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TO MY READER
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For years, I’ve been trying to explore and understand: How can we, being forgetfully human, remember we are of one human family? How can we stay awake and authentic when our wounds make us numb and hidden? How can we minimize what stands between us and our experience of life? How can we make a practice of wearing down what thickens around our mind and heart? How can this practice of staying authentic serve and draw strength from the universal Whole while we are immersed and entangled in the moment of our lives?
As a cancer survivor, I have found myself like Lazarus, awake again, in the same earthly place but different. Everything has changed and nothing has changed. This wakefulness has led me to be a student of that vibrant edge where our inner life meets the world. Being a poet and philosopher, I find myself there with a particular set of tools to search with.
But we all live on this shore between the depths of being and the dangers of experience. This book has become a journal of the challenges and gifts of being a spirit in the world. It has taken three years to birth this book, and I view it as an intimate companion in exploring the intoxicating quandaries of being alive. When struggling through my illness, I was bereft at how many of the books I owned were useless. Ever since, I have been committed to finding and creating books that can help us live. It is my devout hope that this book is such a help.

 
 
We cannot change the world by a new plan, project, or idea. We cannot even change other people by our convictions, stories, advice and proposals, but we can offer a space where people are encouraged to disarm themselves, lay aside their occupations and preoccupations and listen with attention and care to the voices speaking in their own center.
—HENRI NOUWEN
[image: image]
Work of seeing is done.
Now practice heart-work . . .

—RILKE

PRAISE FOR THE EXQUISITE RISK
“Perfect for reading at the beach—or anytime you feel the urge to be surprised by the lyrical suddenness of life.”
—Yoga Journal
“Meant to be savored like a fine meal. Nepo’s book is filled with poetic imagery and language, enticing the reader to linger over its delicate flavors. Filtered through his personal experience, Nepo pours wisdom from the chalice of many cultures and faiths.”
—Cleveland Plain Dealer
“In this exquisite book, the suffering of one man speaks with the voice of wisdom and beauty to all of us.”
—Jacob Needleman, author of The American Soul, A Little Book on Love, and Money and the Meaning of Life

“Every page of The Exquisite Risk is alive with Mark’s compassion, rich with his soulfulness. If you are looking for one of those rare books that offer companionship on the journey, you will find none better than this.”
—Parker J. Palmer, bestselling author of A Hidden Wholeness, The Courage to Teach, and Let Your Life Speak

“An inspiration . . . The Exquisite Risk affirms that there are essentially two responses to life—a risky opening up to love and a controlling move into success and isolation. The direct reporting of Mark Nepo’s epiphanies moves and flows in a wonderful sequencing of revelations that deepen and fill out as we read. . . . An exquisite gift.”
—Robert Inchausti, author of The Ignorant Perfection of Ordinary People


OPENING THE GIFT
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Before stories were recorded, what happened to the living was told and retold around fires, on cliffs, and in the shade of enormous trees. And it is said that somewhere on the edge of what was known and unknown, a man and a woman paused in their struggles to survive and faced each other. One asked the other, “Is there more to this than hauling wood?” The older of the two sighed, “Yes . . . and no.”
This may have been the beginning of our sense of being and our search for meaning. I imagine these two faced everything we face. For the journey is the same: how to open our pain and listen to all that matters, so we can make it through and rejoice from day to day.
Like those before us, we have the chance to wake and love, the chance to welcome the gift of surprise and befriend the Whole. For beneath the life of problem-solving waits the struggle to be real, from which no one is exempt. We each are asked to make our way through the drama of our bleeding to the stripping of our will, through the tensions of our suffering to the humility of surrender where we might learn the ordinary art of living at the pace of what is real.
So, is there more to this than hauling the wood of our history around? More than just replaying our patterns? Whether yesterday or five thousand years ago, there has always been the need to break our habits in the world—the need to give up what no longer works.
Ultimately, there is always the need to risk being new. Yet even succeeding, to be authentic—living as close to our experience as possible—is arduous. For being human, we remember and forget. We stray and return, fall down and get up, and cling and let go, again and again. But it is this straying and returning that makes life interesting, this clinging and letting go—damned as it is—that exercises the heart.
They say that, after a time, the two who paused on the edge of what was known and unknown stumbled into humility. “Please, tell me, is there more to this than hauling wood?” the one would ask again. And the more tired of the two replied, “No, no. It is all in the hauling, all in the wood, all in how we face each other around the small fires we can build.”
It was then that they rested, as we rest, when accepting the grace of our humanness. You see, we’ve always been on a journey, like it or not, aware of it or not, struggling to enter and embrace things as they are. And when we can accept our small part in the way of things, when we can build a small fire and gather, it opens us to joy. So join me on this journey we are already on. We can help each other hold nothing back. We can help each other live a sincere life. We can help each other wear down what gets in the way, waking close to the bone.
Come. There are teachers everywhere: in the stories around us, in the stories within us, in the life of expression that sings where we are broken, in the kinship of gratitude that keeps reminding us that we need each other as we become the earth.

MOVEMENT 1
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There Are Teachers Everywhere


LISTENING TO THE VOICE INSIDE
[image: image]
I remember the first time I was forced to listen, not by adults or teachers, but by running as a boy in the playground so fast and free that I fell and scraped my knee. After the cut reduced to a throb, I couldn’t get up. It was then that I saw my blood sprinkled in the dirt. It was then I first realized that this great thing we ran on was the earth. I had never paid attention to it. I was just a boy. I put my ear to the ground and listened. I don’t know what I thought I would hear. But it was summer and the ground was warm. So I thought I heard warmth. I told my teacher, but she said you can’t hear warmth. Yet some forty-five years later, I think you can. Whenever you put your ear to the earth or to your own heart, the deeper instruments play, swelling our sense of things. When lost, we simply have to remember to put our ear to the earth, or to our heart, and we will hear a warmth that guides.
If I dare to hear you,
I will feel you like the sun
and grow in your direction.

The next time, I was more drawn to listen than forced. It was a few years later on my father’s sailboat, which was the oasis of my youth. It was a thirty-foot ketch that he’d built. Once out to sea, I remember being pulled forward by the water till the family noises faded. I found myself sitting in the bow of the boat, legs over the side, staring into the endless waves parting around us. I didn’t have the words or concepts for it, but it felt like God’s voice murmuring in the waves. This was my first experience of solitude.
At a very early age, both the earth and the sea opened me to something deep inside that has carried me ever since. It was years before I had names for any of this, and after years of study in many spiritual traditions, I believe it is the simple, mysterious pulse of what is sacred.
In these small childhood experiences of listening, I discovered a spiritual law: that we are both forced and drawn by everything larger than us to hear what is essential. Repeatedly, we are given chance after chance to stop and listen to all that is fundamental. When forced to our knees, we are offered the chance to hear the warmth in all that holds us up. When drawn into the rhythms of vastness that surround us, we are offered the chance to hear the waves of God’s voice, of which we are one, if we can leave the noise of others behind.
When we can listen deeply, we are strengthened to feel that everything around us lives within us and that everything within us lives as part of the world. When we experience both the circumference and center of the circle of life at once, we are then in the larger Self, the Universal Self, as Carl Jung describes it.
Imagine a nineteen-year-old in the chaos of war, running through mud and explosions, seeing others fall around him. Imagine him slipping into a ditch, a small pocket of stillness that seems out of reach, for the moment, from all the destruction. And in that small empty space between the mud and his frightened mouth, he is forced to listen to his breath. In that small cloud emitting from his lungs, he is forced to hear the breath of everything that ever lived. The conflicts change and the ditches change, but sometimes listening to that small breath is all we have. And sometimes it opens up everything.
This falling down and emptying ourselves of noise so that we can hear the sacred pulse of things is at the heart of all the meditation practices invoked throughout the ages. Sooner or later, if we want to feel what it is to be alive in a Universe that is alive, we will have to empty ourselves, open our hearts, and listen. This emptying and opening and listening is the practice that allows us to hear that voice of God (whatever name you give to it) that resides in each of us. By listening with all of who we are, we are briefly illuminated, like stained glass; letting everything move through us in those privileged and enlightened moments.
But how do we listen? It is so simple and so hard. So obvious to begin and so elusive to maintain. In this lies the vitality of deep listening.  To keep beginning. Over and over. To keep emptying and opening. And simply to keep listening. For to listen is to continually give up all expectation and to give our attention, completely and freshly, to what is before us, not really knowing what we will hear or what that will mean. In the practice of our days, to listen is to lean in, softly, with a willingness to be changed by what we hear.
Over the years, I have been opened to a deeper listening when called to sit with the dying. In the sacred air between us, I have heard the weight of things fall away, have seen ancient hands that held me as a boy search for something that has always been near, have wondered what hundred-year-old eyes see with their last look.
I remember my grandmother at ninety-four staring into some holy place I couldn’t see. It was the moment after I’d left. I had turned back for one more taste of her. She didn’t know I was there, and I saw her as devoutly amazed as any reluctant prophet. Somewhere between the bedpan and her dirty window, eternity was singing. I’ll never forget her face.
It seems that those pared down to only what is essential peer into the one untranslatable place, the sweet place that no one can speak of. And when waking on the edge of life or death, when pressed to be fully here, we peer into a truth that changes everything. Then, if still here, we come back with our hearts seared anew by that seeing. If blessed, we come back to live in days that say so sweetly that everything, even dust, is beautifully ordinary and irreplaceable.
We can’t seek out such wakefulness. In truth, it happens to us. But we can ready ourselves for such privileged moments. We can, if present enough, listen to each day the way we would listen to those who are dying. We can keep beginning, keep emptying, keep breathing ourselves open.

THE PRACTICE OF BEING HUMAN
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As a man in his last breath
drops all he is carrying 

each breath is a little death
that can set us free.

It’s Friday afternoon and the sun is out, but I have so much on my desk and if I stay till six or seven, I can start next week ahead of things. But the sun is so bright and my heart is begging me to burst into the day. And now a small yellowish bird, so bright, is flirting at my window.
Each of us in our own way faces these choices daily: To save or spend? To earn or experience? To get ahead or leave nothing behind? To attend the tasks that others set out for us or to attend the undiscovered edge of what it means to be alive? Of course, we each must survive, must pay the rent or mortgage and feed ourselves and pay for the heat. And we each must thrive, must pay attention to where the shifting river of life turns, so we do not lose our way.
So, this is not about bemoaning or rebelling against the gravities that keep our feet to the ground. Rather, I want to open a conversation about the pain and joy of being awake. I want to inquire into the personal practice of being authentic, of being fully here, of being human. I want to know how we as spirits, as walking pieces of divinity, can suffer our limitations with dignity and rejoice in the often gritty mystery of our humanness.
We often feel compelled to sacrifice or postpone the seeds of joy in favor of a practicality that we hope will insure a secure future. I myself was a great saver. I had a firm will that could defer the sudden urge for new music into a fund for the unexpected emergency lurking out of view. But then the unexpected came and I was ill. Now, on the other side, my mind has been reformed and deferring anything that might ignite joy, that might help loved ones grow now, deferring anything real, seems dangerous.
Oh, I still make sure there’s enough for the mortgage and I’ve never been one to buy a lot of things, but surviving has reframed the entire notion of wealth for me. Once waking into the realization that eternity is waiting in every moment, I discovered that wealth is time, not money. And money becomes a tool, a sort of changing shovel that digs into the moment at hand until the ever-present roots of life are found and fed.
So, again, questions arise: Are we here to achieve or to experience? To be good or authentic? To build for tomorrow or dig into today? To save for a perfect future or to fuel a flawed but loving present? Just what is the nature of our work once awake?
I recently returned from facilitating a retreat for corporate bankers. I confess I had my stereotypes and hesitations, but after a short time discovered that they were good, caring people who excel at what they do. They, too, were searching for a way to unwall and unwind into the quiet essence that seems to be so far away from the hive of their excellence. The more we talked, the more we could see that their jobs require them to be skillful at  risk management, while their lives require them to be masterful at  risk enhancement. I realized by the end of the day that their tension in doing what they do and being who they are is really the same for us all. It is not either-or. We each face the challenge to both survive  and thrive, to be cautious and daring at once.
It seems that, whether we are bankers or florists or mechanics, the work of wakefulness is not to drop what we do, but to inhabit it more completely, holding nothing back. Our task, then, is to live out the paradox of being opened and closed and to hold open the mysterious space in between.
I know firsthand that the precautions of a lifetime can be punctured in an instant. I remember preparing for my second chemo treatment and being given Atavan, a drug that would give me short-term amnesia. Since my first chemo treatment was very painful and exhausting, I was afraid to re-enter the strange darkness that everyone was saying would make me well. At the time, the terms of life were shifting. The future was eroding and I was being forced to reassess in what dimension I was truly living.
The treatment was thankfully uneventful, and in its aftermath I was left alone while my loved ones shared their relief. But within weeks, all sorts of tickets arrived in the mail: to concerts, Broadway shows, and most curious—six round-trip tickets to St. Martin in the Caribbean. While left alone, I had called and charged all these things to our credit card! I still have no memory of this!
But the lasting lesson is that, reduced to Now, some deeper part of me began to live, holding nothing back. It is a moment that changed my life. And through that deeper part, I began to see that we are delivered through all these gifts and tensions until we are honed by experience into something more and more vulnerable and beautiful.
I returned everything but the tickets to St. Martin. I placed them near the candle by my bed and vowed that, if I lived through this, my loved ones and I would go. And we did.
So, here I am: It’s Friday afternoon and the sun is out, but I have so much on my mind and if I stay, I can start next week ahead of things. But the sun is so bright and my heart is begging me to burst into the day. And all my loved ones are calling. And I wonder why it is so hard to put things down and live.

THE NATURE OF THE DANCE
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Death pushed me to the edge.
Nowhere to back off. And
to the shame of my fears,
I danced with abandon 
in his face. I never
danced as free.

And Death backed off,
the way dark backs off
 a sudden burst of flame.
Now there’s nothing left
but to keep dancing.

It is the way
I would have chosen
 had I been born
three times
as brave.

That dance is what we’re here to explore. That dance is the vibrant, life-giving act of spirit and how it expresses us. Whether it appears as a cry of pain or a song of joy, this unseeable presence is the lifeblood of our health. As blood must circulate through a body for that body to be vital, as water must pass through the gills for a fish to stay alive, the dance of spirit must move through us if we are to know and feel our place in the mysterious scheme of things. For it is the dance of spirit that opens us to who we are. In this way, the act of being who we are is at the heart of staying well.
So, let’s talk about the nature of the dance. To begin with, why is being who we are essential to staying well? Because we must meet the outer world with our inner world or existence will crush us. It is a spiritual law, as real as gravity. If we don’t assume our space as living beings, the rest of life will fill us completely the way water fills a hole.
Then, how do we assume our presence and inhabit our living space? It seems that this requires another, more personal form of meeting in which our inner life helps to define our outer life; where who we are shapes what we do.
This meeting of our inner and outer lives is called integrity, and the health of our integrity often determines our inner strength and resilience in meeting the outer world. This is the purpose of integrity: to balance the outer forces of existence with the inner forces of spirit.
One of the most useful definitions of integrity comes from Rabbi Jonathan Omer-Man:
Integrity is the ability to listen to a place inside oneself that doesn’t change, even though the life that carries it may change.
Still, what do we mean by a place inside that doesn’t change? For we are not defining integrity as a license to stubbornly adhere to our own point of view. Rather, we are offering a sense that goes deeper than what we’ve been taught or even what we’ve experienced. This deeper place inside that doesn’t change serves as a threshold to an Original Presence we all share. It is an inlet to Wholeness and all that is larger than us. Given the chance, that place inside will speak to each of us. In essence, the soul’s calling is to keep dancing and listening to that Original Presence that doesn’t change.
Of course, being human, things get in the way. We often get in our own way, repeatedly. In truth, we all struggle with these recurring life positions:
To journey without being changed is to be a nomad.
 To change without journeying is to be a chameleon.
To journey and be transformed by the journey is to be a pilgrim.

It would be easy to see the first two positions as bad or at least counterproductive. But all three are unavoidable. We cycle through them as part of the human process; as part of our unending path to and from integrity—both in our personal landscape and in finding our balanced place in the Universe. It is our continual efforts to live from the pilgrim position that keep us close to the pulse of what is sacred.
In truth, listening deeply and inwardly allows us to keep meeting the outer world with our inner being, and this mysteriously keeps us and the world vital. Often, the nature of the dance cycles us from being self-centered to being other-centered to being balanced as an integral part in an integrated whole. And when we’re blessed to experience those balanced, integrated moments, it becomes clear that everything is relational. Everything inside us and between us is circulatory—an ongoing exchange of what matters.
My own transformation as a poet speaks to this. As a young man, I started with the ambition to be a great artist. The everlasting poem was the goal. When I had cancer, though, my writing became a rope of self-expression by which I climbed into tomorrow. For instance, the poem that began this chapter came to me while being wheeled into surgery. I kept staring at the fluorescent ceilings whipping by, the IV draping off my arm, while some voice larger than my frightened self kept saying, There’s nothing left but to keep dancing.
And so, greatness became irrelevant. Waking was a triumph. Now my ambition, if you can still call it that, is the great chance to be. It’s all given way to a different experience of expression—one that goes beyond the writing of poems or the creating of art. I now see that expression—with ourselves, each other, and God—is a constant way of tuning our instrument of being, of staying faithful to that place inside that doesn’t change. But expression is more than just the mouthing of words. It is the exchange of what matters between living things.
In this regard, expression can be the placing of bread on the pathway of birds. It is simply the way we exchange vitality—the way that plants and humans exchange oxygen and carbon dioxide, each giving the other what it needs to live. In a daily way, the exchange of what matters is the dance by which we stay alive and true.

THE EXQUISITE RISK
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The exquisite risk to still our own house . . .
—ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS
At any moment, if quiet enough and open enough, we can drop into the fabric of existence in which everything, even pain, has its vivid signature of energy that we call, at different times, truth or beauty or peace.
It is from this ground of being that we know and feel the unseeable web of connection between all life. It is from here that we see more clearly, below the tensions of our wants and disappointments.
The exquisite risk that St. John speaks of is twofold: the risk to still our own house so that Spirit can come through, so that we might drop into the vital nature of things, and the risk to then let that beautiful knowing inform our days.
The risk is exquisite because it holds open the veil before which is hell-on-earth and behind which is heaven-on-earth. For without knowing and feeling our connection to all life, the patterns of experience seem to make no sense. From within that knowing connection, though, we can feel the tug and pull of everything alive. This does not eliminate pain, but distributes its acuteness, the way a net softens the impact of a fall. Without this feeling of connection, we bump through life blindly, startled by the suddenness of things. With it, we can place ourselves in a landscape teeming with meaning, just waiting to be lived into.
The exquisite risk is a doorway, then, that lets us experience the extraordinary in the ordinary. It is always near. Truth opens it. Love opens it. Humility opens it. And if stubborn, pain will intensify to open it. Sadness can open it, if felt to its center. Silence and time open it, if we enter them and don’t just watch them.
In the same way that watching the surface of water can be mesmerizing and yet it does not reveal what waits below, the busyness and drama of the world can keep us from going below the surface of the very moments that are ours to enter. In my life, I have known truth and beauty and peace to be ever-present companions that I often sit beside, bemoaning their absence.
So often, the risk that leads to revelation and then courage is, at first, a very quiet threshold that we must dare to cross, through which life waits like a secret hidden in the open. This quiet risk somehow reminds us that there is nothing between us, nothing between the oceans and our hearts, between the sands and our eyes, between the infinite sufferings and splendors that make up the breathing world of life on earth. Though often unseen and often unheard, everything living affects everything else. The net is incredibly wide. We are not alone—for all its comforts and fears— we are not alone.
Once risking our way through that threshold, we inevitably fall back into the streets. But we are blessed with a consciousness that knows that life consists of this shimmer between depth and surface, between oneness and isolation. Here, the exquisite risk becomes the courage of heart not to forget, not to believe that the extraordinary center of things has vanished because we have lost touch with it.
You see, the exquisite risk is really a sensibility more than a circumstance, more a way of entering and carrying Spirit through our days than a skillful response to a fleeting opening.
Often, we know it is near when the eyes of a stranger or a distant loved one cause us to linger, when the ache we’ve suppressed for weeks creeps into our throat, when silence appears at the edge of our exhaustion like an old friend we couldn’t find. Often, the exquisite risk is waiting on the other side of the curtains we draw and the invitations we decline. And sudden birds, if followed, will lead us there. If we only enter our picture of life and let go of the frame.

THE STRANGE STORYTELLER
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Say it. Say it. The Universe is made of stories,  not atoms.
—MURIEL RUKEYSER
For years, behind the first house I lived in on my own, there was an old oak which had a piece of barbed wire embedded in the center of its trunk. The tree had grown around the wire until it seemed as if the wire were some hard artery in the heart of the tree. I often wonder, how did this happen? Obviously, the wire must have been loose at one time. Just when did the tree start to grow around it? At what point did the tree incorporate the wire into its woody grain? It strikes me now that this holds a truth about our need to tell our story, about our need to voice what happens to us. For the longer we keep secrets and don’t tell our story, the more we grow ourselves around the pain of what is not told, and the harder it is to pull the wire from our heart. It can be done, but it is always more painful once the heart has knit the wire of our secrets into its tissue.
The truth is that telling heals. Not just once, but as a way of being that filters the heart of its debris. In the way that ecosystems flush out the buildup of compost, storytelling is a God-given way to make an ecosystem of the heart, to flush out the buildup of scar tissue and compost that clogs our being. This is one fundamental purpose of human voice: to irrigate the heart dammed up with experience.
And once the telling begins, experience becomes a strange storyteller. Often, it shows us how to lose and how to heal. Often, it shows us how to face what seems unfaceable. Events stranger than dream come into being and we are left to find the medicine in them, which is only released by the telling. Just what stories unfolding today will be the myths by which we learn tomorrow? Whole lives can be turned by the story of one time unlocking the truth of another.
For instance, once a stretch of wire has grown in the heart, what will it take to finally disintegrate it? This reminds me of another tree story that I heard in Pennsylvania. After a day of getting to know each other, a sixty-year-old surgeon told me how his great-great-grandmother’s uncle stopped haying in the middle of the day, hooked his scythe in the crook of a tree, and walked off to fight at Gettysburg, never to return. He told me how no one ever took the scythe down. How the handle of that scythe fell apart, but the heart of that tree grew around the blade. Just as my tree grew around the wire. Just as the heart of our nation grew around that devastating battle. He told me how, for a hundred years, a stubborn vengeance fueled his family and, for just as long, the tree stubbornly looked like it was growing a blade. He softened to tell me how, after his parents died, he felt compelled to bring black and white children to see the blade and touch the tree. He was almost in tears as he told me how, after they did, the blade one day crumbled and the tree grew a new limb.
And a Basque woman told me how it’s in her heritage to endure until you see. When I asked for more, she told me of her great-grandfather whose whaling ship went to pieces off the coast of South Africa. How he eventually sent word to his wife, who walked for two years carrying enough money to build another ship. How she walked down the Pyrenees. How she boated past Gibraltar. How she followed the Nile. By the time she walked the continent, she’d seen so many fighting over things that didn’t matter, that when she appeared one day in the South African sun, she dropped the money in his lap and simply said, “Please, stop all this and just come home.”
And where is home? Is it where we begin or where we end up? Is it where we long to be or where life puts us to make good use of our gifts? Recently, an Asian man living in Minnesota told me of his grandfather who, on his way home to China during World War II, couldn’t get through and wound up living in Hong Kong. How, when free schools were banned there, he realized why he was led to Hong Kong and opened a rooftop school where children could learn while staring at the sky. From that point on, Hong Kong was his home. Then he told me that when he goes home, he visits a school there named after his grandfather.
In my own life, it was just a small moment, years ago, in which I understood where I come from. I sat in the yard where I grew up, where the bully had hammered me, where school had come and gone, and the mimosa, which was there when I was born, died. It seemed that very day, but that was only when we noticed. My father had a small pit beneath the tree and every summer he’d set fires at night and the cinders would drift up and burn the leaves. The tree seemed to grow out of reach, as best it could. But my father wouldn’t move the pit. And now it had died. We stared up at it. My father said it was the years of flame that choked it, then set another fire beneath it. It grew late, and he slept, an aging man with a stubborn wound I never quite understood. He looked tenacious, on fire himself, even when asleep. My mother caught me watching him and she shook her head at the stubborn will that coats our house. How we sit in things we build and ruin.
In truth, we often make small choices that matter greatly, and we can use all the guidance we can get. From others, yes, but also from life itself. As sailors have read the currents of the sea for centuries, experience, if seen as such an ocean, can reveal the currents we find ourselves in. And how we read the geography of stories that surrounds us—the stories of people, moments, and places— this is our compass.
Whether through the patterns left in snow, or geese honking in the dark, or through the brilliant wet leaf that hits your face the moment you are questioning your worth, the quiet teachers are everywhere, pointing us to the unlived portion of our lives. When we think we are in charge, the lessons dissolve as accidents or coincidence. But when we’re humble enough to welcome the connections, the glass that breaks across the room is offering us direction, giving us a clue to the story we are in.

YOU MUST REVERSE THE HAIKU
[image: image]
The bottom of the sky
sings the ancient ways
 till I give the truth away . . .

In the 1600s, the Japanese master Basho spoke profoundly to his student Kikakou:
We shouldn’t abuse God’s creatures.
You must reverse your haiku, not:
a dragonfly;
remove its wings—
pepper tree.
but:
a pepper tree;
add wings to it—
dragonfly.

The destruction or healing of the world hinges on how this thought unfolds. Whether we pull things apart or put things together makes all the difference. Indeed, Basho’s small instruction reveals how human history has unfolded, with one pilgrim taking things apart and another putting them back together, and on and on. As Martin Luther King Jr. prophesied, “I believe what the self-centered have torn down, the other-centered will build up.”
Yet we must be watchful, for we all suffer both the impulse to separate and own and the impulse to unify and belong. Just as our eyes shut and open repeatedly, we take things apart and put them together constantly. Still, healing often depends on keeping things joined the way that wakefulness depends on keeping our eyes open.
So much of our life on earth depends on how we relate to everything around us. And while there are certainly times when it is necessary to dismantle bonds or entanglements to regain the health of freedom, mostly, when we can put things together instead of taking things apart, we are offered a way to befriend what is timeless and enduring. Often, when putting things together, we enter the pulse of a vital paradox: how small a part we are in the living Universe, and still, how our complete sincerity matters and contributes, the way one cell keeps the body going.
The question put to our daily lives, then, is: In love, in friendship, in seeking to learn and grow, in trying to understand ourselves, how often do we, like Kikakou, remove the wings of the thing before it has a chance to free us? We are taught at an early age to pull things apart in order to solve them, to break problems down to understand their parts. Yet in the terrain of spirit and relationship, in the sweet territory of compassion, we often need to let things in rather than break things down. So, the question each day becomes: When pressed by life, do I bridge or isolate? Do I reconnect the web of life and listen to its wisdom? Or do I make an island of every confusion as I try to solve its pain?
Often, the gift of surprise is what loosens our hold, moving us from dissecting things toward bridging them. Often, the unplanned and unexpected appearance of what is authentic jars us from our self-created sense of things into the larger order of life that we are all a part of. We repeatedly have this choice: to make all we encounter self-referential or to bridge our small, troubled selves to the wonder and mystery of the Universe and its life-sustaining vitality, which like electricity is only released through the life of its connections.
When we can connect to what lives both at the heart of our problems and at the heart of the problems of others, and listen to those connections, we become bridges to each other, the world, and to the spirit that informs everything. So, when we speak of integrity, we are speaking of how we care for the tender bridge between our innermost being and the common life of all beings.
Yet, being a human bridge—a living tool that puts things together—is not easy. For everything from erosion to fear tries to wear us down. But this is nothing new. Birds have always flown in the face of gravity, and fish have always made their way to the bottom despite the buoyancy of the sea. It is simply part of our calling: to be a bridge, to lie down so that living things can join and realize they are one. Kent Keith speaks to this simple calling in his poem “Anyway”:
If you are kind, people
may accuse you of selfish,
ulterior motives;
Be kind anyway . . .

What you spend years building,
someone could destroy overnight;
Build anyway . . .

The good you do today, people will
Often forget tomorrow;
Do good anyway.

Give the world the best you have,
and it may never be enough;
Give the world the best you’ve got anyway.

You see, in the final analysis,
it is between you and God;
It was never between you and them anyway.

Yet, when caught by the contradictions of life, we often forget there is a Whole, and we, like Kikakou, can be found pulling things apart. While this is understandable, this pulling apart can lead us to serve other gods. As the poet William Stafford says:
If you don’t know the kind of person I am
and I don’t know the kind of person you are
a pattern that others made may prevail in the world
and following the wrong god home we may miss our star.

Here Stafford implies that bridging is a practice by which we maintain our sense of who we are. It is a practice that renews our vitality, because bridging opens us to the energy, strength, and timeless perspective of the Universe. When we are blessed to remember this, our small but crucial role as a living being becomes clear. The great Chilean poet Pablo Neruda understood this deeply when he made this vow:
So, drawn on by my destiny,
I ceaselessly must listen to and keep
the sea’s lamenting in my awareness [ . . . ]
So, through me freedom and the sea
will make their answer to the shuttered heart.

Neruda makes it seem simple: By staying awake, we keep the larger truths alive. By staying on the journey, we become a living bridge that keeps everything living connected. Not only is our journey essential to us, but each of us is a stitch that keeps the fabric underneath everything whole. Yet we all know it isn’t that easy. It remains a struggle. This is one chief reason we need each other: to stay connected. How? By helping each other stay awake, stay true, and on the journey.
Someone who kept me awake was my grandmother. She, as I’ve mentioned, helped me understand the essence of the journey. The moment I’m thinking of is fifteen years ago, when my grandmother was ninety-four and dying. I believe she knew she was dying. I could tell because, time and again, when I’d visit her in Kingsbrook Medical Center in Brooklyn, she would sit on the edge of her bed and peer off into some distance she alone could see. Each time she did this, it taught me something else. This time, I had the feeling that she was imagining the other shore, the way she did when she was ten and crossing the Atlantic on a crowded steamship trudging through the waves.
Life for her was one endless immigration, one constant arrival in a new land. Perhaps this is why I am a poet, because immigration is in my blood. Perhaps this is why I understand the world of experience as one vast ocean we never stop crossing, even at death.
Being with her, especially near the end, led me to imagine the life of our spirit on earth as such an immigration: as one constant arrival in a new land. Given this, I’ve come
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