this street again.”

The driver replied, “Lady, if you’d said that from the beginning instead of just screaming at me, I would have moved on. But you didn’t give me a chance to understand what was going on. Please, just watch your reactions in the future.” And a moment later he mumbled, “And I guess I’ll watch mine.”

Then he drove off, giving a little wave to the woman and her children huddling on the street.

The woman stepped back from the street and hugged her children, murmuring, “I’m sorry. That was bad. I’m a bad momma.”

I felt as though I ought to go up to her and say she wasn’t bad—any more than the man driving the car was bad. Both of them were simply surrendering to patterns. She was caught up in the belief that the guy in the car was trying to steal something from her and reacted blindly out of that belief. But the guy in the car didn’t know what was going on. All he saw was someone screaming at him, attacking him verbally—and that triggered a pattern in him, perhaps defensive, which raised his anger at being yelled at. So one pattern was fighting the other.

But approaching her at that time, in that place, would not have been appropriate. Can you imagine going through an experience like that and having some short, bald stranger walk up to you and try to explain Buddhist teachings in a phrase or two?

Besides, I think she learned a bit about patterns from that encounter and didn’t need me to explain the lesson to her. Neither she nor the guy in the car may have described their interaction in terms of patterns, but it seemed apparent that they both came to a realization that they were being led blindly by something toward a confrontation that could have turned quite ugly—and at the last moment turned away from it.

Such situations, in which patterns collide, occur all too often. Unfortunately, unless we’ve had some training in looking at and working with our patterns—the type of training offered in the following pages—we don’t recognize when we’re in their grip. (Even when we do have some training we don’t always recognize what’s happening—as in my own experience at the edge of the glass bridge.) In such cases, the parties involved don’t step back to look at the patterns driving them, and arguments can escalate, resulting in long-standing grudges, interpersonal violence, and, on a larger scale, war.

I’d like to think that the reason these two people backed away from a potentially violent situation was because they both saw the children huddling in terror on the sidewalk. As a father myself, I am a bit sensitive to the needs of children, to their fears and nightmares, their longings, and the pressures that their friends and the cultures within which they’re raised exert upon them. After my daughters were born, each time I held their small bodies in my arms—listening to their breath, watching their eyes move back and forth, seeing them smile—I was reminded of one of the most basic of the Buddha’s teachings: that all life is precious and that protecting and preserving life is our most important responsibility.

OPEN HEART, OPEN MIND

A large part of that responsibility involves developing a deeper understanding of the patterns that drive our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors so that we don’t surrender to the impulse to blindly follow them. As we begin to comprehend the ways in which our own experiences and the lessons of the cultures in which we’ve been raised have shaped the ways in which we view ourselves and the world around us, we begin to open up to the possibility that so many of the misunderstandings that arise between individuals, communities, and nations stem from a stubborn clinging to patterns, to beliefs that what we think and feel is “right” and that what others think and feel is “wrong.”

Once we begin to open our hearts to the possibility that a situation is a little bit less certain than we initially supposed, we can begin to open our minds toward those whose behavior is abusive or antagonistic. We cross a bridge. We begin to wonder why people don’t see the same light, and we develop a desire to help them. The desire to help others, the desire to build relationships begins to grow. We start to see others’ patterns, and as we do so we begin to understand people a little differently. We even begin to feel some sympathy toward them. We find ourselves more and more willing and able to engage—to say, in our own way, “Stop screaming.” We give them a chance to explain their behaviors, their beliefs. And in that moment, we offer ourselves and someone else a chance to open up in unexpected ways.

AN UNUSUAL GIFT

Several years ago, shortly after the September 11 attacks, an American friend of mine was spending Christmas in Paris. As he was walking down the street on Christmas Day, he was stopped by someone who appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent, who asked him, “Are you American?”

My friend was confronted by a choice: walk away from a potentially violent confrontation as quickly as possible, or answer the question. His fear-based pattern urged him to walk away, but he chose to let the urge remain in the background—to see it as a bridge to cross.

“Yes,” he answered, “I’m an American.”

He waited a couple of moments for an attack.

None came.

Instead, the man confronting him said, “I want to apologize on behalf of my people for the attack on your country. We don’t all hate you, and we’re sorry for what happened. I understand if you hate me, but I beg you not to hate me or my people.”

Taken aback by what he initially considered a threat, my American friend just said, “Thank you.”

Later he would say that it was the most unusual Christmas present he’d ever received. This stranger gave him the gift of his own humanity, which was quite precious. At the same time, the exchange exposed some of the darker areas of his own personality—bigotry, fear, and suspicion—and offered him the opportunity to examine them more deeply and determine whether his reactions were real or true.

Interactions such as this one and the exchange between the woman and the driver in London represent the possibility that we can cross bridges and develop relationships that gather a kind of positive momentum, which, passed from one person to another, can ultimately awaken us one by one and enable us to impact people in our lives, communities, and nations. The insights and practices offered in the following pages present a way of looking at ourselves and the world around us a bit more generously. It offers a means of crossing bridges, building new ones, and repairing old ones.

These are all steps in a long journey, one that I hope for each of you who read this will last a lifetime.
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