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How Did I Get Here?


Introduction

I don’t know a soul who's not been battered
Don’t have a friend who feels at ease
Don’t know a dream that's not been shattered
Or driven to its knees.
—Paul Simon, “American Tune”

All of us find ourselves, at one time or another in our lives, facing the unexpected. We arrive at places we never planned to be, confronting obstacles we did not expect to encounter, feeling emotions we did not expect to feel. We don’t recognize the destination at which we find ourselves as one we chose to travel to, yet, inexplicably, there we are. Somehow our plan for how we intended things to turn out seems to have been replaced by a set of circumstances we could never have imagined, let alone wished for:


	A relationship we thought would last forever ends, and we are suddenly and painfully alone.

	A job we counted on vanishes, and we feel lost, with no purpose or direction.

	Our health or that of a loved one, which has always been good, becomes threatened by illness or disease.

	Events beyond our control destroy our financial well-being.



Or perhaps a moment comes when we see our life as it really is instead of seeing it as we want it to be. To our great dismay, we realize that it is time for a change:


	Our relationship has become passionless, and sex is something we remember doing months or even years ago.

	Our job has turned into something we are utterly bored with or, worse, that we dread.

	We have the house, the family and the business for which we worked so hard, but somehow we feel a sense of deep dissatisfaction and disconnection.



What is happening? We are standing face to face with what amounts to a gap—the gap between where we thought we’d be and where we actually are, between our expectations of what we hoped would happen and what has actually happened, between the life we planned and the life we inhabit.

What makes these moments so difficult and disturbing is not simply that we are facing problems or emotionally rough times. Each of us has braved, battled and survived many challenges in our lives. What's different about these particular experiences is that along with the pain there is a sense of bewilderment, a sort of shock, a disconnect between what we thought we knew to be true and what is actually occurring. We feel as if we are waking up as a stranger in our own lives. We don’t recognize the landscape, the emotions, the circumstances as anything vaguely resembling those things we had expected. And so we find ourselves asking: “How did I get here?” No immediate answer comes to us. It is the presence of this question and the absence of answers that plunges us headfirst into a spiritual and emotional crisis.

. . .

“Last month my husband told me he wants a divorce. After fifteen years of marriage, it's over. I can’t believe I am losing him, that our family is being torn apart. The house, our friends and the life we built—it's all going to vanish. I am so furious at him for destroying my dream. What am I supposed to do now? How can this be happening to me? How did I get here?”



. . .

“I’ve been dreading going to work for a while now, and I finally admitted the truth to myself: I’m miserable because I hate what I do for a living. I don’t understand how this can be happening—I spent years in medical school studying to be a doctor, and I have a really successful practice. This is what I planned to do since I was a teenager, and I’m good at it. But I just don’t want to do it anymore. I’m really frightened—I can’t start over at fifty-six with two kids in college. How did I get here?”

. . .

“I just bought my first house, but it's thrown me into a deep depression—I’m forty-two years old and still single, and here I am living alone in this beautiful home. This is not the way things were supposed to turn out for me. I was supposed to be with the man of my dreams and have had children by now. How did I get here?”

. . .

“From the outside, my marriage looks perfect. I have a wonderful, successful husband and two terrific kids. But I feel like I have this awful secret—my husband and I haven’t had sex in two years. Somewhere along the way, we lost our passion. Now we’re living like two polite but celibate roommates. I’m too young to have no sex life. How did I get here?”

. . .

Perhaps as you read this now, the same question resonates with something inside you. Perhaps it is a question that has not yet been formed into words in your consciousness. Perhaps it is more of a feeling, an unnamed anxiety, an undefined restlessness, a confusing sense of discomfort with your life, your work or your relationship. Something doesn’t feel quite right, but you don’t know what it is.

Or perhaps there is no mystery about what is bothering you. Perhaps like the people quoted here, you, too, are facing an unexpected turn on your life journey. You remember starting out with a clear idea of where you wanted to go, but now you look around at  where you’ve ended up, and it's nothing like what you’d expected. This is not the way you thought things would turn out. This is not the way you thought you’d feel about your husband or wife, your marriage, your job, your life. Whispered to you from the depths of your being, you hear the question:

“How did I get here?”

This book is about that question, and it is a guide to help you discover the answer.

It is a book about the power this question has to profoundly transform your life and your relationships.

It is a book about recognizing and understanding these significant transitions, turning points and crossroads on your path, so that you can move through them with less fear, confusion and guilt, and more grace, dignity and vision.

It is a book about the suffering you unknowingly create for yourself and the price you pay in work or relationships when that question calls to you from within and you ignore it. It is about how to find the courage to ask yourself that question and to pay attention to the answers you receive.

It is a book about how to avoid getting stuck in places and phases that are meant to be temporary and how to use those places as a springboard for regeneration and rebirth.

It is a book about how asking and answering this question will release you from the fear, confusion and grief that so often keep us trapped in the past or stagnating in the present and will free you to finally move forward into a life of more purpose, joy, true contentment and renewed passion.

What do you do when you realize that your old map has taken you in a direction you no longer wish to travel? What do you do if you come to a fork in the road and don’t know which way to go? How do you map out the next part of your journey? How do you redesign the blueprint of your life? How do you begin again?

How Did I Get Here? is about finding your way to renewed  hope and happiness from wherever you are. It is about opening these doorways into personal transformation that often come disguised as dead ends. It offers you ways to take charge of your circumstances by first assessing where you are, how your map got you here, and dealing with all the issues that come with finding yourself at unexpected places, whether in your outer world or your inner world. It acts as a navigational handbook, guiding you through the thick jungle of thoughts and emotions that we must often pass through in order to emerge on the other side of a powerful rebirth. It will help you to understand the map you’ve been using, and invites you to craft a new one by moving beyond the question “How did I get here?” to “What are my choices?” “What do I do now?” “How do I move forward?” “Where is it that I want to go?” And it will support you in discovering the answers.

. . .

I’ve always said that my books don’t come “from” me but “through” me, for that is my experience. I don’t choose the topic I am going to write about; it chooses me. It is as if a book compels itself to be written, calling to me from wherever books come from, thrusting its way into my awareness, exclaiming: “Here I am! Pay attention to everything I have to say, and write it down carefully.” For me, writing a book has always been my answer to that call.

How Did I Get Here? is just such a book, born of a powerful, insistent voice that demanded to be heard. Its message is for me, for you and for many of the people you know and love. It is a guide for all of us on the path of self-discovery in these changing, turbulent times. It is the most important book I believe I can write, and one to which I deeply relate, for it has emerged from my own very eventful journey, a journey characterized by frequent and revolutionary transformation, both personally and professionally.

I have not had an easy life. It has been riddled with disappointments and disillusionment, barraged by loss and betrayal, and besieged with far too many occasions for sadness and despair. I’ve been forced to learn how to navigate through the unexpected again and again . . . and again.

I know what it's like to have the person you love walk out onyou with no explanation, never to return. I know what it's like to lie in bed next to someone who used to love you and feel him cringe when you try to touch him. I know what it's like to have shared a dream with someone and helplessly watch that dream shatter into pieces until there is nothing left. I know what it's like to work hard in your career to build something you believe in, only to have someone come along and try to destroy it all. I know what it's like to lose the comforts and abundance you waited so many years to enjoy, and wonder if you will ever have them again. I know what it's like to come face to face with circumstances and events that seem horribly unfair, as if you are being singled out for extra suffering by some Universal Power. I know what it's like to feel your heart sink as you realize that once again you are going to have to start over, and not be sure that you have the energy, the courage and the faith to begin one more time.

I have known all of these challenges and more. And so, you see, it was for my own emotional survival that I’ve had to become an expert at change, to define and understand the mechanics of personal transformation, to figure out how to go through profound transitions without falling apart or going crazy. Whenever I’m interviewed about my career and am asked who or what has had the most meaningful influence on my work, I always give the same answer, to the great surprise of the interviewer: “Painful experience— it turned me into a transformational specialist.” In no way do I think of these hurts, heartbreaks and challenges as mistakes. After two decades helping hundreds of thousands of people, I’ve come to know with total certainty that the opposite is true: My life has been “transformationally eventful” for a reason.

Let me tell you a story:

Many years ago, when I was just beginning to teach seminars to small groups of people in Los Angeles, a friend of mine invited me to meet someone he called “a very unusual man.”

“This guy may seem eccentric,” my friend explained, “but he has a real gift—he can look at you for just a minute, and tell you your purpose in life.”

I was intrigued by this claim, and being a student of metaphysics and spiritual growth, I decided I had to pay a visit to this interesting fellow.

“You won’t be sorry!” my friend promised.

The next evening he drove me to an apartment complex near the ocean where I was to wait with dozens of other curious seekers for my two-minute encounter.

The moment arrived, and I was ushered into a small room in which the mystical seer was seated on a couch. He was dressed in a dark and well-tailored suit ornamented by a shiny gold pocket watch. To be honest, he looked more like a dapper, well-fed English gentleman than someone who could see into a person's destiny. He asked me my name and welcomed me, all the while peering intently into my eyes.

Suddenly, in a deep booming voice, he blurted out, “Rhinoceros!”

“Rhinoceros—what does that have to do with my purpose in life?” I thought to myself. “What is he telling me—that I should become a zoologist or move to Africa?” I was completely perplexed and began to wonder if my friend had set me up for a practical joke.

“Excuse me?” I replied. Perhaps I hadn’t heard him correctly. He did have an odd accent. Maybe he’d said “Philosopher,” and I thought I’d heard “rhinoceros.” I could relate to that answer. Now my mind was racing. “Rhine” something. Could he have said “rhinoplasty”? Wasn’t that the term for a nose job? I’d always liked my nose. Did he think I needed plastic surgery?

“Rhinoceros!” he exclaimed again, interrupting my reverie, this time with a huge smile. I shook my head, trying to indicate that I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about, and got up to leave when he practically shouted, “The horn! The horn of the rhinoceros! That is what you are, my dear.”

I sat back down. “Please explain what you mean,” I asked.

“You are the horn of the rhinoceros, the part that boldly sticks out and precedes the body. The horn goes first, you see. The horn is strong, courageous, relentless. It explores the unknown and the dangerous; it pierces the barriers; it removes all obstacles in the path of the rhinoceros so he can travel safely and with greater speed. The horn confronts the problems on the path, and lets the body of the rhinoceros know about them. It helps him change direction, protects him from harm. The horn is the teacher, the body the follower. The horn gets scarred so the body can be saved from calamity. The horn discovers the truth on the path so the body can move forward in freedom.”

I listened with fascination to everything he was telling me. According to him, this was my purpose in life, to be the horn of the rhinoceros. I thought I understood part of what he was describing. Even in those early years of working with people, I had a sense that my own experiences were going to be the core of the knowledge I had to offer others. I remember thinking that what he said resonated with something I felt inside, but I wasn’t sure exactly what that something was. Still, I was glad I had come to see him. As I thanked him and walked toward the door. He waved his finger at me with great emphasis, calling, “Don’t forget—you are the horn!”

I didn’t forget, but I didn’t completely understand, either. Little did I know that my career as “the horn” was just beginning.

Over the next ten years, my destiny as a teacher unfolded in ways I couldn’t have imagined. Along with writing, lecturing and creating television shows, I founded a large personal growth center in Los Angeles to which people from all over North America came to participate in transformational seminars. One evening just as a weekend seminar was coming to a close, I was approached by a man in the class.

“I want to give you something,” he began. “It's to thank you for everything you did for me and all of us this weekend, but even more, to thank you for everything you’ve gone through in your own life. If you hadn’t been brave enough to love so deeply, and to try again no matter how much you’ve been disappointed, you would never have learned all these lessons you’ve taught us. If you hadn’t taken so many risks, and weren’t willing to be so honest, I wouldn’t be standing here right now feeling so inspired. I saw this in a gift shop and for some reason it reminded me of  you—maybe because you had the guts to go through so much first so you could teach us about it.”

He held out his hand, and in it was a small silver-gray object made out of pewter. It was a rhinoceros.

Shaking my head in amazement, I took the rhinoceros from him. All at once, the words of that unusual man flashed through my mind like lightning, words I hadn’t thought of for years:

“The horn goes first.”

Standing there in the seminar hall, looking back on the many years that had passed since my visit, I suddenly understood that the curious man I’d met had been a remarkable visionary after all. He had indeed seen my future and known my purpose. Everything he’d said about the rhinoceros horn accurately described the reality of my life. Time after time, I had undergone painful, often dramatic personal lessons and then, through my work, shared the wisdom I’d uncovered so that others wouldn’t have to experience the same disappointments; I had lived boldly and courageously, and had many scars on my heart to show for it. I taught not in spite of the experiences in my own life, but from the experiences in my own life. Rather than disqualifying myself as a teacher because of the less-than-perfect scenarios in my personal history, I was deeply grateful for them, using the wisdom and clarity I gained to design emotional maps I could pass on to others, guiding them through the complex and challenging labyrinths of life's difficult times.

The pewter rhinoceros has been with me now for more than fifteen years. It sits on my computer stand, the strong little horn proudly turned upright. It has kept me company in my many solitary hours spent writing, contemplating, creating. It is looking at me right now, reminding me of who I am.



Some facts I’ve learned about the horn of a rhinoceros: 

It is reported to have powerful medicinal, even magical properties, and because of this has been an object of great value for thousands of years.

It was used to detect the presence of poison, and thus to protect the one who owned it from harm.

And if by chance it breaks off, it grows back as good as new.

Why have I shared this story with you? Because whether you realize it or not, you, too, have a “rhinoceros horn.” It is the part of you that has started over even after you have failed. It's the part of you that has loved even after you’ve been hurt. It's the part of you that plunges ahead into change even though you may be ter-rifled. It's the part of you that feels your way forward in the darkness even though you may not be sure exactly where you are going. It's the part of you that is your courage—courage to question, courage to be willing to hear the answers, courage to look within, courage to pick up this book and hope that what you read will teach you more about yourself.

I honor that courage in you. In the pages that follow, I offer you everything I’ve learned about harnessing your own natural courage and using it to navigate through whatever you are facing on your journey. Changing, transitioning and transforming in life aren’t things that just happen to you. They are skills you can actually learn and master. Instead of feeling like a victim of circumstances, and wishing or praying that the challenges you’re facing will soon be over, you can actively participate in the process you’re going through and use it for tremendous growth, insight and awakening.

This knowledge is what has sustained and liberated me, and it is the heart of the message that permeates this book:

It is not how you deal with what is expected
 and hoped for in your life
 that ultimately defines and elevates you
 as a human being. Rather, it is how you interact with the unexpected,
 how you brave the unanticipated,

how you navigate through the unforeseen and emerge,
 transformed and reborn, on the other side.

At first it is disconcerting, even disturbing, to find yourself in circumstances you did not expect, let alone desire. However, once you get over the shock of being in an unexpected place in your life, you have a precious opportunity to explore all the new pathways that place has led you to. Unexpected destinations hold the promise of unexpected experiences, unexpected wisdom, unexpected awakenings, and ultimately, unexpected blessings. Finally, this is what this book is about—moving forward and seeing the future with new, hopeful eyes.

This is what will reveal your true strength, your true greatness. This is what will make you wise. This is what will give you the experience of true passion, true joy, and ultimately, true freedom.

Offered with love,

Barbara De Angelis
Santa Barbara, California


PART ONE
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Digging Deep for Wisdom

It may be that when we no longer know what to do,
we have come to our real work,
and when we no longer know which way to go,
we have begun our real journey.
—Wendell Berry

We begin with a story:

A man who always considered himself clever and capable died at the end of a long life and found himself on The Other Side, waiting for an interview with God. Time seemed to be nonexistent as he sat alone in a light-filled room with no ceiling, no walls and no floor, trying to adjust to his new circumstances and anxiously anticipating his upcoming meeting.

“What will God ask me?” he wondered. “I was never much of a deep thinker. What if he asks me about the meaning of life? I won’t know what to say. I could always tell the truth—I was too busy being successful to think about that kind of thing. After all, my accomplishments have been very impressive—even God should be able to see that!”

With intense concentration, he tried to recall all of the marvelous things he had achieved during his lifetime, so he’d be ready to talk to God.

Suddenly God appeared before him and sat down in the other empty chair. “It is good to see you,” God began. “So tell me, how do you think you did?”

The man breathed an enormous sigh of relief to hear that this was the question God was asking the one question he was sure he could answer. Feeling confident, he began: “Well, I thought you might ask that, so I’ve made a short list of my accomplishments. I wanted to own my own business and become financially successful, and I did that. I wanted to have a good marriage, and I stayed married until my wife passed away—fifty-two years! I wanted to put my two children through college, and I did that. I wanted to own a luxurious home, and I did that. I wanted to learn to play golf and break ninety, and I did that. I wanted to buy a boat, and I did that. Oh, I can’t forget this one—I wanted to donate money to worthy causes on a regular basis, and I did that.” The man felt quite satisfied with himself, hearing his own list. Surely God was going to be impressed.

“So in conclusion,” he declared, “I would say without wanting to sound immodest or anything, that I did very well, considering I accomplished most of the things I set out to do. But of course, since you’re God, you knew all of this already.”

God smiled kindly at the man. “Actually, you’re mistaken.”

“Mistaken?” the man asked. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re mistaken,” God repeated, “Because I wasn’t paying much attention to the goals you achieved.”

The man was taken aback. “You weren’t? But I thought . . .”

“I know,” God interrupted. “Everyone thinks the better their life went, the more successful their life was. But it doesn’t work that way up here. I didn’t pay attention to all the times you got what you expected and hoped for, for that wouldn’t teach me much about what you were learning in your earthly existence. I was watching you most closely during all those difficult times when you encountered the unexpected, the things you did not plan on or want to happen. You see, it is how you dealt with these that reflects the growth and wisdom of your soul.”

The man was stunned. He’d gotten it all wrong! He’d spent his whole life trying to do everything right. “How should I know what lessons I learned from life's difficult moments?” he wondered in a panic. “I never even liked to admit I had any problems. What am I supposed to tell God now?”

For a moment, he was speechless, but never one for enjoying defeat, he soon got a second wind of energy. ‘Don’t just sit here!!’ he told himself sternly. ‘You never lost a negotiation on earth. Try again!” Gathering up all of his confidence, he began once more:

“Well, to tell the truth, God, I was just being polite before. Actually—and don’t take this personally—my life was hell! What hardships, what disappointments, what tests and trials! Let me tell you about the time my mother-in-law moved in with us for months. And then there was the time I passed two kidney stones—at once! And my youngest son, he was nothing but trouble. And my wife, don’t get me started on my wife or I’ll be here forever.... “

“Take your time,” God replied. “I’m in no hurry . . .”

In one way or another, we are all like the man in my little fable. We do our best in life to get things right. We make lists, set goals, study, train, learn, commit to our relationships and our dreams, get organized, pray, affirm and problem-solve, hoping to experience the happiness and success we imagine for ourselves. Yet, inevitably, all of us arrive at times when, in spite of how steadfastly we have worked, how well we have prepared, how deeply we have loved, things still don’t turn out the way we thought they would. No matter how hard we try, we cannot plan for the unexpected.

Whether these difficult surprises come in the form of small setbacks, horrible shocks, or gradual, painful awakenings, the result is the same: We end up face-to-face with jaw-dropping moments of unwelcome revelation when we realize to our great dismay that we are living a life that does not look like the one we wanted. And unlike the man in the story, we are usually not so quick with a snappy comeback to the unexpected. More often, we are left shaken, disoriented and desperate for answers.

After two decades of writing, researching and teaching about personal transformation, I’ve come to the conclusion that so much of the pain, confusion and unhappiness most people—including myself—struggle with comes from our encounters with the unexpected, in both our outer and our inner worlds. Try as we might, these encounters are inescapable, an inevitable part of being human. Even though each of us secretly suspects that we’re the only one whose life is so off-course or inexplicably unsatisfying, and that everyone else is deliriously happy, the truth is something quite different: All of us are lifetime warriors in a prolonged battle— with change, with reluctant endings and scary beginnings, with assessments and reassessments, with more moments of disappointment than we care to count.

Recently I was going through some old notebooks I’d kept from college, and I discovered a page I’d written in my early twenties listing my personal goals and dreams. As I read the items on my life wish list, I was astonished by two things. The first was that I had indeed accomplished many of the goals I’d set for myself over thirty years ago: to become a published author, to move to California, to teach people about relationships and personal growth, to create a community of conscious people, to travel to exotic places around the world, to study with wise spiritual teachers, to fall in love and have a beautiful wedding, to own a home, to perform onstage, just to name a few.



The second realization I had as I read the items I’d included was more sobering. I became aware of how many unexpected things had happened to me that certainly were not on my original wish list. I had not written: Get divorced. . . more than once; be cheated by dishonest business partners; lose lots of money in the stock market; create alliances with companies that go bankrupt; Battle unfair lawsuit; brave slanderous attacks by jealous colleague; lose dear friends to cancer. I certainly didn’t remember setting these events as goals, yet they had occurred just the same.

Then it dawned on me—like so many of us, like the clever man in the fable, I had always believed my challenges would lie in overcoming the obstacles to my goals. But I was wrong. My deepest turmoil has had nothing to do with the things I didn’t get, but rather with the things I did not expect, and got anyway.

It is not the things we want and don’t get
that are the source of our greatest tests and trials—
it is the things we do get that we did not want
and never expected.

. . .

“It's a dangerous business, Frodo, going out of your door,”
he used to say. “You step into the Road, and if you don’t keep
your feet, there is no knowing where you might be swept off to.”
—J. R. R. Tolkien

Here is how it happens—you are going along with your life, minding your own business, when suddenly “it” hits you, and you are stopped dead in your tracks. What is “it”? “It” may be an event that forces you to pay attention to the realities of your life that you’ve been avoiding: the passionless marriage you pretend is better than ever until one day your husband walks out; the distant daughter you tell everyone is really doing fine until you discover the stash of heavy drugs in her drawer; the sixty-hour-a-week job you claim to love in spite of how exhausted you always are, until you collapse with a heart attack one day.

Sometimes “it” is loss—loss of love, loss of money, loss of trust, loss of security, loss of job, loss of health, loss of opportunity, loss of hope. Sometimes “it” sneaks up on you quietly, like a thick fog slowly rolling in over your life, so that nothing seems clear to you anymore and you feel lost. And sometimes “it” isn’t sneaky at all, but bold. You know “it” is coming—you can feel it breathing down your neck. Still, you tell yourself it will miss you, like those asteroids that hurtle toward the earth but never quite get a direct hit. But you are wrong. “It” does not miss.

“It” is whatever you didn’t want to happen, whatever you didn’t want to feel, whatever you didn’t want to face, whatever you didn’t want ever to have to experience. “It” is always unexpected, even when you’ve watched “it” approach every step of the way, because there is simply no way you can imagine that you will feel so scared or confused or miserable or disheartened or stuck or out of control—until you do.

I’ve concluded something else about the unexpected—it always seems to show up at the worst moment. Like a guest with horrific timing who, year after year, invariably chooses the most hectic weekend of your life to come stay with you, the unexpected has a knack for choosing just the wrong instant to arrive. Doesn’t “it” always seem to happen when you are already the most stressed, overextended and under pressure, when you have just announced that you cannot take one more thing going wrong? “I can’t deal with this right now!” you lament. “This is not a good time.” But let's be honest—is there ever a “good” time for the arrival of unwelcome events, insights, or challenges? Of course there isn’t.

The unexpected is always inconvenient.

The great statesman Henry Kissinger summed it up succinctly: “Next week there can’t be any crisis. My schedule is already full.”



. . .

The most precious opportunity presents itself when we come to a
place where we think we can’t handle what is happening
It's too much. It's gone too far. ...There's no way we can
manipulate the situation to make ourselves come out looking
good. No matter how hard we try, it just won’t work.
Basically, life has just nailed us.
—Pema Chodron

When I was in elementary school, I had a teacher whom I will call Mrs. Rhodes. She was one of those educators whose choice of vocation was a mystery, for it was obvious, even to me at the tender age of eight, that she possessed an intense dislike of children that she made no attempt to hide from us. Determined to retaliate, the little boys used to amuse themselves by tossing wads of spit-covered chewing gum at her head when she wasn’t looking, hoping to implant their peppermint-scented weapons in her tight mass of metallic-gray pin curls.

Mrs. Rhodes was a stickler for accuracy in all things, and one of her favorite ways to torture us was to excoriate us for our mistakes in front of the entire class. I will never forget the time I became the “victim of the day.” We were in the middle of a writing exercise, and I raised my hand to make a request. “Yes, Barbara?” Mrs. Rhodes said scowling at me. “May I please be excused to go to the bathroom?” I said in as soft a voice as possible.

“Don’t mumble—I hate mumblers—what did you say?” “I said, may I please be excused.” “Why?” Mrs. Rhodes barked.

“I can’t believe she is going to make me say it,” I thought to myself. I took a deep breath. “Because I want to go to the bathroom.”

Everyone in the class began to giggle. “SILENCE!” Mrs. Rhodes shouted, and then she turned back to me. “Barbara De An-gelis,” she said, “So you want to go to the bathroom. Well, we all want lots of things, don’t we, class? But we don’t get them! No ma’am.”

“Please, Mrs. Rhodes,” I pleaded, “I just want to go to the bathroom.”

Mrs. Rhodes walked up to the blackboard, picked up a piece of chalk, and in large letters wrote the word W-A-N-T. “Do you see this word, class?” she squawked. “To use it is to express a personal preference, as in ‘I want to play on the swings’, or ‘I want to eat a candy bar.’ It does NOT mean the same thing as this word—” and she spelled out N-E-E-D. “This word does not express a personal preference, it expresses what one considers a necessity, a requirement, an emergency, as in, ‘Mrs. Rhodes, I need to go to the bathroom.’ “

She turned back toward me. I had sunk down as low as I could in my metal chair, for even my little eight-year-old brain knew what was coming next. My classmates were giddy with anticipation, drunk with the joy of watching someone other than themselves be mortified.

“So, Barbara, would you like to rephrase your statement?” Her voice oozed with disdain.

Like a confession given to the enemy only under prolonged torture, the words came tumbling reluctantly out of my mouth: “I... I...nee ...need to go to the bathroom!”

“Well, then,” she said with a sick smile, “why didn’t you say so? By all means, go. We wouldn’t want you to have an accident, would we, class?”

I fled. The memory is so vivid, even decades later—my little legs speeding down the empty hallway toward the restroom, the sound of mocking laughter still echoing in the distance behind me. You will be relieved to know that I made it on time. Believe me, so was I.



I share this gruesome tale to make a point crucial to the premise of this book:

When we are uncomfortable enough in life, we will begin to ask questions in an attempt to relieve ourselves of our misery. We will do this regardless of how frightened we are of asking the questions



or hearing the answers. We will question because we can’t not question anymore. We will question not simply because we want to, but because we need to.

And the question that rises up from deep
within us will be:
“How did I get here?”

At times of confusion, crisis, frustration and bewilderment, in moments as Pema Chodron stated above, when “life has nailed us” and we can no longer pretend that things don’t feel awful, “How did I get here?” is the most honest, and in fact the only response we can have. When you are squirming in your seat long enough, you have no choice but to finally raise your hand. As I learned from Mrs. Rhodes, when you have to go, you have to go.

. . .

If you get rid of the pain before you have answered its questions,
you get rid of the self along with it.
—Carl Jung

The process of gaining wisdom begins with the asking of questions. The word “question” is derived from the Latin root quaerere, which translates as “to seek.” This same root is the source of the word “quest,” to go on a search or a pursuit. Ultimately, that is what a question is—the first step in a search for knowledge, for insight, for truth.

We spend our life looking for answers. This need to know is deeply human and starts in our earliest years. Any parent is aware of this from having listened to the constant inquiries of his son or daughter: “Why is the sky blue? Where do we go when we die? Why do you wear glasses? How does Grandma's voice get in the telephone? Where do babies come from?” As children, we turned to our elders with our questions, confident that they would have answers. After all, they were the grown-ups.



Now we are the adults, the ones who are supposed to have the answers for our own children or grandchildren, for our clients and employees, for our students and patients, for our customers and co-workers. So when we go through challenging times, when we stare into the unfriendly face of unexpected developments that have arrived uninvited into our world, it is hard to admit to others, and even to ourselves, that our minds are haunted by questions for which we have no answers, dilemmas for which we have no solution.

There are questions we formulate with our intellect when we want to solve a problem, for example, “How can I increase sales for my business?” or “How can I lose twenty pounds?” We ponder these questions when we have time or interest, and then when we’re tired of considering them, we put the questions in the “To Do” pile in our brain. And then there are the other kinds of questions, the ones that insistently push their way into our awareness and refuse to leave until they are heard: “How did I get here? What's happening to me and my life?” These are questions that we cannot control. They haunt us like stubborn ghosts and will not be dismissed until we give them our attention.

Ingrid Bengis, a wonderful Russian-American writer, speaks eloquently about these moments in her book Combat in the Erogenous Zone:

The real questions are the ones that obtrude upon your consciousness whether you like it or not, the ones that make your mind start vibrating like a jackhammer, the ones that you “come to terms with” only to discover that they are still there. The real questions refuse to be placated. They barge into your life at the times when it seems most important for them to stay away. They are the questions asked most frequently and answered most inadequately, the ones that reveal their true natures slowly, reluctantly, most often against your will.

As travelers on life's path, we are defined by both the questions we ask ourselves and by the ones we avoid asking. Just as when we were children, we encounter moments as adults when we need to ask, “How did I get here?” in order to become wiser about who we are.

Times of questioning are not moments of weakness,
nor are they moments of failure. In truth, they are
moments of clarity, of wakefulness, when our quest for
wholeness demands that we live a more conscious,
more authentic life.

How we deal with these crucial moments of self-inquiry determines the outcome of our journey. Embracing the question, we open ourselves to receiving insight, revelation, healing and the deep peace that can only be achieved when we are not running away from anything, especially from ourselves. Turning away from the voice that asks, “How did I get here?” we close off to growth, to change, to movement, and condemn ourselves to a pattern of resistance and denial. Why? Because the question doesn’t disappear. It eats away at us, gnawing on our awareness in an attempt to get our attention.

. . .

There is a classic Zen Buddhist story, or koan, about a person who is receiving instruction on passing through the Gateless Gate—the barrier of ignorance—in an attempt to discover the Truth of Life and to achieve the Buddha Nature. The Zen Master warns the student that in contemplating the ultimate question of the nature of reality, he will feel as if he has swallowed a red-hot iron ball that is stuck in his throat—he cannot gulp it down, and he cannot spit it out. All the student can do is to concentrate his full attention and awareness on the question and not give up, and his attainment of truth will be such that it will illuminate the universe.

Of course, this is easier said than done. Most of us do not greet the arrival of burning questions with a Zen-like attitude of acceptance, but rather with the kind of dread we feel when we are about to have painful dental surgery. We get very good at stubbornly ignoring the arrival of crises even while we’re in the midst of them. We become experts in negation—“What red-hot iron ball...? “—as we reach for our tenth glass of ice water.

Denial is no easy task. It takes a tremendous amount of energy to drown out the insistent voice of “How did I get here?” Some people turn to addictions to anesthetize themselves from the constant discomfort caused by the invisible presence of the question. Others distract themselves with everything from work to exercise to caretaking those around them—anything to avoid dealing with the issues they know on some level they must face. And there are those who lapse into “magical thinking,” convincing themselves that if they just act as if everything is going to be fine, some mysterious shift will happen and everything will be wonderful again—their estranged husband will suddenly fall back in love with them, their alcoholic wife will miraculously stop drinking, they will wake up one day and all the things they thought were wrong with their life will magically have vanished.

But this is not how it turns out. Instead, when we ignore the questions our inner voice is asking us, we suffer. We become irritable, angry, depressed or simply exhausted. We disconnect from ourselves, our dreams and our own passion. We disconnect from our mate and our sexuality. We turn off in every sense of the word.

It takes great courage to allow ourselves to arrive at the place at which we are finally willing to hear burning questions and begin to seek answers. It takes great courage to not freeze up in the face of our fear, to allow these difficult questions and painful realities to pierce our illusions, to shake up our picture of how we want our life to appear and confront it as it really is.

True transformation requires great acts of courage: the courage to ask ourselves the difficult questions

that seem, at first, to have no answers; the courage to hold these questions firmly in our awareness while they burn away our illusions, our sense of comfort, sometimes our very sense of self.



When the Questions Outnumber the Answers

For a long time it seemed to me that life was about to begin—
real life—but there was always some obstacle in the way,
something to be gotten through first, some unfinished business,
time still to be served, a debt to be paid. At last it dawned on me
that these obstacles were my life.
—Alfred D’Souza

I used to believe if I did everything perfectly, nothing unexpected would happen to me. I grew into a young adult in the 1960s and began my career in the 1970s. Like many baby boomers, I was fed a sociological diet of confidence, optimism and unlimited possibilities. “Discover your dream, create a plan, work hard to meet your goals, and you will live happily and successfully ever after.” This was the prevailing conventional wisdom, and I eagerly put it into practice. By my mid-thirties, I had achieved more than I could have ever imagined for myself. During the next ten years, every area of my life continued to expand in success and personal fulfillment. It seemed that all my efforts, determination and hard work had paid off a thousandfold.

And then things changed. One after another, a series of unpredictable and unwelcome events marched into my life like a rowdy invading army, trampling disrespectfully over my carefully planned and impeccably executed picture of how things were supposed to turn out. Within a few years, several of my long-term personal and professional relationships came to end, some gracefully, others awkwardly, but all very painfully. A number of projects on which I’d worked for quite a while unexpectedly developed into situations that were much less satisfying to me. Some opportunities that I had been excited about turned into complicated ordeals that were uninspiring and unappealing.

Suddenly nothing seemed clear anymore. So many things I had been certain about in my life now appeared murky and confused. People and situations I’d counted on to always be there as my anchors had vanished. Accomplishments that had always given me joy felt flat and tedious. The most frightening thing of all was that I found myself beginning to reevaluate the very success and lifestyle I’d worked so hard to achieve. Was this really what I wanted to be doing? Was this where and how I wanted to live? Was this who I really was?

I’d thought I’d been traveling on a well-marked and very straight path, but here I was, standing at an intersection containing so many crossroads that I became dizzy just looking at all of them. I felt disoriented, bewildered and unsure of how to proceed or which turn to take next. How had this happened? Everything had seemed to be on track. And I knew I had tried my hardest and done my best. So how, then, did I arrive at a time and place in my life where I had more questions than answers? How did I get here?

I was certain about one thing—I desperately needed to get away from my daily routine, to try to sort through the jumble of thoughts and feelings I was struggling to untangle and to find my way back to some kind of inner peace and clarity. I decided to attend a month-long meditation retreat with a spiritual teacher with whom I’d recently begun studying. I knew the answers I sought weren’t going to come from anything I did on the outside but rather, as they always had in the past, from turning deep within.

From the moment I arrived at the retreat, I threw myself into the daily routine with my usual determination and firm intention. I followed the schedule diligently, listened to my teacher's lectures with total concentration, and dove into my meditation practice with renewed enthusiasm. I was going to figure all of this out. I was going to get things under control again. I was going to get back to my old self. “You’ve always been great at fixing things,” I reminded myself. “You can do this!”

One day while I was sitting alone having my lunch, a woman on the ashram staff approached me and introduced herself. “My name is Catherine,” she said with a warm smile. “I have a message for you.”

My heart raced with excitement. This was the moment I’d been waiting for! I had been praying for guidance, asking for direction, and even though I hadn’t met privately with my teacher on this particular visit, I secretly hoped that she would know I was struggling,



tune in to my agitated state, and point me in the right direction “This is amazing,” I thought with tremendous relief. “At last I will know what to do.”

“Yes, Catherine,” I replied. “I would love to hear the message from our teacher.”

“The message she told me to give you is: ‘It would be good for you to be a nothing and a nobody for a while. You won’t learn anything if you keep doing what you are already good at.’“

I was stunned. This was the message? I was supposed to be “a nothing and a nobody”? I didn’t understand. I had worked my whole life to be the opposite: a something and a somebody! All my efforts, all my dreams, all my contributions were about doing whatever I could to make a difference in the world. And she was right—I was good at it. I had struggled to become good at it.

I prided myself on being able to juggle ten projects or activities at once, like many women I know. I had always been inspired by the sacred goddess figures in Eastern religions, female deities depicted with multiple arms representing their many spiritual powers and gifts: the Hindu goddesses Durga wielding various weapons of protection to fight off evil, Lakshmi grasping symbols that bestow beauty, wealth and liberation, and Saraswati holding knowledge and self-realization; and the Buddhist goddess Quan Yin doling out mercy, compassion and healing.

My own life reflected this same attempt at superwoman multitasking. I had just recently ended a year during which I had been writing, producing and appearing in my own national television show; writing and promoting a new book; running a full-time seminar business; traveling around the country giving workshops; appearing regularly on other TV programs; and working on developing several new projects. I was, indeed, a many-armed wonder.

Ever since I can remember, I have always had a dread of coming to the end of my life and feeling disappointed in myself that I hadn’t done the things I believed I was meant to do. I’d been driven to achieve, not only for the reasons we all set goals—the desire to accomplish something significant and meaningful—but also because I was terrified of not doing enough, not making enough of a contribution, not using enough of my talents. Now I was being told to do the opposite—to be “a nothing and a nobody for a while,” to focus on something I had feared and fled from.

There are moments in our lives when someone speaks the truth in a way that finally compels us to hear it. For years people close to me had said: “You should slow down” or “You should take some time off—you’re working much too hard.” I knew that these were healthy suggestions, but the inner voice that had always pushed me to achieve and excel warned, “You can’t stop, even for a moment. You will lose momentum, you will lose ground, and then what will happen to your career, your dreams, your vision for yourself? If you slow down, you won’t get enough done, and you will feel like a failure.” This time I had been softened up by the onslaught of so many unexpected challenges one after the other—by loss, by disappointment, by heartache, by my own dissatisfaction and disillusionment. And so when I heard my teacher's words that day, finally I listened.

I returned home and immediately began looking at my life through the revealing lens of the message I had received. Who was I without all of my achievements and roles, without my hectic schedule and important meetings, without my to-do lists and my interviews? Who was I without an audience, without students, without clients? Who was I when I didn’t have to be wise or inspiring, when I didn’t always have to have answers for everyone, including myself? What did it mean for me to be a nothing and a nobody for a while? What would that look like?

Since I was eighteen years old, I had been on a conscious path of growth. In my twenties, long before I began my career, I spent many years immersed in spiritual studies and meditation retreats that lasted for months at a time. From this platform of inner awakening, I launched myself as a teacher and a writer, and it catapulted me into several decades of success, accomplishment and profound fulfillment. Now I found myself at the summit of that success. It was as if I had been climbing a very challenging mountain, thinking that if I reached the highest peaks, I would have accomplished my goal.

So here I stood, having finally made it to the top, and as I gazed around in amazement, my new vantage point brought into perspective another alluring horizon I never knew existed, a horizon I instantly knew I had to explore. I would never have seen this new vista if I hadn’t climbed this far and this high. But there it was, glittering in the distance, beckoning to me to come and stand on its majestic peaks, which would offer me yet another enlightening view, and I knew I had to answer its call.

The only way to get there, however, was to do the opposite of what I’d been doing in my long and arduous climb—I needed to descend, to leave this sunny spot from where I could see everything and go back down the other side of the mountain into the cold gray shadows of the waiting valley. Once again, it was time for me to pull back and journey deep within myself. I had come full circle.

In order to do this, I needed time—time to question, time to contemplate, time to find myself outside of my successes and the constant attention and demands that came with them. In order to find that time, I decided to pull back—not to abandon my life and my work totally, but to walk a few steps away from it for a while. I had a very successful personal growth center in Los Angeles where thousands of people a month would come to participate in seminars and trainings, and I closed it down. I had a television show in development, and I decided not to go forward with it. I said no to people and opportunities that had been waiting for my energy and attention.

None of this was easy. It went against all of my deepest instincts, which were to hold on tightly to everything I had and to the promise of more. Instead, I had to let go of my attachment to writing and publishing one new book every year like clockwork, my attachment to never going for more than a few months without being on television, my attachment to giving enough seminars to make a certain amount of money, my attachment to being the biggest something and somebody I could be. Even though I knew I was doing the right thing, I still wasn’t completely sure why. I secretly dreaded that rather than coming together in a new way, I was falling apart. “You’re going through a rebirth,” the courageous part of me whispered reassuringly, but the truth was, I felt as if I were dying.



Digging Deep for Wisdom

One night soon after I began the process of making these dramatic changes, I had a very powerful and vivid dream. In this dream, I was using a large, heavy shovel to dig a deep hole in the middle of a beautifully landscaped garden. The garden was filled with lovely, cheerful flowers, perfectly planted in orderly designs, but I wasn’t paying attention to them. I just kept vigorously digging away, dirt flying everywhere, ripping up the flowers with each thrust of my shovel, crushing the delicate petals under piles of stones and debris.

At this point in the dream, a woman came along, and when she saw me digging, she became very upset.

“What are you doing?” she yelled. “You’re destroying the garden. It was perfect. Now you’ve ruined it. What's wrong with you? Why are you doing this?”

I turned to the woman and calmly answered: “I’m digging deep for wisdom.” Then I went back to my digging.

The next morning when I woke up and remembered the dream, I realized what an important message it contained from my inner self to me. The garden represented the life I’d known that had looked perfect on the outside, orderly and attractive in every way. There I was digging an enormous hole right in the middle of all that beauty, uprooting the plants and flowers, throwing dirt on top of what had once been so carefully designed and cultivated. This was just what I’d been doing in my waking world—questioning every aspect of my life; uprooting old beliefs, goals and ideas I’d never had the courage to challenge; making some radical changes.

Who was the woman screaming at me? One interpretation was that she represented many people in my life who disapproved of the intense transformational process I was undergoing. To them, I was just making a mess. They preferred the orderly version of Barbara and Barbara's life, the one they recognized and understood. Many people who worked for me or with me had been watching in thinly veiled horror as I chose to do less and less. Some were frightened about what would happen to them if I made too many changes. Would they lose their jobs? Some were angry as I downsized my life—would they miss out on opportunities or income because I was no longer willing to overextend myself or to do things that weren’t fulfilling to me? Others, including several friends, were threatened by my very act of questioning, afraid that somehow it would rub off on them, and they would suddenly find themselves wildly digging up their own orderly gardens.

Of course, I knew the deeper meaning of the woman screaming at me: she was a piece of my own self, horribly alarmed at my process of radical questioning that was turning my life upside down. “What are you doing?” that part of Barbara was yelling at me. “You’re destroying everything you worked so hard to build. It was perfect. Now you’re ruining it. Why are you doing this?”

Why was I doing this? How did I get here with a shovel in my hand, unearthing all the goals and dreams I’d spent so much time planting and protecting? It was a good question with no simple answer. I was reexamining everything because events I couldn’t have predicted were forcing me to travel down roads for which I had no map. I was searching for clarity, for revelation, called by something I could not yet define, something compelling me to reassess everything about myself and my life. I was digging because somehow I knew it was time to dig.

Did I know where all of this was leading? No, and that was indeed terrifying. I had never liked proceeding without a carefully structured plan, and to do so in my late forties felt foolhardy and even dangerous. But my illuminating dream had reminded me that although I didn’t know where I would end up, I did know what I was doing—I was digging deep for wisdom, allowing the process of questioning and contemplation to penetrate me to my very core, so I could emerge transformed and more in touch with my true self than ever before.



Living in the Questions

Be patient with all that is unresolved in your heart
And try to love the questions themselves.
Do not seek for the answers that cannot be given
For you would not be able to live them.
And the point is to live everything.
Live the questions now, And perhaps without knowing it
You will live along, someday into the answers.
—Rainer Maria Rilke

So how do we dig deep for wisdom? Where do we begin? The first step is simply to admit to yourself that you are where you are—in a place of uncertainty or confusion or doubt, in a time of reevaluation and reassessment, in a process of transformation and rebirth.

Digging deep for wisdom means: 


	Being honest about the fact that at least for the moment, your reality is comprised more of questions than answers.

	Allowing these questions to exist, acknowledging that they are piled up around you like mysterious boxes waiting to be opened.

	 Not fleeing from the questions anymore, but embracing them, entering into them, and in turn inviting them to take root inside you.



This is not an easy task—facing your questions can be a painful, unnerving process. Most of us are much more comfortable with answers than with questions, much more at ease with certainty than with doubt. Too often we flee from our uncertainties, desperate to get back to hard facts, to emotional and intellectual solid ground, to things we are sure of. We do not like to linger too long in the land of “I don’t know.”



This reluctance is understandable. We live in a society where absolute certainty, even if it is biased, narrow-minded, or just plain incorrect, is rewarded—just turn on the television or radio and you will be barraged with countless examples of this: opinionated commentators who never waver from their rigid points of view; talk show experts who harshly preach black and white and nothing in between; reality TV contestants who win the prize, the date, the proposal or the job, often because they display the most unwavering, arrogant assuredness. Doubt, hesitation, introspection— these don’t sell. Certainty does. Is it any wonder, then, that we learn to bury our uncertainties beneath a thick covering of avoidance and denial?

Imagine going to a party and seeing an acquaintance you haven’t been in touch with for some time. “How have you been?” your friend asks. Most likely, you wouldn’t answer, “Actually, I’m confused. You see, I am in a period of deep questioning.” To confess that you are unsure or disoriented would make you feel vulnerable, insecure, exposed. To admit, even to yourself, that you are feeling lost can cause you to feel that somehow you have failed.

This is precisely what will happen when you begin to dig deep—at least in the privacy of your own heart. You will begin to question. You will begin to ask yourself, “How did I get here?” You will feel disoriented, vulnerable, even lost.

But you are not lost.

“How did I get here?” has a “here” in it.
You are somewhere.
Just because you may not yet understand where
that somewhere is does not mean you are in the
wrong place, or even necessarily off course.
To arrive at a place we don’t recognize is indeed
a legitimate destination in life.

A few weeks ago I met my friend Molly for coffee. I hadn’t seen her for a while, and Molly, who is a single parent with a rebellious fifteen-year-old daughter, proceeded to tell me about her latest crisis. Molly's daughter had been lying to her, hanging out with some very troubled kids, and neglecting her schoolwork. “I am so stressed out,” Molly confessed. “After all I have done for Jenna, how can she treat me like this? It makes me feel like I am a bad mother and that I haven’t done a good job. And of all times— I am so swamped at work. I’ve decided I’m giving myself two days to process all of this, and then I’m putting it behind me.”

As Molly finished her story, she noticed that in spite of my best efforts to disguise it, I was smiling. “What?” she said. “I know you, Barbara, and when you get that look on your face, it means you’re about to tell me something you are seeing about my situation that I haven’t figured out yet! Come on, I can take it.”

“You’re right,” I admitted. “Actually, I was just thinking how much you remind me of myself. Throughout my life, I have always been in a rush to find the answers, to have the realizations, to get to certainty about everything. When you said that you were giving yourself two days to process your problems with Jenna, and no more, it cracked me up! It's like insisting, ‘I will extract the lesson from this now even if it kills me!’ Whenever I have done this, it's my way of trying to get things back under control. I am in a hurry to find solutions because I feel so uncomfortable lingering in the problems.”

Molly laughed. “You’re right. Part of me just wants to get this whole thing over with. But I know it is going to take a lot longer than two days to deal with how I am feeling. I just can’t help wishing there was a way to speed it up.”

We all know how Molly feels. After all, we live in a society defined by our hunger for instant gratification. When I enter the word “instant” into my computer's search engine, I get 25,700,000 references, instantly, of course! From instant soup to instant replay, instant Internet connections, instant messaging, instant credit, instant face-lifts, instant erections—we want what we want now. We are impatient, not very good at waiting for long-term results and possessing little tolerance of things that take time.



Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could set a time limit on our trials and challenges, like those speed-dating services that offer meetings with twenty people in one evening? This would be “speed-growing”—go through your issues and learn your lessons in one day! Unfortunately, as you already know too well, this isn’t how it works.

Digging deep for wisdom isn’t something that goes quickly or can be rushed through. It is more a state of mind than a set time period during which we decide to examine our lives. The process of digging deep can last for months, even years. It requires that we stay with the questions, and that we not be in a hurry to answer them.

Digging deep for wisdom takes time because it is not
simply a search for some facts or answers, but a search
for the truth. Our usual skills of problem-solving,
finding answers and figuring things out will not do.
Digging deep requires authentic and prolonged
contemplation.

Contemplation has been an integral part of the path of all great philosophers and spiritual seekers since the beginning of recorded history. The word contemplation contains the Latin root templum, meaning a piece of consecrated ground, a building (temple) of worship, a place devoted to a special and lofty purpose. The dictionary defines contemplation as “to view with continued attention.” In traditional religious understanding, contemplation is an inner communion with God, as opposed to prayer, which might be called a conversation with God.

For our purposes, we can think of contemplation as the act of paying continued attention to that special place within us from which truth, insight, revelation and enlightenment spring forth. When you dig deep for wisdom, you contemplate your questions, your unexpected challenges and your turning points, and you wait for answers. As Rilke put it in his beautiful poem, you “live the questions.”

Have you ever gazed at the night sky, hoping to see a shooting star? You stare for a long time at the twinkling constellations, the distant galaxies, and they are beautiful, but no shooting stars appear. Suddenly, just when you think your search has been in vain, you see it—a brilliant flash of light arching across the heavens. It is spectacular, and something worth waiting for.

Contemplation is slow. It takes time. It can be uncomfortable, exasperating, even painful. But if you are patient, your wait will be worth it.

. . .

Several months ago, I decided to replant a portion of my garden. I’d tried to get flowers to grow in this part of the yard, but for some reason they always died. I thought perhaps the soil needed to be weeded and turned over, and that this would help the new flowers to thrive, and so I hired a man to dig up all of the weeds and prepare the soil for planting.

The gardener began his work early one morning, but within minutes he came to the front door and asked me to look at something he’d found while digging. “See this?” he said pointing into the freshly dug hole. “These are the old roots of a tree that must have been here at one time. It was a big tree, because these roots go very deep and spread out for ten feet in each direction. No wonder you had a hard time getting things to grow.”

There is an old saying: “Dig deep enough and you will hit something.” Usually we hit something we didn’t know was there, something unexpected. There are many things within you waiting to be discovered like the old roots buried beneath the soil in my garden. Perhaps some are roots of old emotional issues that you did not know existed, ones that have been keeping you blocked that you can now dig out and remove. Others are rare, important treasures, excavated from the depths of your being, priceless gems of understanding and clarity that, once revealed, will change you forever.



Digging deep for wisdom means being
willing to unearth anything and everything
you find inside yourself. It means digging
until you discover precious treasures of insight,
revelation and awakening, that which
transforms you, that which you could
have never known was there unless you
were forced to dig.

. . .

In my first year of college, I began practicing daily meditation, and soon after I attended a six-month meditation intensive with a renowned spiritual master in order to become a meditation teacher myself. The course consisted of some lectures, studies and yoga, but the core of the process was meditating for up to twelve hours a day. I’d always had profound experiences meditating for twenty minutes at a time and never found it challenging, but this was different. Sitting in meditation for this many hours was like taking the biggest shovel in existence and digging deep, deep, deep within myself. I would be fine for the first half-hour, but then I would hit a roadblock of thoughts and emotions that seemed to prevent me from going deeper. “I must be doing this wrong,” I would think to myself in a panic. “Maybe I should get up for a while, and then start over when I am more relaxed.” The truth was that I was terrified to go deeper. What if I found out something about myself I didn’t like? What if I didn’t have a core of peace and happiness inside?

My teacher was a wonderful storyteller with a compassionate, joyful presence. He took great delight in the tales he told us, as if he himself had never heard them before. Every evening after our long day of meditation and study, he would gather us together to sit with him, and for several hours he would share his wisdom, answer questions, and of course tell marvelous stories.

One night a young man stood up and complained that he had been feeling restless and distracted during meditation, as I had, and he confessed that whenever this happened, he would get up, walk to the store in the nearby village, read through some magazines, and then when he felt less agitated, he would walk back and sit down again to meditate. When my teacher heard this, he laughed and laughed as if he’d never heard anything so amusing in his life. When he finally stopped laughing, he shared this story with us, his version of a classic ancient parable. Here it is as I remember it:

Once there was a farmer who was in desperate need of water to save his crops from dying. The drought had lasted for several years, and so with no hope of rain, he decided to dig a well. He began digging, and hour by hour the hole got deeper and deeper, but still no there was no water to be found. “I must be digging in the wrong spot,” he concluded at the end of the day, “for all I’ve discovered in this hole are rocks and tree roots.” Exhausted and discouraged, he returned home.

The next morning, shovel in hand, the farmer began digging again, this time in a different spot. As the sun blazed overhead and he dug deeper, again he found no water. “This second hole is as bad as the first,” he muttered to himself as he climbed out of the dry hole as the sun was setting.

Day after day the farmer dug one hole after another, and each time he would get the same results—no water. And as he laid down his shovel and walked home, head hung low, he would wonder if he was crazy to believe there was any water to be found. “Am I doomed to spend my life digging and finding nothing?” he moaned to himself. “I must be cursed in some way.”

One day a traveling wise man was passing by the farmer's plot of land. To his surprise, he saw the farmer, shovel in hand, digging a hole surrounded by twenty similar holes.

“What are you doing, my friend?” the wise man asked the farmer, who was knee-deep in dirt.

“I’m digging a well—at least, I’m trying to.” the farmer replied in a forlorn voice. “But so far, I have only had horrible luck, for I keep hitting rocks and roots—everything but water.”

“Dear sir, you will never find water digging that way!” the wise man said kindly.

“What other way is there?” asked the farmer.

“Your efforts at digging are valiant, but they are not working,” explained the wise man. “You start digging in one place, and after ten feet when you don’t find water, you stop, go to another place, and start to dig all over again. However, the water table in this village starts at least twenty feet below the surface.”

“Unless you dig longer and deeper, you won’t find what you are searching for. Stay in one place, dig down deep and don’t stop when you get discouraged. Be patient and just keep digging, even when you hit the hard rock-filled soil. If you persist, I promise you will find the water you seek.”

Again and again throughout my life, I have returned to the important lesson contained in this story. Digging deep for wisdom means not giving up when you hit the rocks of discomfort and frustration within yourself. It means being patient and persistent, not stopping at the first insight, the first revelation, the first breakthrough, but going even deeper. It means having trust—that beneath all of your questions and confusion there are answers, there is clarity, there is awakening.

Most of all, digging deep for wisdom means having faith—faith that beyond the hard roots of your fear, your doubts and your disappointments, you will discover a wellspring of wisdom and illumination more powerful and more exquisite than anything you could ever have imagined.

Together, we will dig.
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Turning Points, Transitions and Wake-up Calls

The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their rightful names.
—Chinese proverb

When what was once predictable is nowhere to be found...

When what you thought you knew to be certain now appears blurred and distorted . . .

When what you were holding that seemed solid now dissolves as dust in your hand...

Then you have arrived at a place on your journey whose name you need to know.

Each of us is offered powerful moments when life invites us, or perhaps quite dramatically forces us, to stop and pay attention to who we are, where we are, how we arrived there, and where we need to go next. Sometimes these moments of awakening manifest as the coming to a crossroads on our path, when we are presented with a choice to turn this way or that. Sometimes, rather than a distinct moment of recognition, we experience these changes as a gradual transition that we slowly or suddenly become aware of, even though it may have been happening for a while. And sometimes there is nothing at all subtle or gradual about these moments—they reveal themselves to us in the form of dramatic wake-up calls, emotional or spiritual emergencies, events or circumstances that force us, ready or not, to face a reality we would rather not face.



No matter how we encounter these periods of intense questioning or difficulty, one theme is the same: our world, which was comfortable, safe and familiar, now seems foreign and even frightening as events, either from inside or outside us, shake up our old beliefs, our usual ways of existing, relating and behaving. We look at the challenges stacked up before us and suspect that we will not be able to survive this time with our “old self” intact, that we will not be able to find our way through the dizzying maze of emotions with anything less than total, brutally honest self-reflection.

“What is happening to me?” we wonder. We have arrived, unmistakably, at the “here” in “How did I get here?” but where exactly are we? This is not simply a rhetorical question, but a sincere and urgent cry of the soul, a longing to identify these unfamiliar experiences that fill us with fear, confusion or uncertainty. We really need to know what is going on. We need to give it a name.

. . .

From the earliest recorded times, human beings have had the desire and need to name things. Scientists say that language is the very thing that makes us human. There are 6,500 living languages in the world today, with many more that have died out. That means there are billions of names and words in existence. Estimates of the number of words in the English language alone start at around three million and go up from there.

What is the purpose of all these words? The traditions of many ancient peoples and religions believed in the power of the word or name to bring things into being. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,” says the Christian Bible. In the Hindu tradition, AUM is the sacred symbol that is the source of all existence, the cosmic sound from which the world arose and within which the world exists. In ancient Egypt, it was essential that the parents name their child as soon as he or she was born—otherwise it was as if the child did not exist. To name something made it real. This belief is still an integral part of modern culture—we already have more than enough words, yet we continue to create new ones as we experience, identify and name new realities—in the English language alone, we still invent up to 20,000 new words and terms a year.

In ancient times, since names were so important, it was believed that to discover the name of something was to gain power over it and control it: to know the name was to possess the thing. Thus in many cultures the names of deities were kept secret and never revealed. Early writings about the magical arts declare that once a magician knew the name of a thing, he held the secret to its magic. In other traditions, to use the sacred names, as in the recitation of mantras, was to empower oneself, to take on the qualities of the name of the Divine, and to achieve liberation.

In our own lives, we’ve all had experiences of the power that naming has to define things and actually shift our experience of them. There is a big difference, for instance, between someone you are dating, and someone who is suddenly named your “boyfriend” or “girlfriend.” Now, the relationship is “official.” Of course, it becomes more so when the “boyfriend” is renamed “husband.” You enjoy working for a company, but when you are named manager or assistant vice-president, you suddenly feel more important, and you proudly carry business cards with your new “name.” Even unpleasant circumstances became more tolerable when they are named: Your son who does poorly in school, loses his temper with his siblings, and can’t seem to pay attention may be seen as a “problem child” until his symptoms are properly named, and he is diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder. Now you know the cause of his behavior—it is no longer an exasperating mystery— and you can get him the help he needs.

Names help us to locate where we are
on our outer and our inner journey,
and to identify who we are.
When we are entering unknown territory,
encountering unrecognizable landscapes,
or arriving at unexpected turning points,
we need those names the most.



The Power of Naming

Not everything can be cured or fixed,
but it should be named properly.
—Richard Rohr

When I was twelve years old, my maternal grandmother told me a priceless story that I have never forgotten. “Mom-Mom,” as we called her, was born in southern Russia in 1901, at the height of the Russian Empire's persecution of the Jews. When she was just four, she and her entire family escaped to America to avoid being killed in one of the pogroms that were sweeping through Russia and settled in the then-sleepy seaside town of Atlantic City, New Jersey. The children in the family soon adapted to their new life in the United States, but Mom-Mom's mother, my great-grandmother Ida, spoke no English and, like many immigrants of that time, clung to her old-fashioned ways. Mom-Mom explained:

“One Saturday morning when I was almost thirteen years old, I went as usual to play on the beach with my friends. We only lived a few blocks from the ocean, and I spent as much time there as possible. After a while I got hungry, and decided to go home for lunch. While my mother was making me a sandwich, I stepped into the bathroom to ‘go,’ and when I wiped down there, to my horror there was blood on the toilet paper! Blood, and lots of it! I shrieked and began to cry. Something was terribly wrong. I’d heard about people with horrible diseases, and now it was happening to me. I was dying.

“Your great-grandmom Ida must have heard my sobbing, and she came running into the bathroom. ‘Maidelah,’ (that's Yiddish for little girl), she said, ‘what's wrong? Why are you crying?’

“‘Look, Mama, I’m dying.’ With a trembling hand, I held the blood-soaked toilet tissue up so she could see the evidence of my impending demise.

“Your great-grandmom Ida's eyes got very wide for a moment, and then she smiled. ‘Darling, wipe your tears—you’re not dying,’ she crooned as she dried my damp face with her handkerchief.

“‘I’m not?’ I asked her in disbelief. ‘Then, Mama, why am I bleeding down there?’

“‘Oh, that, well, I’ll tell you what that is,’ my mother said with a knowing look on her face. I leaned forward in anticipation, anxious to hear her explanation for my horrible plight. ‘A crab bit you at the beach!’ she announced triumphantly.

“‘A crab? Bit me down there? But Mama, I didn’t feel anything.’

“‘Well, you were probably so busy playing or swimming, you didn’t notice, but that's what it was . . . just a crab. Now you wait here, and I am going to get you a special bandage to put on, because you might bleed for a little while longer.’ And within a moment, my mother came back with a long, thick white bandage unlike anything I’d ever seen, and she showed me how to attach it to a special belt so it wouldn’t fall out of my underpants.”

By now I was laughing so hard listening to my Mom-Mom Lilly's story that I could hardly breathe. “Did you really believe that it was a crab?” I asked her, giggling.

“What did I know about these things?” my grandmother answered. “No one talked about it back then, and certainly not my mother, God rest her soul. I just put on the ‘bandage’ and waited for the crab bite to heal. And five days later, to my surprise, it did. Of course, I stayed away from the beach for the next month, terrified that I’d get bitten again and that this time it would be worse, and the bleeding wouldn’t stop after five days.”

“How did you finally figure out that you’d gotten your period?” I inquired.

“Four weeks later, like clockwork, I started bleeding again, and since this time I knew it couldn’t be a crab, I confronted my mother, and she finally told me that I had become a woman and explained the whole thing. Oh, I was very angry with her, but to be honest, I was also quite relieved. I’d spent the whole month sure that I did indeed have an incurable disease, but that my mother didn’t have the heart to tell me. So to finally hear her give my ‘ailment’ a name, to know it was normal and discover that I wasn’t the only one going through it, lifted a huge cloud from my mind.”

. . .

I always loved my grandmother's telling (and retelling!) of this story. However, as the years passed and I grew older, I realized that the tale, which amused me so much as a young girl, contains something more important than just humor and sweet, irreplaceable memories. It teaches a lesson about the power and importance of giving a name to our experiences.

Naming has several important values:

1. Naming allows us to step back from our experience, to begin to observe it more objectively.

By giving something a name, we create a sense of separation from ourselves and whatever it is we are experiencing. I am not going crazy because I am experiencing mood swings—my body is going through PMS. I am not a bad parent because my child is screaming and refusing to cooperate—he is going through the “terrible twos.” I do not have a bad attitude because I dread going into work each day—I am unhappy with the cutthroat atmosphere at my place of business, and need to make a change. Identifying the experience contains it. Knowing the name makes it somehow more manageable. We become more tolerant and less anxious because we know what it is we are dealing with.

Recently I was scheduled on a very early flight out of town and ordered a cab to pick me up at four-thirty the next morning to take me to the airport. When the driver, Henry, arrived, I thanked him for getting up before dawn so I could catch my plane. “Oh, I’m not starting my shift,” he explained. “This is the end of it. I like to work in the middle of the night.” I asked him why, and over the next twenty minutes, he told me the following:

In the late 1960s, Henry had spent two years in heavy combat on the front lines of the war in Vietnam. He had seen every kind of horror imaginable and lost many of his buddies. Finally he was sent home. “I was a mess,” he confessed. “My girlfriend had waited for me, but when we were reunited, I couldn’t feel any emotion. Everything made me jumpy, and the smallest noise, like someone scraping their chair across the floor when they got up or the clatter of dishes in the sink, threw me into horrible anxiety attacks. Worst of all, I couldn’t sleep—I would lie awake for hours at night, sweating and hyperventilating. I thought I had gone off the deep end.”

It took several years before Henry found some professional help and could give a name to his demon—post-traumatic stress disorder. “You can’t imagine what a relief it was to be able to call what I was going through ‘something,’ he told me. “It didn’t really take away my symptoms, but at least I knew what they were, and they didn’t freak me out so much. Anyway, that's why I work nights— I still have trouble sleeping in the dark, so this job works out perfectly.”

I felt very emotional listening to Henry, proud of him for persevering in trying to make some sense of what had happened to him in Vietnam, but sad for so many other veterans who didn’t get the help they needed to name their inner monsters as the first step in taming them. One thing Henry said really stuck with me: “When I was in ‘Nam, I thought I was going through the worst thing anyone could in life. But coming home was even harder. At least over there I knew who the enemy was. I knew what I was supposed to do. But to be back here and feel crazy and frightened and angry all the time, and not know why or what to do about it—that was like an enemy I couldn’t ever see or find, but one that never went away.” When the doctors helped Henry name his inner enemy, he could finally begin to find some peace.

2. Naming can calm our irrational fears and dispel the illusion that we are going through something unusual or uncharted.

If naming what we are going through is helpful and affirming in good times, then it is all the more crucial in challenging or confusing times. Imagine, for example, how terrified we would be if the phases in life were not named and explained to us. One day we would notice hair beginning to grow in strange places on our bodies, and we would think we were going through some bizarre transmutation instead of entering puberty. A woman would notice her belly growing bigger and bigger, and would be terrified that she was terminally ill rather than pregnant. My poor grandmother thought she was bleeding to death until her experience was given a name.

This is the second power that naming has—it identifies our experience as something people have gone through before us, and by doing so, it dispels our sense of isolation, connecting us, tangibly or intangibly, with others. “I am not the only one this has ever happened to,” we think with a sigh of relief. “I am not alone.” And somehow, in an undefined but unquestionable way, this makes whatever it is we are facing more bearable.

3. Naming allows us to arrive more fully in our reality.

Whether a reality is pleasant or unpleasant, exciting or frightening, once we name it, we claim it as ours. It is as if we are pointing our finger at a spot on a map and declaring, “I am ‘here.’“Even if “here” isn’t a place we want to be, even if we are unhappy to find ourselves at this particular “here,” still, we feel a comfort and security in giving it a name, rather than having no idea where we are. Naming it makes it more of a known quantity rather than an unknown, and therefore locates us in time and space. The anxiety of wondering where we are is replaced by a certainty that clears our minds and in some mysterious way calms our hearts.

I remember reading an interview with an American soldier who had been captured and held as a prisoner of war in the Middle East some years ago. When the reporter asked him about the conditions of his captivity, the soldier explained that the hardest part had not been being beaten or kept in a tiny cell with very little food and water, or even feeling afraid that he would never see his wife and children again. The most terrible moments, he confessed, were when he first woke up in a completely dark room and had no idea where he was, how he’d gotten there or what was going to happen to him. He’d been knocked unconscious during a skirmish with the enemy, who had then transported him to a prison while he was still unaware that he’d been captured. For what seemed like several days, they left him alone in the dark pit. Reality of any identifiable sort had vanished, and he felt as if he had gone crazy. When his captors finally revealed themselves and moved him to a cell, he felt a strange sense of relief, as if his sanity came flooding back. At least now he could name what was happening: “I am a prisoner. I have been captured by the enemy. I am in some secret camp. I am in a filthy cell. I have two guards who take turns watching me.” As terrible as these realities were, they were his. According to this brave soldier, those realities became his link to sanity and psychological survival.

Here is the point I have been making:

To go through powerful times of questioning
and challenge, and leave our process unnamed
or, worse, mislabeled, is to condemn ourselves
to feeling frightened, disoriented and as if we are
somehow doing something wrong. We must give our
times of transformation and rebirth
their rightful names.

. . .

Every individual existence is brought into rhythm by
a pendulum to which the heart gives type and name.
There is a time for expanding and a time for contraction.
One provokes the other and the other calls
for the return of the first.
Never are we nearer the Light than when the darkness is deepest
—Swami Vivekananda

It is easy to see where you are when it is light out. It is easy to discern your location when there are signs posted identifying it. But what happens when we come to places on our path that we don’t recognize, or have experiences that we haven’t heard described? What do we do when we, like the brave soldier, find ourselves frightened and disoriented and totally in the dark? How do we know where we are? What name do we give to something or someplace we don’t understand?

For most of us, the name we choose is crisis:

“My boyfriend just broke up with me, and I’m in an emotional crisis.”

“I just quit my job, and I’m in a career crisis.”

“Our daughter has started hanging out with the wrong crowd and taking drugs, and we’re going through a family crisis.”

“I was just diagnosed with diabetes, and I’m going through ahealth crisis.”

“Crisis” is often the word we use to describe unwelcome experiences or situations that we wish were not happening. After all, when asked if the word crisis defines something negative or positive, most people would answer negative. Who wants to go through a crisis, even a minor one? Who looks forward to a crisis? “Can’t wait until my next crisis! This one was over way too soon,” is probably a statement you will never hear. Many of my friends and acquaintances would describe themselves as “in crisis” right now, going through divorce, illness, career challenges, difficulties with their children, loss of parents, financial hardships, and I am certain that not one of them would speak about these experiences with fondness.

Is crisis the proper name for these times? What does the word actually mean? I was surprised and intrigued to discover that the original and literal meaning of the word crisis does not denote a negative condition, in spite of the fact that this is its common usage. The etymology of crisis traces the word back to its Greek origins from the root krinein—to separate, to decide, to judge. The Greeks first used the word krisis in a medical sense to describe the turning point in a disease, and then to indicate a moment in judicial proceedings when a certain direction was taken. A “krisis” was a critical juncture, a time of decision.

I like this expanded definition of crisis. It resonates with my own experience, and those of thousands of people with whom I have worked over the years:

What feels like a crisis is, in truth, a turning point,
a moment of judgment, of decisiveness, of
transformation, when we have an opportunity to
separate from an old reality and chart a new course.

Perhaps, then, the naming of our challenges needs to begin with these questions:

What if that which you’ve been calling a crisis, a mess, a disaster, a bummer, chaos, confusion, mayhem or madness is actually something else?

What if there is something here for you to do other than just endure and survive, rather than feeling condemned to resist or suffer, rather than concluding that you are stuck or thwarted or lost?

What if this place in which you find yourself is not a roadblock, but a true krisis—a turning point?

Turning Points and Transitions

You seldom sit at a crossroads and know it is a crossroads.
—Alex Raffe

One of my first solitary adventures as a young girl was taking the train from the small suburb of Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, where I had lived since I was born, to downtown Philadelphia. I would walk to the station on Saturday morning, buy my round-trip ticket, and wait with excited anticipation for the train to arrive—I was going into the city all by myself! I didn’t do anything very original when I was in town, just things that seemed exotic to a twelve-year-old in the innocent times of the early 1960s. I’d go to Sam Goody and look through the latest records. I’d stop at Woolworth's drugstore and admire all of the cosmetics, potions and makeup that I knew I would be using one day soon. I’d order a root beer float and French fries for lunch at a soda fountain. Then I’d walk back to the station and wait for the train to take me home. I never ventured more than three or four blocks from the main terminal, just to be sure I didn’t get lost, but as far as I was concerned I might as well have been thousands of miles away in Paris or Venice or some other magical city—for at least a few hours, I was free and completely on my own.

It doesn’t take much for me to recall the sights, sounds and sensations of those expeditions downtown, particularly those memorable train rides. I can still feel the rough wool fabric of the hard seat, scratchy against my legs as I pressed my face against the soot-covered window and watched the landscape appear to stream by. I can see the conductor standing in the aisle punching my ticket with his silver implement, the tiny white circle floating to the ground to join hundreds of others in a carpet of paper snow. Most of all, I can hear the conductor's singsong voice as if triumphantly announcing the name of each station as we approached: “Melrose Park! ...Tabor! ...FernRock! ...Wayne Junction!. . . North Broad Street!. . . Last stop Reading Terminal downtown Philadelphia!” As each station was announced, I knew I was getting closer to town, and my exhilaration would grow. Those names became like a string of soothing mantras I would recite in my head. I had never been to those places and had no idea what they were like, but the repetition of each one reassured me that I was, indeed, on the right train, going to the right place.

Those were simple times and simple journeys. Now, many years and many challenging times later, I look at my life odyssey and shake my head at how different it has been from that comforting and predictable ride from Elkins Park to downtown Philadelphia. There have been no announcements identifying what emotional terrain I was traveling through, no warnings to let me know I was about to enter this or that station, no one telling me when I was supposed to get on or when I was supposed to get off, no schedule to consult to make sure I didn’t miss the right train.

It would be so much easier, wouldn’t it, if our lives were like my childhood train rides, and if those important transitions we needed to be aware of were announced in advance. I can just imagine how it would sound: “Relationship Reevaluation coming up in three months!” . . . “Next stop, Career Change!” . . . “Now approaching Health Crisis!” . . . “Arriving at Turning Point—all passengers must change trains. . . .” But this is not how it is.

How, then, do we know we have arrived at a turning point in our life? How do we correctly identify and name what feels like a crisis as actually an important crossroads?

First, it helps to understand that not all turning points look or feel the same.

Turning Points That You Know Are Probably Coming

Some turning points are obvious. You know you’re approaching them, even if you don’t admit it to yourself or to anyone else. You’ve been unhappy in your job for too long, and the company itself is being reorganized, with firings about to be announced. You and your romantic partner can’t agree on the direction you want your relationship to go, and all you’re doing is arguing. Your elderly mother has been less and less able to care for herself, and is beginning to need full-time care. In spite of what your instincts tell you in these situations, you still hope for some last-minute miracle, something to change the course of events so you won’t have to get to a difficult crossroads, make a painful decision or a face a frightening change.

Even though you may dread these turning points, you are not completely surprised when they happen. They are what we might call the “expected unexpected.” On some level, you have been aware of the transition taking place all along. This doesn’t make the experience any easier or less agonizing, but you are a bit more prepared than you would have been if you hadn’t seen it coming. Therefore, you can navigate through it more easily. In these cases, the lament “How did I get here?” is more of a rhetorical question. You do know how you got to where you are. You’re not disoriented—just disappointed.

Recently I bumped into an old friend of mine at a fund-raiser. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her for some time and noticed she was there without her husband. I knew their marriage had been extremely rocky, and had always sensed that it was just a matter of time before they split up.

“How are you?” I asked, suspecting I knew what the answer would be.

“I’ve been better,” she replied with a grimace. “It's been a really difficult year. Larry and I separated last summer.”

“I’m so sorry. I realize how hard that must be.”

“Thanks, but I know you aren’t surprised,” she admitted. “Neither was I, actually. I kind of knew it was coming for a long time, but hoped somehow it wouldn’t. I kept waiting for something— don’t ask me what—to intervene and prevent the inevitable. Does that make sense?”

Of course it did. I’d been there—we all have.

Turning Points That Sneak Up on Us

Sometimes turning points can be quiet, almost invisible, and therefore, hard to predict and easy to miss. They sneak up on us day by day without our even realizing they have arrived, so that when we come face to face with them, at first they don’t look like turning points at all. Perhaps we simply feel bored, restless, somehow unsettled within ourselves. We may feel sad for no reason, even depressed, and seem to have lost our passion for love, for sex, for work, for living. Something is not right, but we aren’t sure what it is. If someone asked us, “Are you at a turning point in your life?” we’d probably answer, “No, I’m just overworked,” or “No, I’m just worn out from having two toddlers at home with me.” We don’t even suspect that we might be at some important crossroads— we just don’t like how we are feeling.

What is happening here? By way of some underground pathways in our psyche, we have been going through a transition and reached a turning point without even knowing we were approaching it or that we have reached it at all. Deep within us, something has been shifting so slowly that it has been virtually imperceptible. As we will see later in this book, we are often so skilled at ignoring what has been happening inside us, especially if we feel that it threatens our known reality, that we don’t even recognize we’ve come to a cosmic intersection in our life even when we’re standing right in the middle of it.

My friend Pamela just went through this kind of turning point. Pamela owned a children's clothing store, and for months I’d been hearing her complain about myriad situations in her life: her employees were driving her crazy; remodeling of the store was taking longer than she’d anticipated; her nine-year-old son was doing poorly in school, and she was having trouble helping him as much as she wanted due to her busy schedule; and she was too stressed to think about dating, even though it had been five years since her divorce.

Late one evening Pamela called me and, as usual, began telling me about how horrible her day had been. “I just don’t know what to do,” she lamented. “Why do things have to be this hard?”

“Maybe the Universe is trying to tell you something,” I suggested.

“Like what—that my life sucks?” she responded with a sarcastic laugh.

“No, like that maybe you’re at an important crossroads. You haven’t enjoyed the store for some time now—it's doing well financially, but it's a burden rather than the creative challenge it was when you first opened. You have no time for your son, and no time for yourself. Perhaps you’re supposed to be making a change.”

Pamela was silent for a moment. Then, in a very calm voice, she replied, “Like selling my business.”



“Have you thought about it?”

“To tell you the truth, I actually haven’t. But as I hear you describe it, suddenly the pieces are fitting together. Everything in my life is screaming ‘SELL!’—I just haven’t been listening. I worked so hard to make the store successful, and couldn’t ever imagine I wouldn’t want to be doing this.”

“It is financially successful,” I reassured her. “But if you don’t want to be doing what you are doing every day, then you’re not succeeding on the inside.”

“And that's why I have been so miserable,” Pamela admitted.

Soon after our phone call, my friend sold her business, took two months off to spend more time with her son and reevaluate her life, and in a burst of inspiration decided to start a new company specializing in remodeling and decorating children's rooms. Pamela runs the business out of her house and is happier than she's ever been. She's even dating a furniture designer she met working on one of her new projects.

Like Pamela, we become so attached to the road we are on, to the itinerary we have mapped out, that when a new road appears we may not even see it. Often in these circumstances, it does take someone else—a family member, a friend, a therapist—to point out to us that we are indeed at some kind of crucial turning point.

Turning Points Disguised as Dead Ends

Last week I was driving to an appointment at a healing center in the foothills of the nearby mountains. I’d never been to this place before, but had clear directions that told me to follow one road for a while, and then look for the turnoff to the center, so I wasn’t concerned about getting lost. It was a beautiful afternoon, and I was enjoying the serene atmosphere of the countryside.

Suddenly the road stopped and there was nowhere else to go. DEAD END, the sign read. “How could this be possible?” I wondered, utterly perplexed. I hadn’t seen the turn I was supposed to take, and I was sure I’d looked carefully for it. There was nothing to do but slowly retrace my path. Sure enough, several miles back I noticed that there was a very small lane winding up the mountain, its identifying sign partially hidden behind an overgrown flowering bush. I remembered passing that road but dismissing it, certain it couldn’t be the one I was looking for. Now I understood how I had missed the turnoff—I’d assumed it would be a well-paved street, and clearly marked. I didn’t recognize it when I saw it because it wasn’t what I was expecting.

Sometimes in life we come to what appear to be dead ends, but are actually missed turning points. Suddenly it seems we can’t go any farther in the direction we were traveling, and we feel trapped, lost. We don’t remember seeing any alternative routes; we don’t recall being confronted with a choice. We simply feel stuck. “What am I supposed to do now?” we lament as we stare at the emotional equivalent of a NO WAY OUT sign. The answer is to do just what I did on that country road—we need to retrace our steps, to go back and see if we can find the turning point we missed because we weren’t expecting it.

One of my clients is a very successful and well-known film producer. When we first met, I asked him how he got started in the entertainment business. “I was desperate,” he answered with a grin and went on to explain his story. Nelson was a struggling screenwriter who moved to Los Angeles with his wife and newborn son in hopes of breaking into the film industry. For two years he tried to sell his scripts with absolutely no luck. Soon he had gone through all of his savings and didn’t even have money enough to pay the next month's rent on his apartment. He had reached a dead end and didn’t know where to turn.

“I was about as down as a person could get,” Nelson confessed to me. “I’d had these big dreams, dragged my wife away from her family in Texas, and here I was with nothing to show for it. I knew what I needed to do—pack up everything that could fit into the car and drive back to Texas to get a job selling cars or insurance or something. But I felt desperate at the thought of actually going through with this.”



Then Nelson had an impulse to call his friend Jimmy, whom he’d met in a screenwriting class. Jimmy was always very upbeat, although he, too, hadn’t ever sold a script. The last time Nelson had spoken to Jimmy, he’d been excited about some independent film he had agreed to help produce, and asked Nelson if he wanted to get involved. “It doesn’t pay anything now,” Jimmy explained, “but it is great experience.” Nelson remembered thinking what an optimist Jimmy was and what a sucker—he was working for free, which surely couldn’t get him anywhere. “At least I should call and say good-bye before I leave town,” Nelson told himself.

That phone call changed Nelson's life. Jimmy talked him into working on the tiny film, which ended up becoming an underground hit. Nelson realized that he loved producing and had a talent for it, and soon he and Jimmy formed their own production company. Within a year, they’d produced a movie that became a surprise success and went on to create a multimillion-dollar business. “If things hadn’t been so bad,” Nelson reminisced, “I would have missed that doorway.”

This is often how it is with turning points—they seem to occur at crucial moments, moments in which we could easily get stuck unless we look for the opening they offer us. The word crucial is derived from the Latin root crux, or cross. Again, through ancient language, wisdom is revealed:

Hidden within crucial, challenging times
are crossroads, transitions and turning points,
easy to miss, but promising us wonderful journeys
to places of delight and fulfillment
we cannot even imagine.



Wake-up Calls

Great occasions do not make heroes or cowards;
they simply unveil them to the eyes of men.
Silently and imperceptibly, as we wake or sleep,
we grow strong or weak; and at last
some crisis shows what we have become.
—Brooke Foss Westcott

The night after your twentieth wedding anniversary party, your husband suddenly announces that he is leaving you for another woman....Your doctor discovers a clogged artery in your heart during a routine checkup and schedules you for immediate open-heart surgery....Your wife confesses that she's addicted to prescription painkillers and needs to be admitted to rehab. . . . Your business partner of eight years breaks down and tells you that that he badly mismanaged the company assets, and that you will need to declare bankruptcy.

You have just had a wake-up call.

A wake-up call is pushy. It's rude. It is a kick in the butt that sends us flying before it knocks us down. It is neither gentle, nor subtle, nor unhurried. Rather, it is demanding and dramatic, forcing us to pay attention to our lives, our relationships, and our own inner selves in a way nothing else does. It is stubborn, compelling us to face what we wish we could avoid, insisting that we deal with those things we are reluctant even to imagine, let alone endure.

If a turning point is a moment when we find ourselves standing at a crossroads, a wake-up call feels more as if we have been hit by a truck and are lying on the ground in a state of shock.

If a turning point is a big storm that creates some dust and disorder, a wake-up call is the tornado that slams into our life and appears to blow everything to smithereens.

Transitions and turning points can be gradual, unfolding over time, but wake-up calls do not afford us this luxury. They often like to wrap themselves in shocks and surprises when they show up at our door. The term unexpected doesn’t begin to describe how it feels when we are suddenly jolted out of our old reality, confronted with circumstances, challenges and issues we hoped we would never have to face. One moment you’re going about your business, and suddenly you look up and to your utter astonishment, everything has changed. You can’t believe how you’re feeling or where you are. You have no memory of any kind of conscious transition. “What happened?” you ask yourself in disbelief. “I don’t remember being aware that I was even heading in this direction.”

Wake-up calls are never on our itinerary. So when we find ourselves in the emotionally wrenching situations to which they inevitably deliver us, we cannot help but cry out: “How did I get here?” Even if we believe that eventually we will learn, grow and improve our lives because of the wake-up call, still, when it first assaults us, the experience is painful, frightening and emotionally overwhelming. My dear friend and fellow author Lorin Roche calls this “being shattered awake.” It is the kind of awakening that we do not readily welcome.

Years ago, when the man I loved at the time suddenly announced that our relationship of ten years was over and he was leaving me, I totally fell apart. For weeks on end, all I could do was weep—actually, howling was more like it. I was in a state of complete shock, incapable at the time of figuring out what had happened or why I, of all people, hadn’t seen this coming. One night, unable to sleep, I turned on the television and began watching a show about men and women who claimed to have been abducted by aliens from outer space. They all shared similar stories: one minute they were driving in their car or asleep in their bed, and the next thing they knew they were on an alien craft undergoing some horrible medical procedure. I remember listening to their descriptions and suddenly realizing that this was exactly how I felt— as if I’d been kidnapped, mysteriously abducted from my old life, only to wake up in some nightmare. And all I wanted to do was to go back home.

This is why wake-up calls can almost have a surreal, dreamlike quality to them. They feel more like a transportation than a transition, as if you’ve been whisked from one reality to another. At first we may even be in a state of denial, unable to grasp what has occurred. “This can’t be happening,” we whisper to ourselves in disbelief, but it is happening. And now, where you are is unmistakable and impossible to ignore.

These kinds of wake-up calls—extreme loss, illness, accidents or tragedy—wake us up to our deepest questions about the meaning of life, our faith, our values, about who we are at the very core of our soul. Others act as warnings, forcing us to focus on situations we have been ignoring that need our attention—the marriage that will end unless we take immediate action, the disease that will progress unless we start taking care of our body. But all wake-up calls have one thing in common: they test who we are and reveal us to ourselves like nothing else can.

. . .

I cannot write about wake-up calls without telling you the story of my friend Dr. Glenn Wollman. For thirty years, Glenn has been a highly respected specialist in emergency medicine, and the Regional Chief Medical Director for several emergency departments in California as well as the Director of Integrative Medicine at a large medical center. When I first met Glenn, I was impressed by his knowledge of both Western and Eastern medicine, and by his holistic approach to health and well-being. In our many conversations, it became clear to me that although Glenn loved his profession and was completely dedicated to it, he felt frustrated that he wasn’t able to really work with patients to focus more on preventive health care.

During the next two years, I watched Glenn's dissatisfaction grow worse and worse. “I need to make a big shift,” he’d confess with a sigh. The question was how. Glenn was very loyal and committed to those with whom he worked, and the idea of letting them down was unthinkable to him. By his own admission, Glenn was also a cautious, precise and analytical person. This was part of why he was such a good doctor, but it didn’t make it easy for him to radically transform his life. The thought of setting out on his own after so many years in institutional settings was daunting. Whenever I got together with Glenn, this was one of the main topics—was Glenn ever going to make the change he needed to make in order to be truly fulfilled?

Late one night, my phone rang. It was my friend Marilyn. “Glenn has been in a terrible car accident,” she told me. He’d been driving his sports car on the freeway and was getting ready to exit when a car smashed into him from behind at seventy miles an hour, and then sped off. Miraculously, he wasn’t killed, although he had to be cut out of his demolished car. Glenn sustained very serious injuries—his back was broken in two places, and he fractured his ankle. For almost a month, he was unable to move. Slowly, with rest and rehabilitation, his body began to heal, although it would never be completely normal again.

The first time I saw Glenn after his accident, he could barely walk, stand or even sit, and he was in horrible pain. I recalled so many other conversations in which we’d talked about his life, his desire to make a drastic change, and the lack of clarity he felt about what to do. Now the decision had been made for him. Glenn's doctors told him what he already realized—he could never work in emergency medicine again, due to its intense physical demands. His career as he had known it was over. “I did say I wanted some time off to re-create my life,” he joked. But beneath the humor, we all knew the truth. Glenn had been hit by a dramatic wake-up call. In the span of a few seconds his entire life had changed, unexpectedly, radically and irrevocably.

A year and a half has passed since Glenn's accident. During that time, he's been writing a book, developing holistic health and inte-grative care models that can be used by hospitals and physicians, and producing a series of CD's that offer relaxation and meditation techniques for waking and sleeping set to his beautiful playing of the Native American flute. I just saw Glenn a few nights ago, and he proudly handed me his first CD. I’ve never seen him look happier.

There are many ways to look at Glenn's story. Some might say that the accident was just that—an accident—and that it was purely coincidental that Glenn had been contemplating leaving emergency medicine. A more psychospiritual view would argue that perhaps if Glenn had taken the initiative to make the changes he wanted to, he wouldn’t have been “forced” to change by the universe. Another theory would explain that this was just the way Glenn's life was meant to unfold, and that he was already feeling the change coming but wasn’t sure what it was going to be. I’ve often teased Glenn that he was hit by his destiny, and he agrees.

What is most important is not that the accident happened, but what he has done with it since it happened: Glenn is using his wake-up call to renew and re-create himself in every sense of the word. He has discovered the gift hidden within the crisis and is enthusiastically and gratefully unwrapping it. The healer is healing himself.

Waking Up from the Inside

That's the way things come clear. All of a sudden.
And then you realize how obvious they’ve been all along.
—Madeleine L’Engle

It is nighttime. You are fast asleep in your bed. Your everyday reality still exists around you. The wind blows the branches of the trees so that they rustle outside your window. The cat makes her way from the living room to the kitchen for a 2:00 A.M. snack. The clock on the wall in your den ticks as it keeps track of the hours that pass. But you are completely unaware that any of this is going on. You are in another world, dreaming of other realities. You are riding a horse in a beautiful meadow, or looking for something you can’t remember on a familiar street, or having a delightful conversation with someone you love, or running from something frightening that is chasing you, or visiting a relative who died many years ago.

Suddenly, from far away in your waking world, you hear a loud ringing sound. It is your alarm clock. You’d set it, as always, to get you up in time for work. Instantly, your consciousness is whisked from wherever you were, and you become aware that you are lying in your bed. It is the morning of a new day. You stretch, yawn and open your eyes. You are back in this reality once more.

Sometimes our wake-up calls are not much different from the experience of being woken from a dream by our own alarm. In these instances, it is not something or someone outside of ourselves that is responsible for the radical shift in our awareness, but rather something that wakes us up from the inside out.

Some wake-up calls are not initiated from something
outside of ourselves, but from within.
It is as if a timer has been set to go off inside
you at a certain moment,
and suddenly, without any warning, it does,
waking you into realizations
that will be radical, disruptive and life-changing.

Why does that inner timer suddenly go off? Because it is time— some process has completed itself, and you are ready. Ready for what? That's the thing you find out once you wake up.

Four years ago, I moved to Santa Barbara, California, from Los Angeles where I’d lived for more than twenty-five years. A move like this was a big deal and a major turning point for me—I was leaving behind the place where I’d spent most of my adult life, the location of my business, all of my familiar references and connections. “How did you come to this decision?” people would ask me, assuming I’d been pondering it for some time. The truth was that I hadn’t—at least consciously. I had always loved visiting Santa Barbara, but never could imagine leaving Los Angeles after so many years of living there. As far as I was concerned, I was in L.A. to stay.

Then one day, in one moment, everything changed. My partner was visiting me from the East Coast, and we decided to go to Santa Barbara for my birthday. I hadn’t been there for many years, and since he’d lived in Santa Barbara when he went to graduate school, I asked him to give me a complete tour. It was a spectacular California spring day, and the air was fragrant with jasmine blossoms. He drove me through the lush tree-lined streets, up into the hills, past eucalyptus groves, and finally to a beautiful beach where the ocean met the mountains in a picturesque cove. We got out of the car and walked over to the sand to take in the view.

I remember standing there bathed in sunlight, breathing in the exotic blend of sea, wind and mountain grasses, watching people having lunch at beachside tables. I was utterly intoxicated by it all. Then, as if on cue, I spotted a school of dolphins leaping in midair as they frolicked in the ocean, their silver bodies gleaming against the turquoise sky. Suddenly I felt something inside of me shift, and without even thinking about it, I turned to my sweetheart and said, “I’m moving to Santa Barbara.”

“When did you decide that?” he asked.

“Just now,” I replied, utterly surprised at my own answer. And it was the truth. I hadn’t been planning on moving. I hadn’t thought about the consequences it would have on my business. I didn’t have a place to live. I didn’t even know anyone here. But in that moment on the beach, I had somehow suddenly woken up and found myself at a crossroads that I hadn’t even been aware was approaching.

The truth about internal wake-up calls that seem to happen suddenly is that there's actually nothing sudden about them at all. Looking back now, I can see that I had indeed been in a transition building up to my decision to leave Los Angeles—I just wasn’t consciously aware of it. For years I’d spent more and more time at home, with less interest in venturing out into the busy, bustling energy of the city, energy I used to love, but that I now found tiring. Very few of my close friends lived in the Los Angeles area anymore. The focus of my work had shifted so that I didn’t need to be there on a daily basis as I once had. Every chance I got, I found myself escaping to more serene environments out of town. The fact was that I was unhappy in L.A.—I just hadn’t wanted to face it.

In that moment standing on the beach in Santa Barbara, I woke up to the truth about what I needed to do. Maybe the alarm clock just happened to go off during my birthday trip. Maybe it had already been ringing, but I’d been too preoccupied or too resistant to hear it until I actually got some distance from my familiar world in Los Angeles. Or maybe something about that beautiful day triggered an awareness inside me suddenly to turn on like a bright light. Whatever it was, one thing was clear: I had woken up into a truth from which I could not retreat.

As we will see in the chapters that follow, all wake-up calls demand that we stretch ourselves beyond what has been comfortable and relinquish what has been safe and familiar for the promise of growth, deeper wisdom and fulfillment that may remain untasted for a while. My description of that moment on the beach may sound inspiring, almost romantic, but let me assure you that the impact this wake-up call had on my life was nothing short of frightening and terribly disruptive. It took almost a year for me to make my move from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara, a year filled with complications, anxiety, painful good-byes to several longtime employees, and financial challenges. Moving here may have made sense for me emotionally, but it didn’t make sense professionally or even logistically. I knew it would require a lot of compromise, flexibility and a certain degree of sacrifice, and to this day, it still does.

I did not know what called me to this sun-drenched, sparkling town. Somehow, I just knew that I was supposed to come. Waiting for me here were gifts I could not have imagined: friends I felt I’d known for lifetimes, a serenity I had never experienced anywhere else, healing I did not even know I needed, experiences that would become priceless treasures. And if it wasn’t for that wake-up call on the beach. I might have missed out on all of it.



. . .

Just when I think I have learned the way to live, life changes.
—Hugh Prather

If you are truly alive, if you are truly growing, you will undoubtedly come to many difficult transitions and crossroads in your life journey. These twists and turns are not arbitrary. If you hadn’t traveled so far down the road, you wouldn’t have come to this new set of paths, choices, and challenges. It is because you have been so courageous, so determined to learn, to seek the truth, that you are here at all.

How, then, are we supposed to behave when we collide with the unexpected, when we find ourselves at a terrifying crossroads, when we have been shattered awake? What is left for us to do after we yell and moan and cry out and protest, after we swear and sigh and scratch our heads, after we have exhausted our anger and our tears? The great thirteenth-century Sufi mystic and poet Jalal ud-Din Rumi, whose writings have illuminated many a dark corridor in my own life, offers us a suggestion in his classic poem “The Guest House.” Read it and see what you think:

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house
empty of its furniture,
still, treat each guest honorably.
He may be clearing you out
for some new delight.



The dark thought, the shame, the malice.
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.

Be grateful for whoever comes.
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.

For now, let this be enough—to name this place you find yourself in and welcome these unexpected visitors, as Rumi invites us to do.

Know that this “crowd of sorrows,” these troubles and trials, are positioning your soul for great wisdom and, in time, will reveal themselves to be hidden doorways into a new and illuminated world.
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