

CHAPTER 1

Connecting with Self

THE FIRST LAYER of connection is the experience of being authentically connected to ourselves.

Surrounded as we are by hundreds of advertising messages a day and the pressures of social media, we move through the world with our bodies shamed and our attention drained. We can barely go to the bathroom or stop at a traffic light without checking our phones. I even struggle to take a shower without having a podcast playing in the background!

Writer Annie Dillard teaches us that how we spend our days is how we spend our lives. And this way of life is unsustainable. It is making us unwell. At least one in six American adults are on antidepressants, antianxiety medications, or antipsychotics, as reported by a study in JAMA Internal Medicine in 2016. In the UK, 70.9 million prescriptions for anti-depressants were dispensed in England in 2018, nearly double the number of prescriptions a decade earlier. Surely this says at least as much about our culture of incessant activity and pressure as it does about any of our individual medical needs.

So when do we reclaim our time and wellbeing? How can we give ourselves the space to reflect – deeply and honestly – about how we’re doing? In this chapter I’ll share with you two transformative practices for connecting with ourselves: sacred reading and sabbath time. Both these practices are gifts from our ancestors that allow us to bring intentional rituals to our modern lives. Like CrossFit and other secular practices that fulfill gaps in our hunger for meaning and community as we turn away from religion, sacred reading and sabbath time are things you probably already do that give you joy, a sense of purpose, a meditative space, and a feeling of connection to your authentic self. What’s critical is that we see these daily rituals as part of a larger shift toward a new definition of spirituality.

Of course, the idea of a single, authentic self is worth considering. Indeed, Buddhist philosophy would tell us that there’s no self at all. Psychology, on the other hand, says there are many selves to come home to! What I mean by connecting with our authentic self is less about stripping away the parts of ourselves that we don’t like or focusing only on the bits that seem more spiritual, and more about integrating the fullness of who we are. Quaker activist and teacher Parker Palmer calls it rejoining our soul and our role because in the splitting of the two, much of our lost awareness and subsequent suffering appears.

I learned this the hard way. At age twenty-two, three months after graduating from university and starting my first job in London, I fell from a pier and broke both my lower legs and a wrist and double-fractured my spine. I spent weeks in the hospital and three months in a wheelchair, totally robbed of my busy activist life and young-professional persona. (I liked to imagine myself as Anne Hathaway’s character, the second executive assistant, about two-thirds of the way through The Devil Wears Prada, as she aces tasks and looks fabulous doing it.) After the fall, however, instead of juggling meetings, calls, and emails, the major event of my day became a trip to the shower, carried up the stairs by my father and sister. Later, once I was a little more mobile in my wheelchair, I was constantly forced to recognise that the built environment was designed for walking people. Any small step or sidewalk bump caused serious challenges to my inexpert mobility skills in the chair. Whereas usually I took charge of social situations, I was now reliant on the care of others.

These role crises often appear at the end of a high-flying career when retirement strips us of our positional power and influence, or when our children leave home and we no longer occupy the easily recognisable role of parent, or when our health or physical abilities change. Who are we without the role that has given us meaning?

When we’re lucky, these transitions can help us reconnect with our interiority, the awareness that lives behind the ego. Writer Marilynne Robinson phrases it like this: ‘The classic soul is more ourselves than we are, a loving and well-loved companion, loyal to us uniquely, entrusted to us, to whom we entrust ourselves. We feel its yearnings, its musings, as a truer and more primary experience of ourselves than our ordinary consciousness can offer us.’ I love that notion of total loyalty because it captures the inherent goodness of our authentic self, the compassion and friendship that live inside our deepest selves. But when we live disconnected from this inherent knowing, we get caught in cycles of performance and achievement, trying to please others’ expectations or our perception of what is wanted of us.

The wisdom of tradition teaches us that there are ways out of this mess, that we can practise self-awareness and befriend our own souls gently and fiercely.

In my months of recovery after the fall, my mother invited a friend of hers to stop by on Wednesday mornings and paint with me. Unlike my sisters, I am no artistic talent, so I was hesitant because nothing frustrates me more than failing in public! I’m supposed to be good at things, my brain tells me, so why would I humiliate myself by trying to paint? During the long, quiet days of bed rest, I had watched endless episodes of Strictly Come Dancing, and so my painting teacher invited me to paint the steps that the dancers practised each week. I tried to capture the waltz, the paso doble, and the rumba, letting the brushstrokes manifest the frustrations of a slow recovery, alongside the hope of being able to walk and dance again. Without really being conscious of it, this practice was a sanctuary. Like holy spaces in which the injured and sick once sought comfort, my kitchen table became a place for healing when I picked up a paintbrush, a place where I could process and detangle the heavy cocktail of emotions my accident had left me with. Sometimes we need the temporary isolation of enforced unplugging to bring into our awareness parts of ourselves that have been lying low. The great Japanese Zen teacher Ko–do– Sawaki described his meditation practice as ‘the self selfing the self’. The idea is that we need time and attention to integrate our experiences, ideas, and identities to be who we are.

This experience of seeing how a supposedly secular practice like painting could become a powerful, perhaps even spiritual, way of connecting to myself made me realise there were other small, seemingly insignificant rituals and habits that did the same thing. Years after I’d recovered from this fall at Harvard Divinity School and was knee-deep in our research for ‘How We Gather’, we found many such practices among the people we interviewed, including running and meditating. Yet there were two that stood out to us as the most accessible and most impactful for most of the people we’d studied: reading texts as sacred and resting in sabbath time.

HARRY POTTER AS A SACRED TEXT

Mr and Mrs Dursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say that they were perfectly normal, thank you very much.

So begins the first book in J K Rowling’s Harry Potter series. It’s a sentence that millions of readers can quote off by heart, setting the scene as it does with a little humour and suggesting that something very abnormal is about to happen.

I read the Potter books enthusiastically as a teenager. I was thirteen when I was introduced to the series by my Parisian exchange student, who gave me a boxed set in French. After trying a few pages, I realised I’d be better off reading in English and headed to the library. I read the books and fell in love.

Perhaps you’ve had a similar experience with a book you adored: that sense of falling into its world, knowing the characters and landscapes intimately – even if they are invented in your mind. I usually know if this has happened when I read at the dinner table, so that the pages are stained with food or the corners are marked by my greasy fingers. More importantly, I trust you’ll know that feeling of slowing down as the remaining chapters dwindle, not wanting the book to end. And then when our eyes scan those closing paragraphs, feeling that wave of loss and longing that go far beyond saying goodbye to the story we’ve read; it’s more like saying goodbye to a piece of ourselves.

That sensation tells us something important. It suggests that reading is not just something we can do to escape the world, but rather that it can help us live more deeply in it, that we can read our favourite books not just as novels, but as instructive and inspirational texts that can teach us about ourselves and how we live.

We can treat a book as sacred not because we’re going to believe that the storylines within it somehow explain the mysteries of the universe, but because they help us be kinder, more compassionate. They help us be curious and empathetic. And they offer us a mirror in which we get to reflect on the motivations that live behind the actions we take every day. This is the power of reading books as a sacred practice: they can help us know who we are and decide who we might want to become.

Harry Potter holds a special place for me as a sacred text (more on that in a minute), but you can choose any piece of literature, poetry, or even nonfiction. What we’ll explore in this chapter is the methodology of how to read as a sacred text. This will offer you countless new perspectives, insights about yourself, and opportunities to reflect on life questions. It may be a little unfamiliar, but trust me. Sacred reading has deepened my awareness and cultivated connection for readers for thousands of years.

THE ART OF SACRED READING

When we think about sacred texts, we think of the Bible, the Qur’an, the Torah, the Book of Mormon, or the Bhagavad Gita. We know these texts are full of stories, poems, and commandments. Some of the stories resonate, but much of traditional religious literature makes us suspicious. Their doctrine has been used to marginalise and malign. St Paul told women to stay silent in church. The Hebrew Bible condones slavery. The Qur’an demands punishment for same-sex love. But this is only part of the story. In spite of all the problems inherent in scriptures, they’re continually studied and read because people believe that rereading these works might make us more faithful, more just, more loving; that the thousands of years in which generations have engaged these texts is something we need to pay attention to; and that we can step into a continuous stream of conversation between the text and human beings that has lasted centuries. In his book To Know as We Are Known, Parker Palmer explains why he keeps returning to sacred texts, despite their problems connected to a spiritual tradition in which people have sought and found wisdom through generations: ‘These texts allow me to return to times of deeper spiritual insights than my own, to recollect truths that my culture obscures, to have companions on the spiritual journey who, though long dead, may be more alive spiritually than many who are with me now. In such study my heart and mind are reformed by the steady press of tradition against the distortions of my day.’

What I love about this insight is that traditional sacred texts can be bastions that push back against contemporary assumptions about who we are and what matters. Whenever I hear someone quote scriptural teachings against my gay love, it hurts. I can’t deny that. But it also reminds me that what we deem right and wrong can change. It is entirely possible that, one day, we won’t judge one another by how much we earn or what job title we have. And hearing stories of easy hospitality in Bible stories, for example, also teaches us that history is far from one-way progress. Palmer points us to the value of sacred texts because they are conversation partners that expand our reference points and force us to reflect on the culture we live in.

But what about those of us who don’t fit into a religious box? Or don’t know where to start with a text like the Bible? Or don’t even want to trust a book like that? If this applies to you, my hope is that you’ll join me in choosing a text of your own to treat as sacred – something you already love, that you already find yourself turning to again and again. We can all benefit from the ancient practices of sacred reading. We can find companions on our life’s journey and draw on the wisdom of those who have come before us. Just imagine these textual ancestors walking along a path and sowing seeds, and now we are able to delight in the resulting flowers. And who knows, perhaps by engaging in these sacred practices in our own ways today we’ll be planting seeds for others to enjoy when they travel this road in years to come.

So what defines a text as sacred in the first place? Traditionally, religious leaders have been the ones to decide what does and doesn’t count. This is part of why some fundamentalists believe in the inerrancy of their texts – that they proclaim the absolute truth, and all evidence of dinosaurs be damned. Many Christians understand the life of Jesus to be the embodied word of God so that his actions as well as his words manifest as a sacred text. In my experience, many religious people understand a sacred text to be one in which the words were somehow divinely inspired – there wasn’t necessarily a godly author, but the words being put on the page were channelled in some way or were written with a higher state of consciousness.

Yet I offer a bold rebuttal: none of these definitions is what makes a text sacred. It isn’t about the author or the inspiration. As my mentor, Harvard Divinity School professor Stephanie Paulsell, explains, a text is sacred when a community says that the text is sacred. It’s that simple. When a group of people returns year in, year out, to the same text, wrestling with it by investing their questions, struggles, and joys – that’s what does it. It becomes generative, creating new responses in text, music, movement, film, and story. When we understand a text to be sacred because a community says so, we are given permission to infuse spiritual meaning into whatever text speaks to us.

Here’s why this matters: it helps us reframe how we think about the things that are sacred, holy, and important to us. In everyday language, we think of ‘sacred’ as an adjective, as a synonym for ‘holy’ or ‘blessed’. It describes something static, maybe a little dusty, outside our day-to-day experience. But it is much better understood as a verb – something that we do. The word ‘sacred’ itself comes from the Latin sacrare, which means to consecrate or dedicate. And to consecrate means to declare or make something holy. So the sacredness is in the doing, and that means we have enormous agency to make ‘sacred’ happen ourselves.

If this seems far-fetched, it’s because we live under the lasting influence of the great French sociologist Émile Durkheim, who made the distinction between the sacred and the profane. The name may or may not ring a bell, but the collective belief will sound familiar: that there are some things that count as religious, and others as secular. But let me ask you, is that reflective of your experience? I know that some of the most tender, intimate, perhaps even holy moments of my life have had nothing to do with formal religion: when I first held my niece in my arms, when I walked through a forest at age eleven, when I woke up from major surgery (mind you, that might have been the morphine). Our lived experience is a testament to the fact that transcendence and the deepest meaning we experience often come in the most ‘secular’ moments, in that they have nothing to do with formal religion. (Ironically, religion at its best teaches us the same thing – but we’ll come to that later.)

But celebrating our ability to claim something as sacred doesn’t mean that every book we love reading immediately becomes a sacred text. It takes more than that.

CREATING HARRY POTTER AND THE SACRED TEXT

I first met Vanessa Zoltan at Harvard Divinity School. Like me, she was an unlikely divinity school candidate; she grew up Jewish but fiercely atheist. After all, she was raised with the notion that God died in Auschwitz. As all four of her grandparents were Holocaust survivors, the point was easily understood.

Vanessa intrigued me. On my birthday, a few days after we met, she sent me an email with the subject line: ‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY BRAND NEW FRIEND!’ She was a keeper. We started going for coffee, and one day she invited me to come to a group she ran on Tuesday nights, reading Jane Eyre as a sacred text. I had absolutely no idea what that meant, but I trusted my instincts and agreed to join. I picked up a copy of Charlotte Brontë’s classic from the library, read the prescribed chapter, and headed into the New England fall evening to meet her.

What happened was both bewildering and inspiring. With a group of four other women, we sat around for an hour and a half talking about a single chapter. It wasn’t a book club conversation about what we thought about the plot, or why such-and-such happened when Mr. Rochester had said so-and-so in the chapter before. No, we were asking questions like, What can we learn about suffering? How can we better understand mental illness? What does the text ask us to do in our own lives? I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

The winter break was coming up. Boston winters are cold and dark and a little depressing, so I wanted to find something that would help me beat the post-Christmas blues, something that would feel like a grand adventure but still allow me to eat snacks on the sofa. Vanessa and I had both taken a class about epic journeys and quests, and her sacred reading group had inspired me. Perhaps, I thought, we could make our own meaning-making journey through a movie series. And if so, what better series than the magical Harry Potter films?

So for each day of the first week of January, Vanessa and I gathered a group of friends to re-watch the movies as if they were one enormous epic story – and we had an idea. What if we sat down to talk with other people, like her Jane Eyre group, and read Harry Potter as a sacred text?

And so we did. We promised one another we’d sit and read the books chapter by chapter, asking them what they might teach us about how to live. We’d use spiritual practices from antiquity, like PaRDeS and Florilegia, to dig underneath the plot to find unexpected wisdom in the wizarding world. I asked my sister to design a poster, and Vanessa asked her workplace if we could use their meeting space. We sent emails and invited friends, but we had no idea if anyone would come. On the first night, we put out twenty chairs, hoping we might have some curious visitors. Sixty-seven people came. We were thrilled!

As the group settled and we built a mini congregation where people made friends, visited one another in the hospital, and fell in love, we wondered if others might want to join our adventure. We launched Harry Potter and the Sacred Text as a podcast in May 2016, the same month I got married. We weaselled our way into the university’s recording studio by bringing baked goods and chocolates to the administrative staff, and sat down behind the microphones. Neither of us had a broadcasting background, so it was largely thanks to our fellow Divinity School student Ariana Nedelman’s production skills that we sounded at all cogent. Even today, at least a third of what we say in the studio gets left on the cutting-room floor.

The structure of the show is simple. Each week, we read a chapter through a theme in preparation for our conversation. For example, we started the series by reading Chapter One, ‘The Boy Who Lived’, through the theme of commitment. Other themes have included forgiveness, trauma, delight, and love. In every episode we share a story from our own lives that relates to the theme, bring our listening community up to speed with a short recap of what happens in the chapter, and then enter into an ancient spiritual practice that helps us dig deeper into the text, and this is where the magic really happens.

Thanks to our incredible listeners, today Harry Potter and the Sacred Text is an award-winning podcast with over twenty-two million downloads and seventy thousand regular weekly listeners. Each year we go on tour and meet thousands of listeners who tell us what the practice of sacred reading has meant to them. People turn to the books and podcast for comfort in moments of crippling anxiety or loneliness. Sacred reading has helped people cope after the death of a loved one or a painful breakup. Teachers adapt the practices for classrooms to help students reflect more meaningfully on standard teaching texts. Over and over again we learn that these practices help people connect with what matters most to them.

Perhaps we shouldn’t have been surprised that the podcast would become a success. Millions of readers already treated the Potter books as sacred in their own way. Therapists and counsellors report young people using Hogwarts as their psychological safe place to go to in times of struggle and pain. And it isn’t simply a refuge from the world. The Harry Potter Alliance, founded in 2005, has mobilised thousands around the country to act on marriage equality, Fairtrade chocolate, and other progressive issues, using the narratives and rituals from the books to motivate and shape winning campaigns. Just as social justice movements have reinterpreted biblical narratives like the Exodus story and quoted the psalms, so too the Harry Potter Alliance references characters and plot lines from the wizarding world to motivate readers into action.

SACRED READING BRINGS US HOME TO OURSELVES

Reading Harry Potter with this lens has been transformative for me and the thousands of people who listen to Harry Potter and the Sacred Text because it helps us connect with our full selves. Reading makes us see ourselves in other characters, become nostalgic for parts of our past, and challenge our worldview. It’s also often credited with helping people create empathy. Keith Oatley, a cognitive psychologist at the University of Toronto, made headlines in 2006 with his study that suggested reading about other people improves our ability to understand and cooperate with others and ultimately to understand ourselves. Many other studies have put forth similar arguments. But empathy doesn’t start with others. It starts with yourself. In a German study from 2017, participants were taught to recognise different sub-personalities, such as our ‘happy voice’ or ‘inner critic’. By learning to engage critically our own various thought patterns, we become better able to infer the mental states of others. We become more empathetic.

Self-discovery through reading is often revelatory and freeing. But it isn’t always pleasant. It makes us look within, and that is















DEEPENING A PRACTICE TO CONNECT TO OURSELVES: LECTIO DIVINA






	What’s literally happening in the narrative? Where are we in the story?

	What allegorical images, stories, songs, or metaphors show up for you?

	What experiences have you had in your own life that come to mind?

	What action are you being called to take?
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SABBATH FROM WORK TO MAKE ROOM FOR PLAY






BRINGING SABBATH INTO OUR LIVES
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