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Praise for
How, Then, Shall We Live?


“In his wonderful new book, Wayne Muller asks the most important questions of life—not to provide pat answers, but as a guide to the clarity, openness and freedom in the asking. Through this book we can gratefully touch what it really means to be alive.”

—Sharon Salzberg, founder of the Insight Meditation Society and author of Loving-Kindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness




“In this wise and comforting book, Muller, by delving beyond jargon and theory, offers a glimpse into the heart of living well.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A wonderful exploration of the weight, the breadth, and the possible answers to our ultimate queries. This one should be read slowly and savored, with many pauses for reflection on one’s own answers.”

—NAPRA ReView




“With tenderness and compassion, clarity and insight, [Muller] guides us on a journey of awakening and healing.… A wonderful, enchanting book.”

—Editor’s Choice, Bodhi Tree Book Review




“In more than twenty years of practice as a therapist and spiritual counselor, Wayne Muller has enabled people to tap the divine source within and to make use of the wisdom learned from pain. How, Then, Shall We Live? vividly and compellingly describes what a path with heart really means.”

—Body Mind Spirit




“This fine book speaks in a gentle voice that penetrates a readers whole being.”

—Natalie Goldberg, author of Writing Down the Bones and Wild Mind
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Prelude
The Four Questions

[image: ]

Four simple questions have shaped the spiritual journeys of pilgrims and seekers for thousands of years. They call forth the very nature of who we are and how we live our brief time on the earth.

Many of us, distracted by the rush and pressure of our days, manage to suppress or ignore these fundamental questions—until we are confronted with something that wakes us up, and we begin to listen to how things really are in our life. Perhaps we face a divorce, a change of employment, a move, some inexplicable spiritual experience, a grave illness, the birth of a child, or the death of a loved one. Or perhaps something that used to feed or satisfy us now seems strangely over or complete. We feel pulled in a new direction; one phase of our life journey has ended, and a new one is beginning—but we do not know where it will lead us. Where do we find the map for this new path?

When we meditate upon these four questions, they reveal the true nature of our love and our strength, our courage, and our wisdom. They allow us to break free, to grow beyond what we already know. And through them we glimpse that relentless spark of spiritual magic that burns within each of us, a spark that can light our way as we venture forth.

In this book I offer these questions as contemplations, something to hold in the hand as we walk, something to feel in the heart as we live our daily lives. They enable us to gently awaken the four fundamental realms of the inner life: Identity, Love, Daily Practice, and Kindness.

Who am I?

Beneath all the stories of our past, beneath our joys and sorrows, we have within us an essential nature that is whole and unbroken. What is this true nature, and how do we find it? If we can take nourishment from this inner strength and wisdom, we will find great peace and courage.

What do I love?

By what star do we navigate our journey on the earth? What we love will shape our days and provide the texture for our inner and outer life. How can we plant what we love in the garden of this life?

How shall I live, knowing I will die?

Every moment in this life is a precious gift. In our brief time here, what qualities do we wish to cultivate? If we are aware of our mortality, we can live less by accident and live instead with clarity and purpose.

What is my gift to the family of the earth?

Each of us has a gift to bring to the table, and the family of the earth yearns to receive it. How do we uncover our true gift? How do we balance giving and receiving? And where can we find the confidence to offer our gift freely and happily?

[image: ]

These are the questions that shape our lives, and they have no final answers. They remain with us, companions in our spiritual unfolding. “Live the questions now,” wrote Rilke to his young poet friend. “Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”

I have included in this book stories of ordinary people who confronted crucial moments in their lives and listened carefully to the questions that arose within them. In most cases, I have changed their names for privacy, but I have tried to faithfully convey how each responded to this call to a life of greater meaning and beauty. I invariably felt privileged to be a part of their lives, and I feel equally blessed to be able to share them with you.
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A Hidden Wholeness
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There is in all visible things … a hidden wholeness.

—THOMAS MERTON



Many spiritual traditions and practices begin with a single question: Who am I? The question is a persistent and intimate companion. The search for our essence, our identity, is fundamental; it is as necessary for individuals as for nations, tribes, races, and spiritual communities. Who am I? Am I spirit or flesh? Am I sacred or secular? Am I irrevocably shaped by the circumstances of my personal history, or am I still free to move and grow, to uncover a new and brighter path? Am I fragile or am I strong, am I broken or am I whole? When I listen deeply to my inner life, what do I hear? What is the substance of my soul, the core of my being? What is my true nature?

Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.” What does this mean, to be the light of the world? In the same manner the Buddha, in his parting words of comfort and advice to his disciples, insisted: “Be lamps unto yourselves; be your own confidence. Hold to the truth within yourselves as the only truth.” We are, he said, all Buddhas, filled with divine nature.

How do we find this nature? The instant we begin to look deep inside ourselves, we often discover what we perceive as imperfections in our character and personality, and we confront any lingering doubts we may have about our spiritual worthiness. Perhaps we begin our spiritual journey by trying to rid ourselves of everything that is wrong with us, to cleanse ourselves of our negative qualities, to purify ourselves of our defects—in short, to become like the saints. But perhaps the more gentle and ultimately more accurate path is the one that leads us directly into the fertile garden of our own spirit, into what Merton calls our “hidden wholeness.” Our most fruitful practice is the one that most gently leads us into ourselves just as we are, into the innate perfection of our true nature.

When the time came for Jesus to be baptized, he went to John the Baptist, a prophet preaching in the wilderness. When John baptized Jesus, the heavens opened, and the spirit of God descended like a dove and alighted upon Jesus. Then a voice from heaven spoke clearly and with great authority: “This is my Son, with whom I am well pleased.” At this point in the gospel story, at his baptism in the river, we find out who Jesus really is: He is the son of God. For Jesus, this baptism marks the beginning of a long journey that will fully reveal his true identity.

Immediately after he is baptized, Jesus is led into the wilderness. He must prove to himself and to God that he understands his divine nature. There he is tempted by Satan, who tries to entice Jesus to bargain away his spiritual power for worldly comforts and powers. He tries to induce Jesus to do things that would dishonor the truth of who he is, to settle for less than his spiritual destiny. With courageous resolve Jesus refuses again and again to bargain away his allegiance to his divine birthright. Jesus finally sends Satan away, and the angels flock to minister to Jesus. Now, more clearly than ever before, Jesus can feel with absolute certainty who he is. He is a child of God.

The story of the Buddha’s awakening is not unlike the Jesus story. Young Siddhartha was raised in a palace. When he grew older and discovered the inevitability of illness, old age, and death, he resolved to undertake austere ascetic practices to cleanse his mind and body, thereby attaining freedom from suffering. But his asceticism seemed to bring him only weakness and more suffering. In his most extreme moment of self-mortification, he recalled the first time he had sat in meditation, when he was nine years old, in the cool shade of a rose-apple tree. He remembered how the refreshing ease of that sitting had brought him a sense of clarity and calm. At that moment Siddhartha decided to seek a middle path, to cultivate a more gentle practice of mindful attention to the quality of his experience.

Siddhartha sat under a tree and resolved to meditate until all was revealed to him. Finally, at the rising of the morning star, he saw clearly the nature of joy and sorrow, birth and death. He saw into the nature of all things, perceiving his own true nature as well. Freed at last from the prison of ignorance and illusion, Siddhartha was now the Buddha—meaning, simply, “the one who is awake.”

In the Hebrew tradition, the prophet Jeremiah was a passionate defender of the spiritual path. Jeremiah spoke eloquently and often to the people of Jerusalem, urging them to remember their relationship with their God. In one exquisite Old Testament passage, Jeremiah has awakened from a dream in which God offers to renew the intimate covenant with the people of Jerusalem, promising to remain within and among them forever: “Behold, I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.”

In everyday life this recognition of our fundamental identity may not be quite so dramatic as it was for Jesus, the Buddha, or Jeremiah, but our acknowledgment of who we are is no less precious or necessary. Whether we call ourselves father or mother, lover or friend, weak or strong, Democrat or Republican, the naming of who we are will set the course of our life, determine what we love, how we live, and what gifts we will bring to the family of the earth.

If we are unsure of who we are, we will live tentatively, always guessing at where we should go and what we should do. But when we know who we are and feel comfortable with ourselves, we can live clearly and courageously. Bolstered by a strong sense of our own nature, assisted by reliable inner voices, we are guided toward what is necessary and right.

Jack Kornfield, a friend and respected teacher of Buddhism in the West, relates the following story:


There is a tribe in Africa where the birth date of a child is counted—not from when they’re born, nor from when they are conceived—but from the day that the child was a thought in its mother’s mind.

And when a woman decides that she will have a child, she goes off and sits under a tree, by herself, and she listens until she can hear the song of the child that wants to come. And after she’s heard the song of this child, she comes back to the man who will be the child’s father, and she teaches it to him. And then, when they make love to physically conceive the child, some of that time they sing the song of the child, as a way to invite it.

And then, when the mother is pregnant, the mother teaches that child’s song to the midwives and the old women of the village, so that when the child is born, the old women and the people around her sing the child’s song to welcome it. And then, as the child grows up, the other villagers are taught the child’s song. If the child falls, or hurts its knee, someone picks it up and sings its song to it. Or perhaps the child does something wonderful, or goes through the rites of puberty—then as a way of honoring this person, the people of the village sing his or her song.

And it goes this way through their life—in marriage, the songs are sung, together. And finally, when this child is lying in bed, ready to die, all the villagers know his or her song, and they sing—for the last time—the song to that person.



What is our song? How do we name ourselves? Which word, when we speak it, reveals what is most deeply true about this inner voice, our deepest heart, our fundamental nature?

Every time I ask myself this question, it drives me a little deeper—and each time the answer reveals a little more about the complexion of my life. When I am “child of an alcoholic,” I feel small and afraid. When I am “therapist,” I feel caring, sometimes grateful, sometimes grandiose, sometimes overwhelmed. When I am “father,” I feel responsible, watchful. When I am “minister,” I feel peaceful, although at times self-important or pretentious. Each name brings a way of seeing and responding to the world; I walk differently, with a different gait, a different balance.

The more time I spend on the earth, the more I yearn to go deeper, to find the place that lies beneath these names. For the last ten years, I have practiced various forms of meditation. Meditation helps me feel the shape, the texture of my inner life. Here, in the quiet, I can begin to taste what Buddhists would call my true nature, what Jews call the still, small voice, what Christians call the holy spirit.

When I am able to listen carefully, I find that in meditation I discover that even my inner identity is always changing. In those moments when I sit quietly, I gradually become aware of particular sensations as they arise and fall away in the body and mind. The more I listen, the clearer these sensations become. I may feel the sensation of “tired,” for example, or “stiff,” or “hungry.” These are simply sensations arising. Similarly, I feel the rising and falling of the breath as it seems to breathe itself in rhythm. Likewise I may feel sadness, joy, fear, or peace, one following another. None of the sensations remains the same. So is it not possible that we ourselves are changing all the while? With every breath, the possibility of a new aspect of self arises.

Can it then be that what we call the “self” is fluid and elastic? It evolves, strikes a different balance with every new breath. Our “self,” like all living things, expands and contracts: the heart opens and closes, the lungs and abdomen rise and fall, the earth itself as it moves through space expands and contracts through the seasons—winter, spring, summer, fall, winter. When we cease to move in this way, we die. In fact, this is the very definition of death: a cessation of expansion and contraction in the organism.

In Zen monasteries, there are certain roles that must be filled if the monastery is to work efficiently. There is the cook, the gardener, the keeper of discipline, the housekeeper, the caregiver of the zendo, the one who chops wood, and so on. Students are assigned one of these roles for a period of time, a year or two, so that they come to know themselves in this role. One student may be assigned cooking, another the keeping of discipline. The cook may come to know him or herself as an important hub of the community, nourishing everyone, taking care to prepare the food with reverence, receiving everyone’s gratitude. The keeper of discipline may be forced to use the stick to keep sleepy students awake and to correct those who are lazy in their practice.

Then, the following year, the cook may be assigned to clean toilets. Now the teachings are about cleanliness, service, and humility. Similarly, the disciplinarian may now become the caregiver of the temple, providing cushions for the monks, tending to the sick, and attending to a host of needs. Again, the shift from disciplinarian to caregiver allows the sense of self to remain flexible. We cannot hold for too long to an idea of self; it is all in flux. Who we are changes with every moment, every breath. The roles we play can remind us that we are always changing. There is nothing solid.
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Denise’s brother Mark was dying of AIDS. He had come to live with her, to ready himself for his death. Denise came to see me because she was confused and frightened. She loved her brother very much, and she did not know how she could watch him die. She worried she would not be strong enough. She didn’t want him to go.

Mark had recently been experiencing transient ischemic attacks, or small strokes, common to people with certain neurological conditions. These strokes are relatively minor and in themselves not completely debilitating, but cumulatively they take away portions of brain function. Over time they can result in significant mental deterioration.

Denise told me that watching Mark have these strokes was particularly difficult because when she was a child she had watched her father go through the same thing; a similar series of strokes. Then she told me something fascinating. “My father was a confirmed, relentless smoker. Even when he was sick, he continued to smoke. My mother hated it and kept telling him to quit, but he would have none of it.

“Then one morning, after one of these small strokes, when my dad woke up he forgot he was a smoker! He just forgot to smoke! I guess the part of his brain that believed himself to be a smoker was simply erased. Gone. From that moment, he never smoked again. Cold turkey. He never had any withdrawal symptoms, no aftereffects, no problems. He no longer craved a cigarette, didn’t even think about it.”

I thought this was an amazing story. I asked Denise to repeat it so I could be sure that I understood what had happened. The implications were delightful: What if our personality, our “self,” is so thoroughly elastic that we can simply “forget” to be one kind of person and “remember” to be another kind of person?

Occasionally, when we find ourselves trapped in a single facet of our life, we feel smothered by the smallness of who we have become. We feel we are only this or that—only child of divorce, only manager, mother, cancer patient. We walk on the earth compressed by a certain narrowness of life. What if—like the man who forgot he was a smoker—we can recall the flexibility we carry within us always, moving more easily through the roles and responsibilities of our lives?

Buddhists use the example of the Big Dipper to describe the self. If we look at the constellation from our vantage point here on the earth, this particular group of stars looks a great deal like a big dipper. It looks as if it could actually hold water. But if we leave the earth and travel closer to this group of stars, we soon see the pattern break up, and eventually the image of the dipper disintegrates altogether. There is no dipper, big or little—it is merely a collection of perceptions. What we call “dipper” is an illusion. So it is with our experience of our psychological identity. The collection of emotions, feelings, and sensations merely looks and feels like something solid, when in fact it is a constantly shifting aggregate of perceptions, with nothing solid there at all.

Who do we believe ourselves to be? Do we believe we are a solid entity, something that does not change? Does the “I” inside feel self-contained, complete in itself, defined by clear, reliable boundaries? What if we are more fluid and elastic than we imagine? Can we imagine how flexible our identity must be? If our personality is supposed to be set in stone, a firm and necessary outgrowth of our childhood trauma, we cease to believe we can move and change. But we are more elastic than we imagine. Our true nature can take shape in a million forms, all unique and useful in their own way. Perhaps we are infinitely malleable in the way we walk on the earth. Perhaps we are not prisoners of our history.
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Years ago, during my first week-long silent meditation retreat, one of the first things I uncovered in my body was deep sorrow. Where was this sadness coming from? Was it from my childhood? Was it the hurt I had absorbed from all those who had suffered? Was it something larger—was I feeling the pain of the whole world? Perhaps it was all these, what Buddhists call bodhicitta, “the tender heart of awakening.” But after a while the source of the sorrow became less and less interesting, less important. I needed only to acknowledge the deep ache in my chest and belly. Sometimes it would fill me up to overflowing, this sadness, I thought I would drown in it. Then it would spill out of my eyes as warm tears, turning cool as they fell from my chin. Still, I kept silence.

Then it got quiet, quieter than ever. And I began to sense something beneath even the sorrow. I could feel a place inside, below all my names, my stories, my injuries, my sadness—a place that lived in my breath. I did not know what to call it, but it had a voice, a way of speaking to me about what was true, what was right. And along with this voice came a presence, an indescribable sense of well-being that reminded me that whatever pain or sorrow I would be given, there was something inside strong enough to bear the weight of it. It would rise to meet whatever I was given. It would teach me what to do.

All my life I have felt this presence; but at that moment I could feel its fundamental integrity. As I think back upon my life to the times when I have been lost or confused, I realize that whenever I have ignored this voice I have quickly found myself in even more confusion. There is something inside me that has—for as long as I can remember, since I was very small—always guided me toward what was right and true. I also realize that when I am too busy, rushed, or preoccupied, I rarely take the time to listen. It is this unconsciousness—this desperate unwillingness to be quiet enough to hear what I essentially know to be true—that has been the cause of much of my suffering in this life.

Unfortunately, I can recall many times when—out of fear, pride, or simple stubbornness—I did not heed these intuitive rumblings in my soul. When I was twelve, I fell in with a group of tough boys in the neighborhood and quickly found myself involved in a ring of shoplifting and vandalism. It took me almost a year to extricate myself from these hard-drinking and smoking delinquents. I had known that what I was doing was wrong, but I felt compelled to ignore my inner guide in order to keep their companionship at any price—something I desperately needed at a very lonely time in my young life.

Later, striking out on my own, I recall taking on a difficult roommate simply because the person asked to stay in my house—even though my inner voice insisted from the start that it would be a bad mix. When it inevitably ended months later in a terrible fight, I resolved to pay closer attention to whom I could honestly befriend and whom I could not. Similarly, I remember taking a job with a governmental organization, with a supervisor whom I knew I did not respect. She was a troubled and spiteful person and habitually hurt those who worked for her. My inner voice told me it could never work between us, and I should have left immediately and sought other employment. But, ignoring any wisdom I might have had, I constantly sought ways to please her, redoubling my efforts each day, though no amount of effort on my part would dissuade her from demeaning me and her staff at every turn. Again, when I finally left that painfully uncomfortable position, I resolved to honor the usefulness of this reliable inner guide.

Neither my pain nor my confusion can stop the relentless companionship of this true and faithful voice. Something more vital, strong, and true lies embedded deep within me. Sometimes I barely see it, can’t quite touch it. Then I will experience a starry night, a forest after the rain, a loving embrace, a strain of sweet and perfect melody—and that is all it takes to remind me who I am: a spirit, alive, and whole. It helps me remember my nature, hear my name.
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In the last century—since the writings of Freud indelibly transformed the landscape of human thought about our interior life—we have learned to use the language of psychology to categorize ourselves. We have been reluctant to say, “I am the light of the world,” and more likely to confess, “I am neurotic; a child of an alcoholic; a manic-depressive; a codependent; an adult child of family dysfunction; an over-achiever; an incest survivor; an addict,” and so forth. While these names may be accurate in some particular way, tracing the legacy of early trauma, they are limiting and inadequate in the largest sense. They cannot describe our true and deepest nature.

I am often asked to lead spiritual retreats for people who want to heal their emotional wounds and at the same time hope to deepen and enrich their spiritual life. When we gather, we quickly discover that we all share some measure of human sorrow and that there is much nourishment and succor to be found in the spiritual teachings and practices that are available to us. Through discussion, prayer, quiet meditation, and creative exercises, we try to uncover the natural wisdom and courage we need to live our lives fully and well.

At one of these retreats there was a woman named Angela. She took me aside during a break and told me she felt separate from the others, set apart from the group. Our group felt so close, intimate, and loving—yet Angela still felt removed, isolated. She wanted to be a part of us. She had, she said, been sexually abused as a child. When she was small, she had been touched. Touched by hands with no kindness in them. This had made her always wary of intimate contact with others. She desperately wanted to belong but did not know how, or if it could ever be safe. I asked her if she wanted to explore this with me in front of the rest of the group. She hesitated and then said yes. She was frightened and nervous, but the pain of being separate was too much to bear for the rest of her life. She wanted to see if this could be healed.

When we all returned, I asked Angela to sit next to me, in the front of the room. Tell me what happened, I asked.

She wanted to speak, but her throat was closed, her breath labored. “I was hurt. I was abused.” Quiet, thin, painful words.

Tell me about the abuse.

“There was anger, and emotional abuse.”

Tell me what else.

“There was sexual abuse, and my mother didn’t protect me. I think I am more angry at my mother for not protecting me than at my stepfather for abusing me.” Her lip trembled ever so slightly. Perhaps only I could see it, for I was sitting very close to her. I held her eye with my own. Her eyes were wary, like a deer.

Tell me about the abuse. My voice was soft. I felt soft inside.

“I was abused sexually,” she said.

Part of her wanted to end there and wanted me to begin my work—tinkering, repairing, healing. Others in the room wanted her to stop. It was too private, tender, intimate. They ached for her, and for their own anguish, whatever lay unspoken and unnamed within them. Some silently urged her deeper, yearning for the truth to be spoken aloud—for her, for all who have suffered. We all waited in that breath.

Tell me what happened, I said.

“I would wake up in the morning, and he would be touching me.” Her eyes were moist now, her breathing difficult.

Touching you where, I asked gently, breathing in rhythm with her breath.

“All over,” she replied. And wept.

I asked her if there was someone else in the room she trusted. She chose Mary, a friend who had come with her, someone who loved her very much, someone who knew her sorrow. I asked Mary to stand behind her, touch her shoulders, speak softly of her care, her devotion. To stand with her, in the deepest way.

I then asked a man, Thomas, to sit in front of her. To stand for the one who hurt, the one who betrayed, the one who violated. Angela continued to weep quietly.

Tell me where you feel the pain, I asked.

“In my chest, right here,” she explained, pointing to her heart.

I asked her to place her hand over the place where the hurt was strongest. What does it say? What words does this pain need to speak?

She fell silent, going inside, listening. “I don’t belong to you,” she said finally. “I will not be hurt by you.”

Please say this to Thomas, to this man, to the one who brought you this suffering.

“I don’t belong to you. I will not let you hurt me.” Her voice was thin, restrained, the words reluctant to be spoken aloud. There was a deep conflict. Should she be allowed to speak this truth, out of this darkness?

Again, I asked.

“I don’t belong to you. I will not be hurt by you.”

With each repetition, I urged her to feel the place deep in her body where the words were true and powerful and right. After many times, the sound became louder—a shout, then a scream, words and tears rising together. All of us in the room seemed to breathe together with her. We could taste the imminent possibility of freedom.

Then for a single breath she was quiet again. There was no need for language; a knowing was taking form inside her. A truth was making itself clear, a certainty was being born.

“I don’t belong to you.” She said. Now her voice was clear, unshaking, precise. The truth of her words made dramatic emotion unnecessary. Angela simply spoke the truth, calmly, easily. “I will not let you hurt me.” She repeated this a few times, finally with a giggle. It felt so easy and true in her chest. “I don’t belong to you.” She laughed. “I won’t let you hurt me.” Speaking these words, she was finished with him.

In this moment Angela was beginning to rename herself. As she felt the truth of what she said, a calm assurance took root. There were strength and courage where there had been fear. She now felt the truth of her identity. She was no longer simply a victim of her stepfather’s story, but rather claimed herself as the primary subject of her own story. Before, she had taken her name through what he had done to her. Now, his actions were no longer able to name her.

She was not simply a child of abuse. She did not belong to her abuser. She possessed her own spirit, her own nature, something free and whole that could never, ever belong to someone else. With this confidence, she could now begin to find her place in our group, bringing her own strength to the circle—a little tentative, but a little less afraid.
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There was once a man whose ax was missing, and he suspected that his neighbor’s son had stolen it. The boy walked like a thief, looked like a thief, and spoke like a thief. But one day the man found his ax while digging in his valley, and the next time he saw his neighbor’s son, the boy walked, looked, and spoke like any other child.



What happened in this traditional German folktale? A man lost his ax. In his confusion, he concluded that his neighbor’s boy was the thief. Whenever he saw the boy, the idea of thief was in the man’s eyes. And so the boy became, for him, more and more guilty. Then when the ax was found, the boy was transformed. Now the man had the idea of boy in his eyes. The very same boy had become two radically different beings. The single element that determined the boy’s fundamental character was the eye of the man who was seeing him.

Who do we think we are? Erik Erikson, the gentle sage of childhood development, was one of my most beloved teachers. He said, “The sense of ‘I’ is one of the most obvious facts of existence—indeed, perhaps the most obvious—and it is, at the same time, one of the most elusive.” What we call our “self” is elastic; it shifts and moves. The “who” that we are depends upon the way we see. If we believe we are a thief, we will act like a criminal. If we think we are fragile and broken, we will live a fragile, broken life. If we believe we are strong and wise, we will live with enthusiasm and courage. The way we name ourselves colors the way we live. Who we are is in our eyes. “The eye is the lamp of the body,” said Jesus; “if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light.”

To begin, we must be careful how we name ourselves. Where I live, in New Mexico, Native Americans take their name from the color of the sky, or from the power characteristics of a particular animal, the way it moves on the earth or improbably defies gravity and takes its place in the air. Thus whenever they are frightened, confused, or lost, they can, by calling on their own name, remember who they are, their strength, their wisdom.

Today, people come to me bearing their diagnosis: I am a child of a dysfunctional family. I am an alcoholic. I am a love addict. These names are worn like shields, psychological coats of arms. They do not move, these names. They are cold and solid, like an epitaph. I am certain these names reveal little of our true nature. Beneath the stories, beneath the diagnoses, these are all children of spirit, beings fully equipped with inner voices of strength and wisdom, intimations of grace and light. But their clinical diagnoses prevent them from believing in their own wisdom. Such names suffocate people’s unfolding and limit the breadth of their spiritual evolution. I consider it my responsibility to help these individuals uncover the resilient spirit that remains whole and true even now, beneath all these familiar diagnoses.

Many psychological theories have persuaded us that our childhood imprint is the single most potent factor determining our identity and destiny. If we are children of divorce or wealth or poverty or alcoholism, then we must, according to these theories, live our lives irrevocably molded to the shape of our early successes and failures. We are incapable of transcending trauma; we are bent by the gravity of our weakness.

Psychology is not alone in looking at us with limited eyes, seeing only a small part of who we are. Neurologists see us in terms of chemical and electrical impulses; biologists focus on structure and function and the evolutionary processes that shaped us; politicians see us as voters; economists look at us as producers and consumers. Of course we are all of these, and more: electricity, chemistry, matter, energy, consumers, citizens, patients. However, in the end, each model is limited in its capacity to accurately render our essential identity. Is there not something deeper, something that names more deeply and carefully the way our spirit inhabits flesh and mind?

Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.” It is instructive to note that he did not say, “You are the light of the world—if you grew up in a loving, supportive, two-parent biological family and had no sorrow in your life.” Nor did he say, “You are the light of the world—if you were never violated or harmed, if you never had illness or grief.” No, regardless of the shape of the sorrow or victory or grief or ecstasy we have been given, there is a potent inner luminosity that is never extinguished and is alive in us this instant. We are the light of the world.

When Angela learned to name both her pain and her strength, she could taste the place in her that was deeper than her wounding, the place that was always free, never broken. She had never allowed herself to listen deeply enough to feel the place that had always been there, the spirit that had never belonged to her abuser or his wounding of her. Here was a persistent spiritual luminosity that refused to die, even in the face of her very real and tangible suffering.

The language of psychological diagnosis may be ultimately incapable of circumscribing our fundamental, spiritual nature. For this we must look deeper, to where words do not come easily, to where essential truths are uncovered more easily with poetry and prayer, with quiet, with music and dance, with loving embrace of things beloved, with prayer and meditation. It is into this investigation that I invite you.
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Last fall I was speaking to a national conference of social workers. We were exploring this problem of diagnosing, of naming our clients through their diseases, real or imagined. Many of the social workers took me aside after my talk, confessing to me that in the privacy of their offices, they work with their “patients” by affirming the natural strength and wholeness that grows within them. And yet in order to keep their funding, to keep their jobs, they are required by clinics and insurance companies to give every person a concrete diagnosis. Without a neurotic or pathological name, people are ineligible for help. Thus we unintentionally perpetuate the practice of naming ourselves through our illnesses.

Throughout history artists, writers, teachers, lovers, mothers, gardeners, musicians, and others have spoken eloquently of the immeasurable depth and breadth of the human spirit. Here Pablo Casals, the cellist, pointedly inquires how we see ourselves and our children:


When will we teach our children in school what they are? We should say to each of them: Do you know what you are? You are a marvel. You are unique. In all of the world there is no other child exactly like you. In the millions of years that have passed there has never been another child like you. And look at your body—what a wonder it is! your legs, your arms, your cunning fingers, the way you move! You may become a Shakespeare, a Michelangelo, a Beethoven. You have the capacity for anything. Yes, you are a marvel. And when you grow up, can you then harm another who, like you, is a marvel?



The Hippocratic oath, taken by physicians throughout the world, begins with this phrase: First, do no harm. We must first ensure that nothing we do (including the naming of the disease itself) produces additional suffering. This process of diagnosis—naming ourselves only through what is broken or defective—can fracture our sense of self. It maligns the resilience of the human spirit, ignoring any possibility of grace that may lie embedded within the sorrow. It creates the illusion that because we suffer, we are broken, defective, handicapped beings. This, I would argue, can be as damaging as the original hurt.

Warren came to one of our retreats. He was very sad, having separated from his wife, who had custody of their children. She had moved with the children to Europe, and Warren could see them only once a year. He told us he had come to this retreat because he needed to “deal with his issues.” Specifically, he said, “I want to deal with my issue of missing my children.”

Can we hear how quickly we use diagnostic, psychological language to transform one of the most pure, simple human emotions—missing our children—into a psychological “issue”? The fact that we weep, that we carry sadness in our heart, is now a psychological “problem.” Clearly this is no “issue”; it is simple human sadness. Warren is simply a father who aches to hold his children.

When I studied with Erik Erikson, he would lead supervision groups for analysts in Cambridge. At one meeting a young analyst raised his hand and told Erik of a case he was having some difficulty with. Apparently he was working with a man who was terminally ill. The man had very little time to live. The analyst was becoming increasingly frustrated, he explained to Erikson, because the man simply refused to deal with his issues about death. The young therapist sought Erikson’s advice.

Erik took a long, quiet breath. “My friend,” he said to the analyst, with gentle compassion, “death is not an issue. Death is simply death. The end of our lives. And we all come to it as we will. There is no ‘issue’ here at all. Go back to your patient and try to be with him as he meets his death.”

The danger is that professional therapy, medicine, and treatment clinics would have us named as a collection of symptoms, defects that need to be repaired, handicaps that burden us forever, make us heavy. Because we have this or that wound, they say, we will never fly. What a blasphemy against the spirit that lives in us! We cannot be a collection of symptoms. It is simply impossible. We are children of God, of spirit, and we inherit the grace and courage and wisdom of all who have gone before. We have been given a precious and potent gift. We must reclaim the richness of the miracle of being alive.

LINDA LANCIONE MOYER:


Standing in the garden,

left hand laden

with ripe strawberries. The sun

beams off the glassy

backs of flies. Three

birds in the birch tree.

They must have been there

all year.

My mother, my grandmother,

stood like this

in their gardens,

I am 43.

This year I have planted my feet

on this ground

and am practicing

growing up out of my legs

like a tree.



Listen: There is a delicate truth in the names of things. Crocus, daffodil, poppy, dew, tulip, hyacinth, lilac, rose—each name elicits a picture, a fragrance, a sense of the morning, a way of greeting the fruits of the earth in spring. The names we bestow on the things we encounter are sacraments, holy things. A name reveals a secret covenant: willow, clover, chokecherry, jasmine. When we hear the name, we remember the beauty, the essence of what we have named.

Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, White Buffalo Woman, Black Elk, Brave Buffalo of Standing Rock. The name reflects the spirit. I know a man named Sky. I know a man named Littlebird. Our name can help us recall the fragrance of our deepest nature. Our name not only reflects who we are—it helps us define who we will become.

We must take great care with how we name ourselves. When we take our name, we are declaring in some subtle, indescribably potent act the most intimate, sacred truth of who we believe ourselves to be. For this reason, many traditional peoples have names they keep secret—private names they reveal to no one, or only to those most intimate. Some are shared only with the divine; others, only with family or friends. To broadcast our name, to be flippant or unconscious in the speaking of it, is to trample the holiness underfoot.

JOSEPH EPES BROWN:


Native American languages are joined to other sacred languages of the world in the sense that words are not conceived simply as symbols assigned arbitrarily to other units of meaning, as tends to be the case with our own English language. Rather, words in themselves are experienced in an immediate manner as units of power. Thus, to name a being or any element of creation is actually to make manifest
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