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Praise for The Wild Why

“In The Wild Why, Laura Munson invites readers to answer ‘the most powerful and wonder-full question’ for themselves: ‘What can I create?’ This book is an open-hearted invitation to explore the connections between wonder and empathy, intuition and serendipity, self-compassion and creativity—and to live a bigger, braver life.”

—MAGGIE SMITH, New York Times best-selling author of You Could Make This Place Beautiful

“The ability to feel wonder is part of the human experience, but life moves us further from that childlike state. The Wild Why is part memoir, part self-exploration, workbook, and tutorial on how we can reach inside and use our own sense of wonder to remove barriers, quiet naysayers, and enrich our lives.”

—LEE WOODRUFF, #1 New York Times best-selling author

“In The Wild Why, Laura Munson deploys self-exploration, self-sabotage, confession, contrition, ‘bonfires,’ undying love for Montana, and her own line of full-fledged writing retreats, all aimed at healing the familial, cultural, and inter-relational wounds that curtail our sense of wonder. The wonder I felt in finishing Laura’s epic? Her recipe worked!”

—DAVID JAMES DUNCAN, author of The River Why, The Brothers K, and Sun House

“The Wild Why will inspire you to re-discover your wonder, find your true voice, and bring back the pieces of yourself you lost along the way. This book not only reminds us about the importance of our one precious life—but helps us understand how to live it well.”

—AMY B. SCHER, best-selling author of This Is How I Save My Life and How To Heal Yourself When No One Else Can

“Laura Munson’s exuberant book The Wild Why is for anyone seeking to heal their wonder wound and reclaim their wild wonder. Rich with serendipitous adventures and a fresh perspective on personal vulnerability, this book contributes a welcome voice to the growing literature on wonder. Get this book and get your magic back.”

—JEFFREY DAVIS, author of Tracking Wonder: Reclaiming a Life of Meaning and Possibility in a World Obsessed with Productivity

“The late great William Kittredge said that acts of imagination lead to acts of empathy. This wise, generous, and dazzling craft-book for the soul does just that, and in so doing resurrects in the reader the state of wonder that is so vital to our survival.”

—CHRIS DOMBROWSKI, author of The River You Touch

“The Wild Why is an invitation and a permission slip, a beckoning and a reckoning. It’s more than a book—it’s a chill-giving, tear-inducing, wide-grinning experience. Laura Munson writes with astonishing generosity and authenticity, like she’s raising the velvet curtain to her own heart. This book is a gift to those who know there’s more to life than following rules and checking boxes. There is medicine and magic in these pages. Devour them.”

—JJ ELLIOTT, author of There Are No Rules for This

“The Wild Why is a heart-opening invitation to rediscover a braver life filled with the simplicity and power of awe. The uniquely powerful part of this invitation is that Laura brilliantly offers it through two tools needed most for a life of wonder—storytelling and your own unmasked humanity. Read it, now, and ponder it often.”

—TANMEET SETHI MD., author of Joy Is My Justice

“I believe that it takes one person to open your heart, to inspire you, to encourage you, to make you believe that nothing is impossible. Laura Munson is that ONE person. Take this The Wild Why ride with her. She will make sure you land safely and she will encourage you to find the wonder, never give up, and seek the folks who make you swoon. You will feel like you made a new friend who you will never, ever want to let go of.”

—AMY FERRIS, author of Mighty Gorgeous: A Little Book About Messy Love
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This book is for anyone who has ever said, “I don’t have a voice.”

You do. I promise.

You just lost it for a while.

Come with me.

Let’s find it again.






Contents



	part I : wonder-wounded

	my wondering: have you lost your wild why?

	[image: ] you and me and the 4:00 a.m. haunt

	[image: ] what is wonder?

	[image: ] the wonder time line

	part II: wonder-challenged

	my wondering: why does the wonder wound attack the wild why?

	[image: ] the inner critter

	[image: ] a storyless life is a wonder-challenged life

	[image: ] keeping your voice to yourself for a while

	[image: ] the day that curiosity and awe shook hands

	[image: ] success and failure are myths

	[image: ] the sacred wail

	[image: ] the truth bridge

	part III: wonder-lost

	my wondering: can wonder really die?

	[image: ] activate your intuition

	[image: ] blow up your transmission

	[image: ] the tiger in the room

	[image: ] “what can I create?”

	part IV: wonder-found

	my wondering: how do I allow myself to be “spelled differently”?

	[image: ] wonder trip prelude

	[image: ] empty next

	[image: ] wonder loves community

	[image: ] the inner champion

	[image: ] to love

	[image: ] the thin place

	[image: ] the wonder cabin

	acknowledgments

	about the author









part I
wonder-wounded








my wondering: have you lost your wild why?
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“I talk too much. I ask too many questions.

I cry too easily. I laugh too loud.




I’m too sensitive (I’m not sure what that means).

And I feel bad about all of it.”




—LAURA MUNSON (fourth-grade journal)



What happened when you asked why the sky is blue? What makes a rainbow? If there is a God. Why people die. Why you weren’t being protected. Why you weren’t being loved.

Maybe you weren’t taken seriously for your questions. Or maybe your elders considered your feral questions an honor to answer. Maybe they lingered in their answering, trying their best to illuminate your questions.

Be honest with yourself: How were you treated for your questions? Were your questions considered an annoyance? Were you placated for your asking? Were you told that you were rude for your asking? Were you even punished? Did you ever get an answer that you could live with? Or did the answers just make you find more why inside of you that you decided wasn’t safe to share? Maybe you took your wild, wonder-full why and hid it so deep inside you that even you couldn’t find it. And you stopped asking. And traded your wild why for what fast became your wonder wound.

Maybe you forgot about your wild why altogether.

If you have this book in your hands, somewhere along the line, it’s likely that someone hurt you for asking questions or for how you expressed yourself. My hurt came in early and strong from family, friends, teachers, authority figures, adults in general. Not all. Not by any stretch. But enough to matter.

When I wrote those words in my fourth-grade journal, it’s clear that my wonder wound was already festering. But somehow, I never let the wound kill my wonder, and that’s why I’ve written this book. I want to explore this “somehow.”

What if you could go back to the genesis of your own wonder wound and tell that version of yourself, likely a little child, that your questions and feelings don’t make you bad? What if I could have known back then how to not “feel bad about all of it”? The talking, the asking, the crying, the laughing, the feeling? What if I had known how to tell myself to feel good about all of it? Good about the way I wondered and expressed myself. Especially when my whys landed in an exasperated “Because I said so!” That’s when I knew I was in big trouble. And when I was in big trouble, I never felt good. Instead, I felt very, very bad.

When I was in big trouble for my wonder, I would hide. Maybe you did too. I had all kinds of hiding places. In a dusty spare bedroom closet under blankets and pillows. In the upper, thin branches of my tree house, where no adult could climb. Under the skirts of the blue spruce that abutted our backyard. In deciduous-leaf-pile forts I’d make in the small swath of forest behind my suburban Chicago home. And in my journal.

In my hiding places, I could ask why why why as much as I wanted and never get into trouble because no one ever found me. I was a good hider when I wanted to be. When I needed to cry and laugh and be sensitive and feel safe. And say no. In my hiding places I felt pure delight. Butterflies in my stomach. Holding on to those thin branches, sometimes in the wind, looking over my house and into our village with a bird’s-eye view, I felt like anything was possible and every question was there for the asking.

Maybe I can even fly! Do I have the power? What if I do and just don’t know it? What if I live my whole life with the ability to fly but never know that I can . . . unless I try? Maybe I should try.

That was the wildest why I knew. I can still feel the power gathering and surging in my chest for what would surely send me winging through the sky.

I’m glad I never tried. Not from that altitude. Sometimes wondering is better kept inside than put into action. I did try a few times closer to the ground, proved that I was human, and instead flew in my dreams. Always low, skimming the earth, feeling the heat and the cold and the dew. I still fly like that in my dreams.

It took writing this book to consciously understand that I’ve spent my adult life finding my way back to my hiding places in one way or another. Finding my way back to that girl and telling her that she doesn’t need to feel bad about her wonder. That she can feel good about it. That it’s time to come out of hiding and to find places in the world where her wonder is safe. In fact, she can’t live without it. No one can.

Imagine what it would take to feel good about your questions and the way you ask them as the adult you are. What if you felt good about the voice you express and the thoughts and feelings behind it? What if you knew how to find safe places for your wonder, regardless of the challenges you face? And what if those safe places didn’t feel like hiding but, instead, felt like liberation? This book is my effort to restore your butterflies. It’s an invitation to return to your wonder, reclaim it, and go forward with it fully intact.

I’ll admit my fear here, because it doesn’t serve either of us for me to pretend, especially in light of my own wonder wound. I know that I must step into that light, however daunting it is, by sharing my truth.

In these pages, I’ve invited myself to exhaust myself with my wonder. To talk. To tell stories. To ask a lot of questions. To cry and laugh and be highly sensitive. There’s no other way if I am to shed the inner terrorism whose enemy is wonder most of all.

I hope you will join me. Isn’t it time to come out of our cocoons and fly? Isn’t it time for us to return to our wild whys?
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This is you. And me. This is all of us. Without our wonder. In a crisis of truth and lies. And by the end . . . hope. I hope. For me it happens at 4:00 a.m. Maybe for you it happens in the middle of the day in a rash of anxiety, just when you least expect it. But I know that at whatever time, and in whatever form, as adults, we can all lose the liberation of our wonder to our world of woe.

Let’s get real. We can’t afford not to—not for one more second. Do you lie in bed at 4:00 a.m., paralyzed by fear and shame and self-loathing and worry? Do you lie there creating movies in your mind of doom and dread? Do you feel the power running out of you, like water through your fingers? Your tired fingers, tired from all of that tap tap tap on all of those buttons. And your eyes stinging and blurry from all of those screens. Your voice scratchy from all that talking and persuading and strategizing and reasoning with everyone in your life—kids, husband, wasband, aging parent, that one sibling who breaks your heart relentlessly, your boss who isn’t much different, that friend you always thought would be there for you and who just . . . isn’t.

And your brain. Your poor, tired brain. It’s 4:00 a.m., and it’s still on, working every angle of your semi (or fully) screwed-up life, trying so hard to get it right. How and why did you get here? You were “supposed” to be so “successful.” So “perfect.” But you know, deep down in a place too scary for even the wee hours, that you’re here because you haven’t allowed yourself to be your true self, and to have that true self be your best self, no matter what society thinks of you. No matter what the people in your life think of you. Somehow you’ve allowed yourself to be completely defined by everyone but . . . you.

You’ve got to let your truth out, but the problem is that you don’t even know what your truth is anymore, so how can you find the words to tell it? Did you ever know what your truth was? Yes, you did. When you were a small child, you did. If you think hard enough, you can remember her. She was honest. She was playful. She was happy and curious and full of awe. She chased fireflies and butterflies just to feel them tickling her fingers. She picked up rocks and shells and kept them in her pockets to play with and wonder about. Maybe she put them on her windowsill like friends.

When I was a small child, I charmed birds right into my hands as if they were living nests. And then let them go so I could watch them take flight and try to be as free as they were, flying through the sky. Maybe you did too. Maybe you knew who you were then. And there’s a strong likelihood that you weren’t afraid to express it. Not when you were very young. That’s because your wonder was intact. Before everything happened to you. And to it. Before the world started to say, “All that childhood wonder was cute, but now it’s time to buck up and become a successful part of society. People with their heads in the clouds don’t get anywhere.”

Lying in the dark at 4:00 a.m., sweating into your sheets, you know you shouldn’t have believed that lie. You know you need to get back to that wonder-filled version of yourself. Your life depends on it. But how, with all that is currently on your shoulders? How can you let go of everyone else’s version of what your truth is, and what’s best for you, and find your own?

Why not let your wonder lead you? Ask what you want from you, never mind the world. Are you even capable of separating yourself out of the life you’ve let run you? Of course you are.

So keep going. Ask more questions. And I don’t mean questions like “What are the best workout shoes for the best price?” If you want to find your true truth, you must awaken to your true questions. Because your questions, especially the ones you ask yourself, are the loyal and loving gatekeepers to your truth. And your truth needs you to ask in the voice that only you have. You know it, just like you know that you must find what it is that you truly want from your life. And even if you’ve fought it with all your bony might for years, you know . . . it’s time.

Dare it. Dare your voice to ask, “What do I truly want for my life?”

If it’s too much right now, instead, in the quiet, lonely, dark, dare this question: “How did I lose my voice? My truth? My questions? Myself?”

Maybe you can’t even begin to remember the origin of this whole crisis of self. Because that’s what you’re in: A giant crisis. Of. Self.

Implore yourself to remember.

As a child, you might have heard some version of these phrases from an authority figure who was supposed to love you: “Stop asking so many questions!” “Be quiet!”

And if you asked why it was bad to ask and talk, you might have heard: “Don’t talk back to me or you’ll be punished!”

If you started to cry, you might have heard: “You’re so sensitive.” “You’re so dramatic.” “You’re too much.”

And if your whys were met with infuriated ultimatums, and you said “no” in response, maybe you heard an iteration of: “Don’t you dare say ‘no’ to me, you disrespectful child! You will pay for this!”

If you’re nodding, then somewhere long ago, your own version of these poisonous words got injected into the veins of your self-perception and your self-expression. And at 4:00 a.m., you hear, in your own voice, an echo of those early messages telling you that you’re not worthy of your wonder.

Stuff like: If you were capable of even finding your truth in the first place, you wouldn’t be creative enough to know how to express it. You don’t have a voice. Not one that’s important, anyway. You should just give up . . . and shut up . . . and . . . go . . . back . . . to . . . sleep so that you can get back to your miserable life when the alarm goes off.

You stare at the ceiling. You feel like a failure at your life even though no one would know it because you’re so good at saying that you’re “fine.” But what’s behind those words is the deep belief that you should have become what you were supposed to become. And these personal myths (because that’s what they are, you know) are not just in your thinking or speaking or writing. They’re quite possibly in your movement and the way you dress and what you say to your friends and family. In your cooking and even in your acts of service. It’s been a lifetime of blocking your true self-expression on all fronts, and tonight . . . you’re just so sick and tired of it. Truly sick and tired. You lie there and stare into the dark and think:

What has happened to me?

I want to rip myself up and start all over again.

I want my joy back. I know what joy is still, don’t I?

And you scan your memory for the feeling of joy. But you can barely touch its shadowy toe. So you try for one butterfly. Nothing comes but more darkness and a lonely truck out on the road.

This is dire. We are in crisis. I know, because I’m in it too. In fact, it might just be the fight of our lives. Everything about us is at stake except our physical lives, but maybe those too. Does a breaking emotional heart make a breaking physical one? My God, how can we get this life thing right? We’re not screwups. We know we’re not. We have people who love us. We have people whom we love. We have mortgages. Or rent. We vote. We get called in for jury duty. AARP wants to send us “modern felt” tote bags! That must make us upstanding citizens! We must have the ability to win at this thing called “life”! We must have voices and ways to make them matter! Shit—other people seem to have it figured out. What are we missing? Why are we getting it all wrong? What is our problem? We have mugs that say CREATE YOUR LIFE. We must know what the hell that means. We bought them for ourselves, for crying out crazy.

And that’s how we feel at 4:00 a.m. Crazy.

We think and we think. And we think. And our thoughts ping-pong back and forth from being so mean to so desperate with nothing in between.

Until, finally, we’re just . . . done. The crazy runs out with that last trickle of power that pools in our palms and leaks over our pinkie fingers.

And we hope for sleep to release us from our apparent lack of ability to make our mugs come true. For all of our best efforts, in the end, it turns out that we suck at creating our lives, so how can we possibly find our truths, never mind our voices? All we can seem to land on is what we were/are supposed to be. That distant “supposed to be.”

Let’s be brutally honest, because we have to be, and let’s do it with some wonder:

Is anyone in our current lives actually telling us this nonsense about who we are? Or is it just we who say these things to ourselves? Are we our own worst enemies? Perhaps we have internalized our early messages and allowed them to translate into our adult lives as lies like: I don’t have a voice. I don’t know what’s true anymore. I don’t know who I am or what I want. I’m stuck in my life. I can’t see my future. I’m completely lost. I belong to everyone around me but myself.

The child who held on to the high, thin branches thinking she could fly—she knows the answer, and it’s quite likely yes. We are in fact our own worst enemies.

So where did our liberated, wise, self-accepting child go? That stunning child who treated each moment as a potential for magic and miracles? That child who had so many questions and longed to enter into the open field of them? She longed for answers, but the questions alone were what she really cared about. Did we allow her to die? Can we resuscitate her? Or is she lost to us forever? What would it take to lovingly bring her back?

Can we please try? The world needs us to try. Everyone who loves us needs us to try. We need us to try. The child in us, let’s call her our Free Child, needs us to try—so she can return to her wonder and have a joyful future. Isn’t that what we all want? When we get real? At 4:00 a.m., it feels like there’s no other choice. It’s daylight that’s the problem. It’s in daylight that we forget the haunt and live in the lie that the world needs us to go, go, go. Away from ourselves.

And then, in our sweating and groaning and bemoaning, we hear a voice. A kind voice. A knowing voice. A familiar voice that we haven’t heard for a long, long time:

I want you to return to your Free Child. What you’ve forgotten is your wonder. That’s all. Trust me. You used to trust me, back when we were an us. Let’s tuck into a safe, warm place together, just like when we were little, and find our wonder again. Only this time, we won’t be hiding. This time we’ll declare a free zone. A quiet, screenless, buttonless place where we get to be guts-out raw. Where we get to look at the stories of our wonder and where it went away. Let’s find that girl again. She’s not scared or dogged by anything, really. She’s a little, wild, tree-climbing, barefoot, bird-charming child who is begging us to come back to her. And play. She is calling us back . . . to our wonder.

“She is?” I whisper. “I can’t see her. I’m not sure she ever existed.”

Of course she did. I’ll see her for you, for us, for now. All you have to do is open your arms. You’re standing in a fresh, green, wide-open meadow full of wildflowers. She’s running at you. Catch her. Twirl her in the air and see her beautiful smile beaming into your twin beautiful eyes. Smile back. Remember that smile? It’s time you two take a good, long look into each other’s eyes. And a good long twirl together. I want us to be an us again.

“But how?”

Just take in a deep breath and let out a deep sigh. Ready?

“No. Maybe. Okay . . . yeah.”

On your mark . . . get set . . . go.

And then, dawn breaks. And we think, Am I going to be true in this new day?

I wonder.
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Let’s start with something that connects even a cynic to wonder: a rainbow. When you see a rainbow, what do you feel? What do you think? What do you do? Do you stop in your tracks? Do you lift your head to the sky? Do you look to see where it starts and finishes? Do you look to see if it’s a double rainbow? Do you think about pots of gold? Do you have a secret promise to yourself that you will stand there until it disappears? In other words, do you stand in awe?

Or do you catch the rainbow out of the corner of your eye and keep doing whatever you’re doing because whatever you’re doing is way more important than an illusionary color spectrum in the atmosphere that’s just going to fade away in a matter of moments? Why give it your attention when there are so many more important things going on?

When I see a rainbow, I think of a book I loved as a child called Ant and Bee and the Rainbow. Ant and Bee like to do things together. Create things. One day, Ant and Bee see a rainbow and want to play on it but figure they can’t play on a rainbow. So they find an old tractor tire buried halfway in the ground, get some paint, and paint the tire to look like a rainbow. They hang out playing on their own private rainbow until the rain washes it back to a plain old tire. And then they do it all over again. This book always made me sad that beautiful things have to leave us, but it also reminded me to consider the possibilities of the moment. To think: How can I play with this moment? This wonder-full question lends its curiosity, triggered by awe, to creativity. But the word “creativity” scares a lot of people.

Somewhere along the line too many of us were told that we weren’t creative. We were put into slots like “jock,” “brainy,” “artsy.” “Artsy” equals “creative.” The opposite being: “not creative.” Which is nonsense. The day you were told that you weren’t creative was the start of your wonder wound and the beginning of the end of your wild why.

People tell me all the time that they’re not creative. It’s just not true. It’s one of those personal myths people carry. Everything we do is an act of creation. The way we dress, the way we decorate our living rooms, every word that comes out of our mouths, every thought we think . . . it’s all an act of creation. When I make this point to people who insist they’re not creative, their eyes glaze over. They can’t get past the word “creativity.” Too much wounding around it. I knew I had to find another way to express this concept, especially as a writing teacher.

One day, I was walking in the woods, where I do my best thinking, and I thought: What’s behind creativity? The answer came fast: wonder. Is wonder scary for people? What is wonder anyway? It’s curiosity but not just curiosity. It’s awe too. Curiosity mixed with awe. Like Ant and Bee and their rainbow!

I sat down on a stump to think about it. Has society lost its wonder? If the answer was yes, then we were doomed. Fear shot down my spine, stumpward, and I looked deeply into the trees for help. They’d seen hundreds of years but likely only a smattering of stump sitters. More like stump makers. Were the trees curious? Humans most definitely had not lost their curiosity. Curiosity and the gleaning of answers was what created and had sustained the internet. Plenty of us see rainbows and quickly google, “What makes a rainbow?” The problem is that we’re looking at our screens and not at the rainbow!

The more I sat there, the clearer it became: The key element of wonder that seems to be lost is awe. Awe requires stopping and truly taking something in. Not rushing to find answers. Just stopping and making room for the awe. To be in it. Without questions or answers. The not knowing is the magic of awe. Awe doesn’t care what you think or know. In fact, it wants us not to think or know . . . and to just be. I suspected it was the same for the trees.

So I challenged myself to sit there on that stump and not think. Not think about how old the tree was when it was felled. Not count its rings. To abandon my curiosity and instead just stare into the old firs and larch and ponderosa pines and let them give themselves to my awe. I looked up, as if to find awe itself in their branches. Instead, I saw mushrooms. Whole mushrooms, placed perfectly on the boughs of a grand fir, like Christmas tree ornaments. My curiosity surged. It couldn’t help itself. Was it some sort of art installation? A portal into another world? But I took in a deep breath and invited myself to simply behold this forest treasure and not defer to my wild whys. And the answer presented itself in a small, busy, chattering squirrel, skittering up the trunk with a mushroom in its mouth, dashing out to a bough, and, yes, placing it there. In the sun. And it was clear then: the squirrel was drying mushrooms for the winter. But the answer was far less interesting than the moment of discovery.

I needed to sit on stumps more often. All of society needed to sit and gaze into the wild world more often. Would a person out on a hike with their Fitbit on, counting steps, think it was strange behavior if they saw a woman sitting on a stump far off the main trail? Likely, yes. Is our modern civilization so driven by finding answers that adults don’t long for this exact, wonderous moment when curiosity stops us in awe? Begs us to bear witness to what’s right before our eyes? Begs us to stop?

There’s nothing wrong with answers, but as long as we see awe as gratuitous and not vital, we’ll abandon it for our screens, where we think the answers live. But do they really? Aren’t they a lesser answer than what’s actually in the world? Do you think that ancient civilizations were studying and tracking the night sky and the moon and sun out of gratuitous foolishness? Of course not. It was how they sustained themselves and made sense of the mystery of living on this planet. They knew their lives depended on it. When to sow. When to harvest. And a whole lot more. They had questions, yes. But in order to find answers, they had to be in awe of the natural world. That’s all they really had and they knew it. They held their wonder at their essence. Their curiosity wasn’t enough. It needed to be mixed with awe if they were going to survive. How is it possible that we have “evolved” out of living by this fact? I can say that I’ve never learned more from a screen than what I’ve learned sitting on a stump.

Consider a baby. I suspect that the ancients would agree with my belief that we are born with our wonder intact. It’s as innate as our will to live. And our will to live can’t exist without wonder. Why? Because wonder is behind everything a baby does. Wonder is how we learn to crawl and walk and eat and speak and thrive.

Since so many people feel that they have no voice, let’s focus on the thinking piece here. If you could translate a baby’s running thoughts, they would go something to the tune of: Look at that smiling face with the same voice I’ve been hearing but haven’t seen. I want to touch it so that I know it’s close by and I feel safe. Her mouth is kissing my cheek and it feels good. I want to kiss it back. Oh listen! She’s making sounds that I like. I want to make those sounds too. When I make those sounds, she smiles. I want to smile. When I smile, I get more kisses. I like kisses. I want more. How do I get more?

Once that baby can talk, it all comes spilling out. Sometimes in song. Sometimes in tantrums. Sometimes in words. Sometimes in pointing or grasping or grabbing or hitting or hugging. And always in wonder. Extreme wonder. Life-dependent wonder. Because without an adult, a baby isn’t going to live. And the way to live is in the asking and wanting and watching.

Wonder begets the creativity that begets our self-expression. Self-expression begets a sense of connection, safety, purpose, meaning, value, self-worth, authenticity, achievement, and even survival. But wonder is where it all begins. Wonder is what’s behind creativity. And creativity is how we apply wonder and grow our personalities and our lives. Finding our wonder is how we find our voices—and let the story of our lives flow.


EMPATHY

Wonder is a vital life force not just for our personal development but for the continuation of our civilization. Why? Because without wonder, we abandon empathy. And without empathy, we would have no civilization at all.

When we approach the world and its creatures with open curiosity—Who are you? How are you? What are you? I really want to know. I need to understand—we begin to understand our essential sameness versus our essential differences. This is how humanity bridges oceans and mountains, social groups, gender, age, race, religion, politics, land, all of it. This is how wars are avoided but not likely won.

When we recognize that wonder drives empathy, and when we accept that empathy will save our civilization, then we get a whole lot more serious about it. And if we’re being honest with ourselves in this department, if we really want to return to our wonder, then we must first confront our pain. If we don’t look at our wounds, we will never heal them enough to remember what’s behind them: the essence of who we are. If we’re not willing to look at our wounds, we actually can’t find the essence of who someone else is either. It’s one thing to be able to identify with people’s joy, but we have to be willing to identify with their pain and what’s behind it in order to share in the full experience of empathy. If we can’t or won’t, then we are rendered empathy-less. Is that the legacy of our civilization that we want to pass on? I hold that there will be no future civilization if we don’t put empathy at the center of ours now.

When we feel our pain and want to heal from it, free from the distractions of the charades that drive our daily lives, that’s when we stand a chance at getting back to the engine behind it all: wonder. So we need to feel that pain. Feeling it will lead us out of it. I have found that quite often, our pain is rooted in our wonder wound.

Having the courage to look at our wonder wound, and the gumption to heal our way to the wonder that still lives in us, leads us to see the wonder in others. When we wonder on the other side of our belief systems, we ask questions: What makes these people who are so different from me tick? How can I learn from them, no matter how nefarious they are? Enter not just empathy but radical, civilization-saving empathy. What if radical empathy became our driving force? Especially for the people and things we don’t understand?

My father used to say, “People are the same everywhere.” I’ve spent my life testing his philosophy because I’ve wanted it to be true. After much questioning, and even radical empathy, putting myself in places and situations where I am way outside of my comfort zone, I have no doubt that people are the same everywhere in the way he meant: We all want to love and be loved. We all want to be valued and do something of value. What if we all lived in this wonderous, empathy-seeking way? What if we wondered our way into wild and supreme empathy? And what if all of it brought us into our purest form of self-expression, wonder wound healed? Wild whys back intact. I want to live in that world. Don’t you?

If you’re nodding, then we need to begin with a serious commitment to empathy. Not to make people right or wrong. Not to set yourself up to be made right or wrong. But to live the Rumi quote: “Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, / there is a field. I’ll meet you there.”

Can we try to meet in this field, even and especially when we hold opposing opinions and beliefs? Can we imagine both of us in this field, holding our Free Child close? Can we ask questions of others without trying to be right but instead trying to simply wonder together? To stand in curiosity and awe of our essential sameness instead of our differences? Because when we apply this level of wonder, it becomes possible to see ourselves in each other or at least to understand what motivates another person and what causes them to see the world the way they do.



THE POWER OF THE QUESTION

While practicing radical empathy and exploring the wonder that spawns it, pay attention to the power of questions. The external questions in this instance, not the ones that live inside us. Asking questions of others can be loaded. It’s important to be pure about it. It’s important to check in with your intention when you ask a question of another. Consider the following questions about questions:

Am I trying to make a point by putting someone else on the spot with my question?

Am I trying to tease out an answer so that I am in a position of power or so that I can have dominion over it with my response?

Do I want to answer more than ask?

When I ask someone how they are, do I really want the true answer? Or do I hope that they’ll just tell me they’re fine even if they aren’t?

If the answer is yes to any of these, you are not practicing empathy. Be kind to yourself instead of feeling bad about it. It’s just an awareness exercise so that you can work harder at finding a pure, empathetic question. Look to the playground. See how quickly kids who are strangers play together. “Do you want to swing? Play in the sandbox? Climb on the jungle gym?” They’re looking for ways to connect with each other and play. Not for what makes them different.

Question asking is a fine art. And so is answering, especially if the question is a personal one. Answering often means that you’re being called upon or invited to tell a personal story. Where do we begin in the sharing of our stories? It can feel too vulnerable. Do we really owe others our stories? We get to decide. But if we are compelled to tell our stories, how do we find our true voice to share them in the first place?



YOUR TRUE STORIES

Finding your true voice starts with finding the central question that lives and burns in you because of your stories. By finding the central wondering within you. Notice how true connection happens, human-to-human, when we say, “I have that question too. I’ve been afraid to ask it or admit it . . . but I do have stories around it. And you’re willing to tell me yours? How rare! Why don’t we sit down on this park bench and tell each other our stories?”

Sounds like the playground, doesn’t it? We have a lot to learn from the playground.

Rare are the people who make the time to pause and share their stories. Instead, we’ve trained ourselves to say things like, “Enough about me. How about you?” Or “The long and short of it is. . . .” Most little kids don’t do that. They want to tell their stories. If that’s the case, then often it’s because the world hasn’t given them the message that their stories aren’t good, or right, or interesting, or important, or that they don’t have the voice to tell them.

In other words, most young children don’t have a wonder wound yet.

Typically the wonder wounding starts in our teens. But tragically, it can happen from the very start of some people’s lives due to abuse. Earlier generations were masters at wonder wounding: “You shall speak only when spoken to.” “You should be seen but not heard.” “Go outside and pick a switch from the willow tree for your beating.” “Go to your room without dinner for asking why!”

A child should be heard, be seen, and have the freedom to speak when the spirit moves them! Within respectful boundaries of course. But where there’s clear room to share, a child will often take it. Unless . . . they’ve already been too hurt just for opening their mouth. Those generational messages of invisibility as “appropriate” behavior have trickled down into an adult gag order for so many people in our current culture. So we say “I’m fine” when asked how we are, even when we’re bashed and bloodied inside. If this is true for you, I hope you’ll receive this very real possibility: You’re not fine. And it’s not doing you any good to pretend that you are.

In trying to parse this cultural reality, it’s helpful to ask: Why do we think that we need to tidy up our truth and clip off our musings? Why is our adult world so prone to this sort of messaging? Why do we succumb to the lie that has us saying, “Sorry, I talked too long.” “Sorry, I shouldn’t have shared that.” “Sorry, I’ll be brief.” Cutting to the chase. Fast-forwarding. Telling untrue stories. Some of us even speak lies to appease people. To get them off our backs. To try to get them to like us or approve of us. White lies or otherwise.

Why would the adult world advocate for this? I believe it’s because we stop listening for the wild why in others. The wonder. And instead, we learn to listen only for answers. The adult world loves its answers, even when they don’t amount to much.

This guts me and enrages me because the less we tell our true stories and the central questions and conflicts that make those stories important to us, the more we skip to the point, and the more we lose our essential connection with one another. Skipping to the point is just that—skipping the human experience. Spouting talking points. A photo or phrase or hashtag on social media that “says it all.” Ten easy steps. Tips and tricks. No wonder we buy into the nonsense that we “don’t have a voice.”

Tips and tricks just . . . don’t . . . stick. Even on a sticky note adhered to your desk. They might stick for a time. But think about it: It’s the stories you remember. It’s the stories that help you not feel so alone. Not the bullet points. It’s the stories that live in you deeply, earnestly, honestly, vibrantly. Fearlessly. And that’s where your voice lives. If you think you don’t have a unique voice, or a voice at all, ask yourself: Do I have stories? Of course you do. And no one can tell them like you can.

If you saw a speaker on a stage five years ago who made a lasting impression on you, it’s likely the stories that you remember. Not the bullet points. Maybe you were able to conjure those up for a few weeks or months after the speech, but it’s the stories that stick. The Sunday supper they described and how safe they felt in their grandmother’s kitchen. I bet you can still hear that grandmother talking while she rolled out her biscuits and made her gravy. I bet you can remember how she smelled and what color apron she wore . . . all because it was delivered to you through story. It activated your imagination. It invited you to connect and empathize.

It’s through story that we join in the collective human story. When I tell you about something I’ve experienced, it helps you know you’re not alone. And vice versa. Maybe you’ve been having the same or similar experience as mine, but you’ve been too ashamed or afraid to admit it. When you hear my story, suddenly you know it’s okay to share your own. That’s how to heal the world, and yourself in it. Not by skipping to the point. Not by hoarding your story. Not by spouting bullet points.



NOTICING BOTH SIDES

We must notice where we fall on both sides of the question-asking and story-sharing experience. Notice how others monologue. Notice if you do. Notice if others make room for question asking and story sharing, and notice if you do. It usually feels good to be asked a question about yourself when someone genuinely seems to want to know the answer, so we must cultivate this in our own conversation too. What if asking deep and curious questions of one another (when it’s emotionally safe) and sharing personal stories abundantly was the norm? Not the “I’m fine” and the “Long story short. . . .” Seriously. Think about it. How would the world be different? How would the world be better? How would your life be better? How would 4:00 a.m. be better?

My favorite question to ask people is “What do you like to do?” This is not the rote question most of us ask and get asked—the “What do you do?” question (meaning work), but rather the “What makes you you?” question. People’s eyes go from autopilot, so used to being asked what they do for a living, to suddenly digesting the question and lighting up. “What do I like to do? I like to kayak! I like to hike! I like to ride horses! I like to sing! I like to read books! I like to travel!” And there is almost always a story that they then share, and with vigor! Through a simple question, you open connection—and usually this connection sparks sharing, empathy, more curiosity, and, you guessed it, wonder.

Wonder is at the root of a functional society. If you have ever looked at our world and thought, How can I help? there’s proof of your wonder. It’s wondering about our world and the people in it that sustains our world. It’s valuing connection versus division. We simply have to be connected to, and invested in, our world, and that starts in our own community. That’s the perfect place to practice non-polarity. Practice at the grocery store. On the soccer sidelines. In the office elevator. At the dinner table. Practice, practice, practice.

If we are going to survive as a civilization, we need to stop looking at our differences as bad and instead get curious about those differences and even stand in awe of those differences. We need to try to understand that which feels radically separate from us and swallow whole the fact that we are all connected, whether we like it or not. Leading with wonder will get us there because, through the lens of wonder, we look for sameness, not difference. And when we do all that, we know what to say. The words emerge, sometimes without even thinking about them first. We express ourselves freely. We are in our voice. Our curiosity. Our awe. Our empathy. And it’s entirely available to you, right where you are. Right now.



WONDER AS NECESSITY

In our departure from wonder, we start to think about the results of what we’ve created, but we forget what generated those results in the first place. As we get older, we let our wonder go dormant. But I don’t believe our wonder ever truly leaves us. We can think it does. But it’s still in us. Somewhere.

Meanwhile, wonder killers are all around us. That said, we have to agree to let them try to kill our wonder. And when we allow that to happen, we lose the self-expressed voice that has sustained our life and our happiness since the beginning. We lose our ability to tell our true stories and help others know that they’re not alone. We lose touch with the collective of humanity.

Why do we let our wonder go dormant? Is it because we forget that wonder is life force and instead tell ourselves that wonder is foolish folly or self-indulgent or a thing for children? If this is what you think about wonder, I’m asking you to revise that personal narrative. It’s just not true. And it doesn’t serve you at all. Or our world. In fact, it hurts you. And it.

Wonder tends to evoke a spectrum of feelings. Like its arching arm, the rainbow. I’ve learned to invite all of it, because there are always lessons there, calling us to ask what it would take to keep our wonder intact. Sometimes it’s a clear call. Sometimes it’s blurry. And sometimes, it’s much easier to turn away from wonder altogether and fall in line. I don’t want that for any of us.

What if we think of wonder as on par with sleeping, eating, and drinking water? What if wonder is how we survive? And if so, what happens if we try to kill our wonder? Who do we become? And where do we find ourselves later in life? Looking for our “voice”? Feeling “stuck”? Tossing and turning in a torturous night haunt? Going on pilgrimages when all the answers are already inside us? Returning home and not being able to access what we found when we were far away?

In observing self-ascribed “wonderless,” “voiceless” people in my own life, I’ve noticed there’s a common thread: people try to find their “voice” by starting with the goal of “success” by society’s standards. Achievement. And then, usually very quickly, those people get “stuck.” They can’t see their way. They compare themselves to others and it takes them down.

Those people are using the wrong measuring stick.

The only measuring stick that matters is the one the child in them cares about.

My wonder has been challenged many times, and sometimes I’ve even forgotten about it for a spell. But the wonder stories of my life have always been present, trying to bring me back, no matter what is going on. Sometimes I keep them private, for my eyes only, in my journal. But I’ve learned how to know when it’s worth the risk to share those stories with others. This book itself is a risk, because it addresses my own childhood wonder wound: “I talk too much. I ask too many questions. I cry too easily. I laugh too loud. I’m too sensitive. And I feel bad about all of it.”

But it’s worth the risk if I can help you find your stories, the wonder behind them, the empathy they create in sharing them in the voice that only you can. And to learn how to discern which of your stories are true. And which of your stories never were.

I know my wonder stories, lost and found, by heart. But it’s been a while since I’ve spent time with them, and I miss them, even the hard ones to hold. So I’ll go first. I may be a tiny bit braver than you, but if so . . . not by much. At least I can attempt to hold the torch in hopes that you will follow and then take the lead in your life.

You tell me: Is that story I told myself in my fourth-grade journal true? Or was it more likely something told to me that I took as truth and then lived by? What I didn’t write in that fourth-grade journal but what I now read between the lines is this: “Everybody says I talk too much. Everybody says I ask too many questions. Everybody says I cry too easily. Everybody says I laugh too loud. Everybody says I’m too sensitive.” Was any of that true? Did everybody really say those things? Or were there only a few key people who said those things, and those were the judgments and rejections that I believed? Likely, yes. And these became the beliefs that have haunted me and defined me and hurt me. I think a lot of us have been run by personal myths spun by people and institutions in our lives, whether or not they were ever true at all.

It’s tragic to me that those untrue stories are often the ones that we let shape our lives, our personalities, our questions, our wonder. Maybe I talked a lot and asked a lot of questions and had a lot of tears that came easily and had a big, loud voice, but if other people thought I was “too much,” that was their point of view. That didn’t—and doesn’t—have to be my truth. We get to decide what is or isn’t our truth. And how we let the actions and words of others affect our hearts and minds.

I invite you to tell your true stories, not the memorized, caustic ones that were perhaps told to you and that you believed. Maybe some of those untrue stories live in you: I’m not smart. I’m not creative. I don’t have anything to say. I should just shut up. I don’t matter. I’m not original.

It’s time to shed those untrue stories and give voice to the stories that live inside you in truth. Those need to come out. Those need to be honored. Which is why throughout this book, at the end of these chapters, you will find a section called “Your Wild Why . . .” with a writing prompt. I invite you to play with these prompts. This is a safe place for you to practice, and then, if it feels good to you, if it feels worth it to you, you might share your new or refound truth with others, whether verbally or written.

My hope is that you will use the reading and writing in this book to help you rejoin the child that I believe is still in you. The one who woke up in the morning with butterflies in her stomach. Especially if you forgot that she was ever there to begin with. I promise you: she was. Hold her and don’t let her go. She has missed you. And she has so much to teach you.



your wild why . . .

List your top childhood memories of your wonder and where it was safe. A tree you climbed and the branches that held you. A leaf fort in the woods under the skirts of a spruce tree. A pillow fort in a closet. The first time you flew a kite. The first time you held a puppy. A baby. Maybe it was with a trusted family member who loved your wild whys and your long stories. The longer the list, the better. No wonder list can be too long. (Note: For this exercise, it’s important to focus only on where your wonder and your wild whys were intact. Not your wonder wound. That will come later.)

Now pick the memory on your list that holds the most positive charge for you in this moment, and write about what it felt like in your body to be in that place of wonder. What your thoughts were like in this state of being. What your senses felt like. What words might have come out of your mouth, and, if there was a trusted person with you, what words might have come out of theirs.

You don’t have to write in complete sentences. You can make a list of words and phrases if that works better for you. The point is to find the language to express the feeling of wonder in you from childhood. Even if your childhood wonder was highly challenged, try to capture a feeling, a state of mind, a moment where your wonder was alive and well.

Allow yourself to dwell in this safe and wonder-full place for as long as you can. Let your wonder words flow. Think of it like a treasure hunt. If other voices come in and say that it’s foolish or a waste of time, please tell them that they are not invited into your memory or this exercise. It’s all yours. This is your baseline wonder place. Hold it close.

Now that you’ve remembered, find the core truths of what you found in your safe wonder place, and write them down. At least three of them. More if you’d like. Freedom? Relief? Joy? Safety? Long-lost butterflies in your ribcage?

Keep those words close as you read this book and as you live your life. They will be your guide as you return to what you already know: your wonder.








[image: ]the wonder time line


Now let’s take a more in-depth look at your key wonder moments from childhood into early adulthood. In keeping with my promise to go first, I’ve written my own time line of wonder moments to help you imagine yours. I dug deep to find what inspired my wonder, met it, challenged it, wounded it, and even tried to kill it. And then at the end of the chapter, I’ll invite you to share yours for your eyes only.

This can be a daunting exercise because it requires that you take an honest scan of your life, looking for places where your wonder was alive and where it was crushed. This exercise was excruciating for me. At first, I skimmed through, noting a few things here and there, and called it good. But then I got real, and my Wonder Time Line got long, painful, and honest. I wept as I wrote because I couldn’t believe how much my wonder has been challenged all my life. I’d always thought that it was sublimely intact against the odds. If this happens to you, you might as well let those tears flow. I have found that tears are not always about sorrow but often about truth that needs to move through us. And wonder is truth’s voice.

This exercise also surprised me, and it may surprise you too. I discovered that my key wonder memories didn’t land on my hiding places as a child, writing in my journal and feeling safe, wild, and free. Instead, the places my mind and heart wanted to revisit were out of hiding. Out in the world where I believed wonder existed in the shiny, dreamy great beyond . . . only to discover that wonder, for the most part, wasn’t what the world wanted.

In creating this Wonder Time Line, I also couldn’t believe how much my wonder had ignited my dreams, which had ignited my ambition and expectations and a whole imagined future that, for the most part, didn’t come true. What my gut has known all along, and what I didn’t want to look at, was how consistently my wonder dreams were dashed in the clutches of the world . . . and that I let it happen. That’s what was most disheartening.

Once I saw my wonder dreams for what they were, however, it was a gift to see how they’ve played out—in many cases in spite of my sometimes self-sabotaging efforts to keep those dreams from coming true. My dreams took surprise turns, sometimes inconvenient and sometimes gutting. I’m glad, then, that I was willing to let wonder take those turns and allow them to create the dreams that have ultimately fed me. In staring it all down, I realized that wonder has been at the helm. That has been the unspoken pact.

For the cynics, this Wonder Time Line exercise isn’t a flowery, self-helpy, guru-y concept. I can be an extreme cynic when it comes to branded wonder. No, this is vital work. We need to stare it all down, especially if our wonder is in jeopardy and especially if we are avoiding taking our wonder as seriously as we should. Yes, should. We need to figure this out. We need to put it in one place and take a long look at it. To see what once flowed in the field of wonder and what interrupted that flow. To see where our untrue stories were born. To see where the true ones lived and still live.

Ease into this exercise. Allow your thoughts and memories to flow honestly. Keep in mind that the wonder moments you land on might be quite different from my own. And to be very clear: This exercise isn’t meant to get you stuck in your past. It’s meant to awaken you to your past in an intentional way, as an archeologist of your life looking for truth that you can work with in your present. If you resist it, perhaps it’s because you hear this in your head: I don’t have wonder. I never did. I don’t remember ever having a wild why. I don’t even think I have a wonder wound.

You wouldn’t be reading this if you didn’t.


MY WONDER TIME LINE

The perfect place to begin my Wonder Time Line is with an excerpt from Luisa’s opening monologue/song in the musical The Fantasticks. I played this role in high school, and it changed the course of my life. It was perhaps my most important invitation into my wonder at the height of adolescence, when the wonder-kills are so often fierce, cruel, and relentless, as if the world is taking back everything it promised. My theater teacher knew that I was Luisa in real life, and he invited me to embody her.

Here is her opening monologue. I can still recite it:


This morning a bird woke me up.

It was a lark or a peacock

Or something like that.

Some strange sort of bird that I’d never heard.

And I said “hello”

And it vanished: flew away.

The very minute that I said “hello.”

It was mysterious.

So do you know what I did?

I went over to my mirror

And brushed my hair two hundred times without stopping.

And as I was brushing it,

my hair turned mauve.

No, honestly! Mauve!

And then red.

And then sort of a deep blue when the sun hit it.

I’m sixteen years old,

and every day something happens to me.

I don’t know what to make of it.

When I get up in the morning to get dressed,

I can tell:

Something’s different.

I like to touch my eyelids

Because they’re never quite the same.

Oh! Oh! Oh!

I hug myself till my arms turn blue,

Then I close my eyes and I cry and cry

Till the tears come down

And I taste them. Ah!

I love to taste my tears!

I am special!

I am special!

Please, God, please!

Don’t—let—me—be—normal!

In many ways, I have never stopped being Luisa.






WILLIE WONKA

Remember when you saw Willie Wonka & the Chocolate Factory? The one where Gene Wilder kicked yoga-ball-sized hard candy and sipped tea out of a candy daffodil cup and then ate the cup? Remember when he looked at those lusty, greedy kids and said, “We are the music makers. We are the dreamers of dreams”?

I saw that movie twelve times the summer it came out. It was 1971. I was five. It was playing in our local movie theater. The old kind with the organ and the balcony and the plaster escutcheons that no longer held chandeliers, and thank goodness because the whole thing felt like it was about to fall down with all of its ancient stories, before the cell phone and personal computer and internet took over and falsely placated our central loneliness. I miss those old movie theaters and the community of them, observing the other moviegoers and their wide eyes and wonderous smiles. Willie Wonka thirty feet tall and floating in the dark! I just couldn’t get enough of it. I’d found a new place to hide, and it was in that theater, watching Willie Wonka with all those other curious people.

That summer, I was the charge of various adults and teens in my life, as both my parents worked. Two were
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IN SHORT, LIFE STARTED TO SUCK
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KEEPING THE DREAM
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BREATHE, BELIEVE, RECEIVE. IT’S ALL HAPPENING.
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