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Since the first edition of Take the Step: The Bridge Will Be There was published in 2001, I have received many communications from people who have been transformed and touched by my stories and message. It’s very gratifying to know that so many readers continue to derive benefit from my work, so I’m extremely pleased that HarperCollins Canada has decided to produce this very special 10th anniversary edition.

For over twenty years, I have spoken to large groups of people and worked with men and women individually as well as in small groups. For a person who revels in helping others in a real and tangible way, writing this book was an opportunity to spread my message to a wider audience. In the ten years since Take the Step was first published, I have seen many miracles occur: People who thought they were at the end of their rope managed not only to hang on but also to gradually pull themselves up to safety and into a much more dynamic, satisfying life. Others who were stuck either personally or professionally found the motivation and courage to take bold steps. If you are one of these people, I am confident that the book you now hold in your hands will inspire you to take the necessary steps that will change your life for the better. You too can learn to use faith (belief) and action in your life to achieve whatever changes you wish, for your own benefit and that of your family and your community.

In the past few years, we have seen exciting new discoveries in the fields of biology (epi-genetics) and neuroscience. We now know that beliefs do change our biology and that the brain is plastic and capable of dramatic change. These findings support the core message of my book and have encouraged me to keep doing this work that I love. But more than that, it has been my admiration for the many participants in my women’s Intensives and couple’s retreats that has fuelled my work; the courage these people have shown in making the terrifying journeys that I have guided them along has been truly inspirational. It has been a joy and a privilege for me to witness their transformations, and it is my hope that Take the Step will offer up the bridge to many new participants. To these new readers and to my faithful ones of years past, I wish you courage and strength as you negotiate through the sometimes thorny paths of your own lives. May you keep dancing across your bridge to endless possibilities.

Tashi Deley
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I was supposed to scale a vertical wall. It was smooth, shiny and hard. It was made of black marble and went straight up. Climb this with my bare hands? Impossible, I thought, but I knew that at least one other person had done it, a Chinese acrobat. She was tiny and athletic. I had to get up the wall because I had to solve a computer problem of national importance on the other side. I was the only one who had the answer to the problem, yet I couldn’t get over that darn wall. I tried and tried. Each time I slid right down to the bottom. There was nothing to hold on to.

“This is impossible,” I thought, a bit annoyed. “It must be some sort of trick.” I made all sorts of excuses why I couldn’t do it. “I don’t have the right body type. I’m not strong enough. Besides, I know nothing about computers.” This went on for some time. Then I got tired of all the excuses. Some deep part of me knew that if I really wanted to, I could climb that slippery surface. But how? I had never done anything like that before.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and said to myself, “I can do this.” I began to repeat, “I can do it, I can do it, I can do it,” over and over again to myself until it became a mantra. All the while, I was focusing on the marble wall. And then eight words appeared out of nowhere. Take the step – the bridge will be there. The words were there at the top of wall, beckoning me to go up.

“Take the step... Okay. The bridge will be there? What bridge?” There was no bridge. Just a wall. I needed to go over that wall. Okay, relax. Take a deep breath. Focus. Visualize. “Grace, you can do it! Grace, you can do it! Just do it!”

I opened my eyes – miraculously, I had climbed the wall. I was at the top. All I could think was, “Gee, was that ever easy!” I was exhilarated for a moment. “Wow, I did it!” And then the doubt came. “Yes, but could I do it again?” I needed to know, so I slid back down the wall. That was a risk!

I closed my eyes and saw the same eight words: Take the step – the bridge will be there. “Okay, I get it. Do it with faith!” Then I was climbing again, except this time it was even easier. I began thinking, “Maybe I should tell others about this.”

Then I woke up.

Two years before I had that dream, I had left a secure, well-paying job to start my own training and consulting company. That was in the early 1990s; everywhere I looked, organizations were restructuring and re-engineering – and laying people off. Nobody wanted to hire an unknown when huge training companies with proven records were competing for work. With two toddlers, mounting debts and a husband who also freelanced, I felt I could no longer afford to pay someone to watch my children while I went to my office to stare at the telephone. After two years of spinning my wheels, I made the decision to give up the call of my soul and get a “real” job.

And that’s when I had the dream. Sometimes our souls send us messages just as we’re about to turn our backs on our true path. That dream inspired me. It helped me believe in myself again. I wrote Take the step – the bridge will be there in huge black letters and stuck them on my office wall. Those words became my compass whenever I felt lost. They gave me courage to keep following my heart’s desire and stay true to my soul’s calling. Eventually I designed a workshop called “Take the Step – The Bridge Will Be There,” and over the past eight years I have helped tens of thousands of people take that step toward their dreams.

Action (“take the step”) and faith (“the bridge will be there”) are the two most important ingredients for achieving anything you want in your life. Typically the problem is that if we want to take action, we don’t move forward because we don’t believe in ourselves. Or if we do believe in our abilities, we’re too afraid to act. Rarely do we display both faith and action at the same time and in the right mix.

TAKING ACTION

My soul does not find itself unless it acts. Therefore it must act.
Stagnation and inactivity bring spiritual death.

– THOMAS MERTON

There are people who have plenty of faith, or so it would seem. They say they believe in themselves; they claim they can do anything. They appear confident and self-assured, and they talk constantly about all the things they’re going to do – someday. These people can’t move their lives forward because they don’t move their feet. They procrastinate, they complain, they postpone their lives. They suffer from analysis paralysis. These people will unfortunately never know whether their faith is real or not because they never test it by taking action. The truth is, you will never know whether you can really do something until you actually try it. Faith without action is not really faith. Only action makes faith real.

It is said that knowledge is power, but knowledge that lies dormant in your brain will not move your life forward. It’s what you do with what you know that will make the difference in your life. The moment your brain sends the message “Move” to your feet is the moment when you walk across the bridge and change your life forever. What will it take for you to finally act?

Taking action builds bridges to possibilities. Action nurtures self-esteem and self-respect. When we stare down fear and take action, our lives can be transformed from ordinary to extraordinary.

In Part One of this book we will discuss how you can do the necessary groundwork for taking action in your life. You’ll have an opportunity to ask yourself, “What do I really want? What brings me joy? What vision do I hold of my life and how can I get there? What have I been postponing? What am I waiting for?” You’ll have an opportunity to address what is still undone in your life.

The paradox is this: In order to take action and do, we must first learn how to be. The gateway to action is the powerful states of being that I will discuss in the next five chapters. Yes, you must act, but you must align your compass with what is most sacred to you. That can be done only by exploring who you are.

NURTURING FAITH

At your most daring moments you believe that what is going on
is the ultimate human work – the shaping of a soul.
The power of life comes from within; go there; pray; meditate.
Reach for those luminous places in your Self.

– ARDIS WHITMAN

All of us personally know some “action heroes” – people who are doers, who have no trouble taking the step. They appear to be fearless and dynamic. They have lots of projects on the go, but somehow they don’t seem to get any of them done. Many people end up feeling stuck. They can’t move their lives forward because they don’t have the necessary faith in themselves. They lack the connection to their magnificence, to their authenticity.

That is what happened to me. I took action – I registered a business, rented office space and sent out hundreds of packages outlining my services. But deep down I didn’t really believe I could make a living from doing work that I loved.

Even though we’re taking action on the outside, on the inside we may feel like imposters. Doubts, fears and demons from the past rear their ugly heads. We lack the internal authority to silence the doubt and say, “Yes, this is possible. I can do it!” Consequently, the action we take is often miscalculated, off target or not effective. Your body can’t go where your mind has never been. What we need to do first is convince ourselves that we can do it, nurture faith in ourselves, and then take the step.

In Part Two of the book, I discuss ways you can nurture faith – in yourself, in each other and in our world. So many of us feel we can’t cross the bridge because we don’t have the right credentials or the proper background. We feel that we may be “too much” or not enough. We believed the naysayers when they said, “It’s too difficult” or “It’s never been done before.” Why would we challenge all those years of programmed beliefs? The path of least resistance is to believe what we’re told. It’s never what you are that holds you back – it’s what you think you’re not. That’s why we need to grow faith if we are to achieve our goals.

When I speak about faith, I mean the faith we need to believe in our gifts, our talents, our dreams, our desires and our highest purpose. Nurturing faith in yourself is therefore nurturing faith in the vision you have of your life. It is growing the belief that you can do it, whatever “it” is for you. With faith, all is possible – even miracles.

Faith is like the tides; it is not always constant. There are days when we feel we can slay any dragon, and other days when we might as well offer ourselves up as the dragon’s next meal. The only way to keep your faith “tuned up” is to be true to your spiritual journey. Turn your eyes inward toward the Spirit that you are. See the Light. See the Love. We are reflections of the universal Love. See that which is holy and pure. Remember who you were just before you were born. You were Spirit, and that’s where you will return to.

THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

The conditions of a solitary bird are five:
the first, that it flies to the highest point;
the second, that it does not suffer for company,
not even of its own kind;
the third, that it aims its beak to the skies;
the fourth, that it does not have a definite color;
the fifth, that it sings very softly.

– SAN JUAN DE LA CRUZ

There has been so much outward change in the world that it has forced many of us to begin an inner dialogue. In our effort to awaken to the beauty in our lives, many of us have embarked on a spiritual journey. This journey has taken us through “the dark nights of the soul” and the fires of transformation. This journey invites us to lead authentic lives and asks us to open our hearts to faith, hope and love.

The spiritual journey is not always easy. Our fears can seem insurmountable. And as we attempt to cross the bridge we can come face to face with the demons of the past. “Go back!” they shout. “The chasm will swallow you whole,” they warn, but we press on.

We take the step – and with each step we grow our souls. And as we cross the bridge, Spirit helps us welcome miracles into our lives.

Miracles happen when we believe in our magnificence and take the step toward meaningful action. Miracles take place when compassion envelops our hearts and we see more clearly how to forgive and let go. Miracles follow us when we recognize the endless possibilities we have to create for ourselves. Miracles are everywhere when we truly believe that we’re One and that healing the planet will begin with healing ourselves. We are finally blessed by miracles when we make peace with the divine Presence in our lives.

Close your eyes for a moment. Imagine a bridge. What does it look like? Is it strong and steady or is it a rope and wood bridge that sways back and forth? Does it have a solid foundation or is it in need of repairs? What is it made of? Is it a covered bridge? Is the bridge in a forest or over water? Is it obscured by fog or overgrowth? When you look at your bridge, does it give you confidence? Would you cross it? Your bridge represents the quality of your faith – faith in your dreams, in yourself and in a divine Voice that whispers guidance to you and sustains you during periods of doubt.

In the Bible the Apostle Peter talks about having to step out of the boat and into the water. He’s afraid and he can’t muster the courage to take the step. Then, through the mist, he sees Jesus walking on the water toward him. Peter can face his fear and take the step only while he has his eyes locked firmly on the eyes of his Master. If he looks down for even a second, he loses his nerve. As long as he keeps looking at Jesus, he too can step into the sea and fear nothing. Like Peter, if we are to take that step into the abyss or over the bridge or into the sea of fear, we need to keep our gaze fixed on the vision – that which is sacred to us, that which nurtures us spiritually.

My hope is that the following pages will inspire you to cross the bridge to whatever future you desire. Once you’re inspired, you’ll have more confidence and courage to take bold steps. The answers are inside you; sometimes all you need to bring them forth are the right questions. May the reflections, personal stories, inspirational poems, quotations, suggestions and practical exercises I’ve included in this book trigger the right questions for your spiritual journey.

As you’re reading, let your mind meander to your life. Pause to reflect and jot down ideas that speak to you. Ask yourself, “How does this apply to my life?”

Ideas are like seeds. They are the raw material on which our bridges are built. When we nurture the seeds of faith, we realize we can do anything – even climb smooth vertical walls. What would you like to do but feel is impossible? If I were to say to you, “Take the step – the bridge will be there,” what would you think of first?

Faith and action are like two wings of an airplane that keep your life in flight. If only one wing works, your voyage may be turbulent. You will not get to your final destination. You may not even make a safe landing. If you want to move your life forward, you need to make the journey with both wings. “Take the step – the bridge will be there” could easily be “The bridge is there, so take the step.” It doesn’t matter which part of the equation you work on first. You need faith plus action if you are to actualize the best version of yourself.

I was concluding a number of seminars in Australia when a young woman from Melbourne hugged me hard and whispered in my ear, “Thank you, Grace. You’ve changed my life.” A month later I received a postcard from her saying, “You know when I whispered in your ear that you had changed my life? Well, I want you to know that you inspired me, but I changed my life. I didn’t know that then, but I know that now and I wanted to share it with you.” She had figured out the secret to her own empowerment.

Books, people and resources can be rays of sunshine in your life, but remember, you are the sun. You are a unique work of art in progress. Every day your choices help create your masterpiece. Savor the journey. Belong to this world and shine.

GRACE CIROCCO





PART 1

Take the Step


One day the hero
 sits down
afraid to take
another step
and the old interior angel
limps slowly in
with her no-nonsense
compassion
and her old secret
and goes ahead
“Namaste”
you say
and follow

David Whyte








1

Authenticity
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WHO AM I?

Truth is within ourselves, it takes no rise
from outward things, whatever you may believe …

– ROBERT BROWNING

I was riveted to the car radio, listening to Sister Eva Solomon, an Ojibway woman, tell her story. When she was fifteen, she was called to the bedside of her uncle, who had been hospitalized after being badly beaten by his friends. While sitting next to him, feeling both angry and sad, she asked God in desperation, “Why do Native people beat each other up?” And then, like a flash, came the insight that would change the course of her life. “It’s not alcohol,” she thought. “It’s because they don’t know who they are.”

When we feel alienated from the Self, we are disconnected from our Spirit. We’ve lost the key to our magnificence. We no longer feel like the unique miracles that we are. We are estranged from our core, authentic selves. Eva Solomon has spent her adult life helping Aboriginal people reconnect with who they are and deal with this problem of self-alienation.

“Who am I?” is the central question facing every human being, and it is at the root of our spiritual quest. We must ask it again and again in order to begin our inner dialogue. This question will lead us on a conscious journey – the way out of self-alienation. This is how we can reconnect with our authentic selves. This is the way home.

STOPPING YOUR LIFE

All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability
to sit quietly in a room alone.

– BLAISE PASCAL

Who we are is not our jobs, our bodies, our families, our bank accounts, our cars or any other material object. Who we are is not even the roles we play for others – mother, father, teacher, wife, neighbor, business person, manager, friend. Who we are transcends this world. Who we are is Spirit, Light, Love. How do we connect to this part of us in our crazy, fast-paced world?

Have you ever wondered what would happen if suddenly one day you just stopped your life? You know, as if someone had hit the “stop” button on an assembly line and everything came to a screeching halt. Have you ever wanted to take your Spirit on a holiday – just you and your Spirit? Have you ever wanted to take time out to just be?

I love watching people in busy urban centers, in train stations, shopping malls or just on the street, walking briskly to their next destination. I’ve always wanted to pretend I am some sort of pollster, so that I could stop some of them and ask them where they are going. “Excuse me, sir, I’m from the ABC Company. We’re doing a poll this evening. We want to know where people are going. Could you please tell us in your own words where you’re off to at this precise moment?”

I’ll bet I know what they would say: “I’m going home,” or “I’m going to work” or “to see a movie” or “to meet a friend for dinner” or “to the gym” or “to the baby-sitter’s” or “out for a walk.” No one would look me in the eye strangely and say, “Gee, I don’t know … I’m taking my Spirit on a holiday to just be.”

We’ve all got such busy lives. We squeeze so much in. We’re modern-day warriors pounding the pavement in the name of progress and economic growth. I marvel these days when I see people in airports linking themselves electronically to their offices via cellphone and e-mail. They’re always trying to get in some last bit of business before boarding their planes. Most people are busy “going somewhere,” their lives moving along at sometimes frightening speeds.

So what if you could stop your life? What if you had the luxury to step outside yourself and ask your authentic Self a few key questions – questions that would put your life into perspective? Who am I? What do I really want? How do I want to belong in this world? Am I living an authentic life?

Thousands of people asked themselves these questions during this past decade, when they were restructured out of jobs and pushed off the precipice, with no safety net below. When they landed, they had to pick up the pieces of their shattered worlds. Some, like Mark Albion, decided to catch up with their lives. In his book Making a Life, Making a Living, he says, “While my high-paying, high-prestige job made me the envy of neighbors, I felt the life being sucked out of me, leaving me homesick for some place I could not name…. I had broken one of my own guidelines – don’t get really good at something you don’t want to do – and I was paying the price – an inauthentic life.”1

It is so important that we give the world our authentic gifts and talents, but how can we do this if we don’t know who we are?

WAKING UP TO OUR AUTHENTICITY

There are no role models for waking up – waking up is not something that
society regularly condones or endorses. Waking up involves
challenging the status quo. It’s for brave hearts.

– GRACE CIROCCO, JOURNEY TO THE SELF

Regardless of the catalyst, “waking up” can and does shake up the soul. There are sure to be thrills and chills along the way. Waking up can be a curse or a blessing, depending on your attitude. The journey can be messy, varied and long, but also beautiful, inspiring and adventurous. Waking up is the soul’s destiny. It is your right, not a privilege. It’s all part of the plan, the unfolding of the Mystery. But how does one go about it?

Seeking to live the authentic life is an ancient quest. We have been searching for the truth forever, it seems. When we pull out the dictionary, we learn that the word “authentic” means “genuine, not false or fictitious, original.” Is that what you see when you look in the mirror?

It is unlikely that people will embark on a spiritual quest for their authentic Self without some prompting or an external “wake-up call.” First of all, we don’t have time. We haven’t learned the secret of stopping our lives in order to examine them. So for some of us, wake-up calls are inevitable. These are events such as a personal tragedy, a brush with death, an illness, the loss of a job or friendship, divorce or betrayal. They can also come with the passing of time, when we’ve celebrated yet another birthday ending in zero.

After one of my seminars a man came up to me in tears to share with me his wake-up call. He was responding to research I had shared with the class that showed how men and women react differently to stress. When women have too many demands on their time, they will make sure they do a good job at work, as well as take care of their family responsibilities at home. What gets put on the back burner are exercise and girlfriends, the very things women need in order to cope with stress. For men, it’s different. When men feel the pressure, they will deliver the goods at work and still manage to make time for exercise, but the one thing that gets set aside is family.2

“I thought that if I kept bringing the paycheck home, I was okay,” he told me, wiping the tears from his eyes. “I was worried about getting fired at work. What I didn’t realize was that I could get fired at home.”

“What happened?” I asked. As soon as I spoke, I wanted to take my words back, because his chin started to tremble.

“I came home one day to find that my wife and two young daughters had left. She later divorced me.”

That had been a big wake-up call for him, and he obviously still needed to heal. He’s not alone. So many of us don’t know what’s important until it’s too late.

My friend Meranda, who is an aesthetician, runs her own business. She’s worked extremely hard over the past two years to establish a solid clientele, so I haven’t seen much of her. Recently, her aunt, whom she had been very close to, died suddenly. It was a shock to everyone, and it made Meranda feel sad, reflective and thoughtful about her life.

“It sure has made me realize a few things,” she told me, “like who’s important to me and how precious life is. I have been working way too hard.”

Wake-up calls come in all shapes and sizes. They come unannounced and they can cause us immense grief. No one knows why bad things happen to us. Sometimes we want to scream, “Why me, God?” But if we face them square in the eye and work through the feelings – the fear, anxiety and turmoil they produce – they can act as purification for the Spirit, a way for us to grow our souls. “Each problem is an assignment designed by your soul,” the author of Why Me, Why This, Why Now? teaches. Robin Norwood recommends the view that adversity is a path to our healing and that suffering has meaning and purpose and dignity.3

Wake-up calls, although painful, bring us closer to who we are. They can begin our journey – a spiritual journey – to discovering our authentic core. The spiritual journey is the voyage back home to our Self. We’re going back to our roots. We’re reconnecting with our Spirit.

“This journey is not easy,” my client Tom would tell me when he came for his weekly coaching session. Tom’s wake-up call came at fifty-two, when he was told by his company that he was no longer needed. He had known some cuts had to be made, but never thought his position would be affected. Although he was shocked at first, today – three years later – Tom feels renewed, invigorated. He’s learned some pretty amazing things along the way. For one, he’s found out that the computer industry in which he was working was corroding his soul. He had been ignoring his body’s signals that his health was failing. He had also been ignoring what mattered most to him, his wife and children. During his two-year journey he also discovered that he has the heart of an artist. Today Tom paints, and he has managed to sell some of his paintings to friends and on the Internet. He says, “It makes me happy to know that I am giving the world what my authentic Self wants to give, rather than what my boss wanted me to give.”

We are, in the end, like that beautiful phoenix that flames and dies, to be reborn from the ashes into a magnificent new creation. We are all works in progress.

What wake-up calls have you had? What do you need to pay attention to? What teachers have arrived on your doorstep? What wisdom is your soul ready for? Every event in your life is a teacher, a messenger from the unconscious. The Buddha said that our only job is to wake up. Wake up your soul to this possibility, and you will look with new eyes at your life.

TAKING OFF OUR MASKS

The soul would much rather fail in its own life
than succeed at someone else’s.

– DAVID WHYTE

How do we wake up from our sleep? How do we wake up to our magnificence, to our divinity, to the fact that we are living, breathing, walking, talking miracles? One way is to begin removing our masks.

We are conditioned by advertising and the popular media to feel skeptical about our appearances, our failures and our personality flaws. In order to feel good again, we assume various masks to try to please the people around us. Sometimes we put on these masks as children in order to cope with loss, loneliness or a dysfunctional family. Sometimes we assume the masks out of fear – fear of pain, fear that we won’t be loved, fear that we’ll fail, fear of abandonment. We take on the masks because we have somehow bought into the belief that our authentic Self is not okay. It requires honesty to recognize our various masks, and courage to peel them off and live authentically. To express who we are to the world, we must first become aware of who we are and who we are not.

If you can, seek solitude. The false Self tends to come out in the presence of others. The true Self is more likely to emerge when you’re alone. Arrange a stretch of uninterrupted time; perhaps take a long walk alone or sit in a quiet comfortable place. I love going to the forest near my home, where I have a favorite log that I sit on. I go there to get in touch with Grace. When I was a child growing up on a fruit farm, I’d go to the canal behind our farm to write in my journal, “Sam.” Perhaps when you were a child, you had such a place, too. What about now? Find a place where you can celebrate your solitude. Whether it’s at home or out in nature, you need someplace where you can be alone.

Then turn to the following two questions (or write the questions in your journal now and think about them at the park tomorrow or when you’re driving home from work or while you’re soaking in the tub). Let these questions plant a seed in your mind and let the answers come forth when they’re ready. When you have insights, though, it’s important that you write them down.

•	Who do I pretend to be, and with whom? For example, “I pretend to be strong with my kids” or “I pretend to know it all with my boss” or “I pretend to be in control with my customers.”

•	What do I risk by being me? For example, “I risk being judged harshly” or “I risk being hurt” or “I risk feeling out of control.”

Then take a look at the masks listed below. Many are masks that we assume unconsciously. Over time, these masks become perceived as our identities; peeling them off is very difficult. This is part of the Self-discovery journey. We need to strip away this pretension to find our buried truth within.
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	not enough	self-sufficient
	too much	super mom/dad
	perfectionist	stoic
	tough guy	busy bee
	know-it-all	caretaker of the world
	have-it-all	victim
	done-it-all	martyr
	nice guy/gal	saint
	class clown	flirt
	weaker sex	judge
	party animal	rebel
	dumb blonde	expert
	workaholic	


•	Which of these masks do you know that you wear?

•	What would you lose if you took them off?

•	How does wearing these masks alienate you from your authentic Self?

•	Which ones are you ready to say goodbye to?



The first step in removing these assumed masks is to be aware of them. Be conscious of when the masks come on and with whom. Who pushes your buttons? Many of us have been socialized to sacrifice our authentic Self in order to meet society’s expectations. In pleasing everyone else, we have lost our unique personhood. After we have assumed layers of masks, reconnecting with the authentic core can be an arduous task.

MASKS AND RELATIONSHIPS

At breakfast a beloved asked her lover,
“Who do you love more, yourself or me?”

– RUMI

The authentic Self comes out when we feel safe. What are you like with your best friend? Your parents? Your childhood friends? Your neighbors? Your colleagues at work? Your boss? Your lover? Your children? My experience is that we allow different parts of ourselves to come out at different times, depending on how safe we feel in the relationship. When we feel unconditionally loved and accepted, we are relaxed enough to leave the masks behind and bring out our authentic Self.

Think about masks and your relationships, and ask yourself:

•	Whom do you allow to see the real you?

•	Which relationships bring out your deepest and most authentic Self?

•	With whom do you feel vulnerable?

•	What masks do you wear with your employer?

•	What masks do you wear with your parents or siblings?

•	What masks, if any, do you wear with your significant other?

There are times when both parties in a relationship put on their masks. This is perfectly normal in situations where something is at stake. Take, for example, two people negotiating the sale of a house. The seller says the house is perfect. To hasten the purchase, she wants the buyer to know that there is plenty of interest in the home. The buyer, on the other hand, wants the seller to think that he too has other options, and he doesn’t show much emotion, even if he loves the house. Both are protecting their own interests. Both have a hidden agenda.

But sometimes people do show their vulnerabilities, their fears, their hopes and dreams. They share both their pain and their joy. They are not afraid to be who they are because they know, regardless of the demons they take out of the closet, that they will not be judged or rejected. These relationships are the most sacred to us and make our lives worth living. We can take risks in such relationships, with the knowledge that, should conflict arise, it’s okay. We have faith that all will be well and that love and acceptance will always be at the core. The people with whom I can share all of me and risk being truly authentic I call my soulmates. Soulmates are connected on a spiritual level. They’ve shared past lives together. There is deep understanding and comfort between them. Conflict becomes but a spoonful of water in the vast ocean of Love.

MASKS AND EMOTIONS

When you share your joy with me, you tell me what you belong to.

– ORIAH MOUNTAIN DREAMER

Sometimes we bring our authentic, vulnerable Self out into the world like an enthusiastic puppy – only to run up against the masks of others. When this happens, we feel not only foolish, but also deeply betrayed. I had such an experience about ten years ago. I was part of a women’s healing group that met once a week. We were about to go on a weekend retreat, and before we went our leader wanted to take us through an exercise that would gauge how safe and comfortable we felt with each other. We were going to be doing some intensive “inner work” on the weekend, so it was important that we felt safe enough to bring out our authentic selves.

Our facilitator gave each of us a sheet of paper with the names of all the women in the group, and three sets of stickers. Red stickers were like red lights. They meant, “Stop! I’m not comfortable with you. I have an issue with you.” (Basically they meant, “I don’t like you.”) Yellow stickers were like amber lights: Proceed, but only with caution. Getting a yellow sticker meant, “I don’t really know you. I could feel comfortable, but I need to talk to you more.” Green stickers were green lights. The message was, “I like you. I feel comfortable with you.” After we had placed stickers beside all the names, we were told to meet each person individually to share how we felt about them.

Being who I am, I gave most people a green light. There were only a few ambers, but that was because I had missed a few sessions and hadn’t got to know everyone in the group yet. Then, after I told one woman – I’ll call her “Sue” – all the reasons why I had given her a green light, she responded with all the reasons why she had given me a red one. I remember the horrendous confusion and hurt that swelled inside me. I was shocked, especially because I had been totally loving and generous in my praise of her.

She had a problem, she said, with the way I blurted things out in the group, the way I was always asking everybody questions. She also had a problem with my “bubbly personality” and my “sickening enthusiasm.” In short, I was too intense, too loud and too much for her, and she didn’t think she could feel comfortable around me. I couldn’t believe my ears. If she felt this way about me, why hadn’t I picked up on it sooner? How could I have been so naïve? Her words wounded me to the core. I spent the rest of the evening alone, too ashamed to face the others. It took a lot of courage and prompting from the leader and the rest of the group before she and I even considered going on the weekend, but eventually we both decided to go.

That weekend, during a psychodrama re-enactment of a dream, I learned things about Sue that opened my eyes and my heart to her. What came out was that, as a little girl, Sue had been very much like me – passionate, excitable, always bubbly, asking everyone lots of questions. Her mother didn’t like her that way and one day in a fit of anger she poured boiling water over her arms to shut her up. From that day forward, Sue took on the mask of “reserved, quiet little girl” and buried the part of herself that her mother did not accept and love. The adult Sue had been unaware that her authentic Self was more like me. Instead, she hated anybody who reminded her of the person she wasn’t allowed to be. That weekend experience was not only an eye-opener, but a soul-opener, too. It brought healing and forgiveness to our relationship and to the group as a whole. I became Sue’s unofficial coach, encouraging her to put her “quiet” mask aside and let her authentic Self come out to play with me.

We put on our masks to protect ourselves, and while we were children, they worked. But now it’s time to ask yourself some questions. Do your masks represent who you truly are? Are they betraying you? What are your emotional triggers? Could the “difficult” people in your life be aspects of your buried Self? Could these people provide the keys to unlock some of your unconscious masks? Are you projecting your masks onto the people in your life?

Masks keep us from uniting with our authentic Self. They prevent us from experiencing the joy, love and freedom that are our birthright. They also prevent us from crossing the bridge toward our dreams and the life we want. Wake up. Think. Be aware of anyone who causes you to put on a mask, and think about why you do so. The why may be a sign that it’s time for you to set your masks aside and bring forth your authentic core, your authentic Voice. Go deep. Connect with your inner child. Do some soul work. Mourn for the person you were not allowed to be. Expose the unconscious masks and let go of them. Better yet, have a ceremony – bury them and say goodbye.

THE LAST OF THE MASKS

We are not meant to stay wounded. By staying stuck in the power
of our wounds, we block our own transformation.

– CAROLINE MYSS

Don’t be fooled by the tricky masks. Those are the ones that appear to give us feelings of self-worth, even an identity. They are the ones to come off last. Take, for example, Elaine, a dear neighbor of mine. She was always in pain. She had sustained a back injury in a car accident several years ago. Despite what her doctor and friends recommended – craniosacral massage, acupuncture, chiropractic, hydrotherapy – Elaine didn’t seek any help. I couldn’t understand this, until one day when I saw her with a group of people. It was summertime, and the neighbors were gardening or walking their dogs. I watched as she told people about her back-pain woes, skilfully evoking sympathy from each. “Poor Elaine,” everyone would say. “How do you get through the day?”

I realized then and there that Elaine was married to her pain, and that as long as she got that reaction from people she was going to wear that mask of pain. She was getting the attention and sympathy she craved, but she was also stuck in her illness. A few months later, I read about this exact phenomenon (called woundology) in Caroline Myss’s book Why People Don’t Heal and How They Can. Here’s what Myss says:


I began to discern when a person was genuinely going through the specific stage of healing that requires a witness and when someone had discovered the “street” value or social currency of their wound – that is, the manipulative value of the wound.4



I will discuss wounds and healing in more detail in Chapter 7, but for now, ask yourself whether any of your masks are protecting your self-esteem. What would you lose if you took them off?

THE QUEST FOR AUTHENTICITY

Seek not abroad; turn back into thyself,
for in the inner man dwells the truth.

– ST. AUGUSTINE

My husband and I had been reading Anthony de Mello’s book Awareness. One day, while visiting our friends Sandra and Mario, we found the same book on their shelves, except that it was a Spanish translation. I found it interesting that the title of the Spanish version was Despierta!, which means not exactly “awareness,” but more like “wake up!” I began to think about the relationship between these two concepts. We need to be aware in order to wake up, but we need to wake up in order to be aware! So be aware of events that come disguised as problems in your life – your wake-up calls. And then be observant (or aware) of the people, places and events that you call into your life.

Let me take you back to a time when I was a student at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. Many universities and colleges sponsor writers-in-residence, who are invited to live on campus and interact with students. In my first year of university, I got to meet and become quite close to one such writer. His name is Giorgio Bassani, and he wrote the international bestseller Il Giardino dei Finzi-Contini (The Garden of the Finzi-Continis), on which a film was later based.

Most days after class, we’d go strolling – often arm in arm, Italian style – across the campus. It was autumn; I have beautiful memories of crunching through leaves beside the pale limestone buildings. This gentle man of letters shared with me his philosophy on life. “Be always observant, Graziella,” he’d say in his native Italian. “A good writer observes even the tiniest of details. One must observe, or else life goes by, and you miss it.”

Then we’d stand still and observe the wind on our faces, or the squirrels in the trees, or the crashing waves of Lake Ontario. Sometimes students would walk past and he would whisper, “What did you observe in that relationship? What did you see on her face? His face?” He told me that his job as a writer was to observe the world and then to report back his findings.

What if someone were commissioned to write a book about your life – your thoughts, your feelings, your friends, your choices, all that you are – with nothing to go on but what you had to say? The author would be totally dependent on you for all the material. Each day you would have to report a new observation about your life. Do you think you would start to pay more attention to your world? Do you think you might wake up to your life, to the magnificence that is you? Do you think you would become more aware of your feelings and of the conversations you have inside your head?

Recently I heard David Whyte speak at a conference. He’s the author of The Heart Aroused: Poetry and the Preservation of Soul in Corporate America, as well as several collections of poetry. He kept stressing to the crowd the importance of “conversation.” At work, if we don’t maintain conversations with colleagues and customers, we lose them. At home, not maintaining a conversation with our mate and children means we lose those relationships. And if we don’t maintain the internal conversation with ourselves, we end up losing the Self. The quest for Authenticity begins when we start to pay attention to that conversation.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR FEELINGS

For too long we have been blind to the cognitive riches of feeling!!

– JOHN O’DONAHUE

A very powerful way to get to know who you are is through your feelings. Feelings are sacred. They don’t lie. They are a vehicle for the expression of your authentic Self. They will say who you are perhaps more than anything else. That’s why we need to pay attention to them. We learn when we are young that to survive in the “real world” we must fake it, put aside our feelings, get rid of our vulnerabilities and not show people how much we are hurting. We have learned to hide our authentic feelings, especially if they are negative.

Anger is one of the most threatening of emotions and children learn from a young age that it is unacceptable to express it. Rather than retaliate or abandon children when they get angry, parents need to let them have access to all their feelings. Parents must survive the anger and the hatred and find a way to return unconditional love. The relationship between parent and child is bound to involve upsets and conflict. This is a normal part of any relationship. However, if parents are emotionally needy, insecure or depressed, they can’t offer unconditional acceptance when their children display unhappy emotions. As a result, some of us learned as children to shut down our anger and turn off our passion and intensity. Without knowing it, we put our parents’ needs ahead of our own, creating false impressions of who we were just to get the love and approval we craved.

The consequence is that we have both surface feelings and deep ones. If you’re angry, what are you afraid of? If you’re hurting, what makes you sad? Gently quiet any thoughts and focus on feelings. Some people are so out of tune with their feelings that when you ask them how they feel, they’ll give you a judgment, a statement or a thought. Your feelings are waiting to give you so much wisdom, if only you would listen. More than anything else, they bubble up from your authentic core and can be the impetus for embarking on your spiritual journey. A lot of literature out there describes the benefits of becoming more “heart-centered”; I will discuss this concept in more detail in Chapter 9.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR DREAMS

Dreams begin to awaken us to the fact that we are spiritual
or interdimensional beings … they are like a letter from
the higher self to the conscious mind.

– BETTY BETHARDS

Dreams have been known to predict the future, save lives, solve mysteries and unlock the key to our authentic Self. They are the highway to the unconscious. Sleep research centers have found that we need to sleep because we need to dream. We need to visit the unconscious world – the world of dreams – and we need to do so on a daily basis.

I’ve always been fascinated by the dream state. Where exactly do we go when we dream? I used to love watching my babies sleeping because I could see them dreaming. Their eyes would move from side to side and their faces would break into bright smiles. My grandmother used to tell me that babies are very connected to the spirit world and that during their dreams they are able to communicate with God and the angels.

Many therapists work with dreams to loosen emotional blockages and speed the healing process. We need to pay attention to our dreams because they can link us with what is truly authentic in ourselves. Sometimes a dream will come to us over and over again because we may be ignoring its message. This book started with a dream that I had many years ago, and the dream gave me its title.

Everyone dreams, but not everyone remembers their dreams. One way you can begin to remember them is by making a conscious decision to do so. Before you go to bed tonight, say to yourself, “I want to remember one dream. I will remember one dream.” Repeat this three times, out loud if possible. Do this several nights in a row. Keep at it; don’t give up too quickly.

You can also try keeping a glass of water near your bed. Just before going to bed, drink half the glass. Tell yourself out loud, “Tomorrow when I wake up, I will drink the other half and remember one dream.” In the morning, as soon as you’re awake and while still in bed, drink the other half and see what happens. Some of my clients say they haven’t even begun to drink the water before they’re aware of something.

Another technique for remembering dreams is to wake up softly. Alarm clocks that buzz you from unconsciousness scare dreams away. If you can, wake up on your own. If you can’t, then do it with soft music. Some people are woken by their pets and others by their children – all preferable to loud mechanical noises. Then linger in bed for a minute or two, stretching your limbs and gently reaching for images from your dream world. This technique always works for me.

Make it easy to remember your dreams. Keep a journal or notepad at your bedside. When you wake up, write down what you remember before you get out of bed. Hang on to whatever images or phrases are in your mind. The act of writing them down will stimulate more dream memories. Later in the day, return to the journal. Is there anything else you remember? Write down any associations.

Pay attention to your dreams. They are whispers from the other side. If you have not paid attention to them for a long time, they may be in hiding. They need coaxing to come to the surface. Ask yourself what are they trying to tell you. According to Carl Jung, dreams are not to be taken literally; they are symbolic interpretations of the Self. So, for example, if you dream that your mother is seriously ill, think about what your mother means to you. It may be a part of yourself, perhaps your nurturing Self, that is sick.

All dream interpretation guides are just that – guides. There can be no universal dream interpretation bible because everyone is different. In the end you are the best judge of what your dreams may be trying to tell you. Ask yourself whether the dream situations or emotions remind you of anything that is going on in your waking life. What associations do you make with the people and events in your dreams? What themes can you see emerging over time? Making a mental note to remember your dreams, discussing them with those closest to you or with a professional, writing them down – all these things will tell your subconscious mind that you respect its wisdom. The more it is respected, the more information it will give you as to who you really are. Dreams are a vehicle to help you expose the unconscious masks you have assumed over the years. Pay attention to them.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR WORLD

Nobody sees a flower – really – it is so small it takes time –
we haven’t time – and to see takes time …

– GEORGIA O’KEEFFE

My husband is short-sighted. He was eleven years old the day he got his first pair of glasses. He recalls the excitement he felt that first day looking through the lenses that would reveal what the world was really like. “It was amazing,” he told me. “Everything was so crystal-clear. I could actually look at a tree and see the individual leaves on it. Leaves! Up until then, I didn’t know leaves were something you could see except from very close up.” He told me he spent hours that first week walking around his neighborhood observing everything that he had missed without glasses. “It was as if I was seeing everything for the first time.”

What if you tried on a pair of glasses that allowed you to look at your life with more clarity, what would you see? What if you could look at life with awe and childlike wonder? How different might your life be? What if your magic glasses helped you see everyone with more compassion, more love? Would your life change at all? Look around you. Open the eyes of your soul. What do you see? Be observant of everything and you will discover things that will help you find your way – your unique place in the Universe.

Angeles Arrien, the American anthropologist and author of the The Four-Fold Way, shares her wisdom with her four rules for living. It’s interesting that Rule number 2 is “Pay attention.” That means “be aware, be observant, be conscious.” Different words – one message.

TASHI DELEY

The problem of the meaning of life
is solved by the mystery of love.

– SAM KEEN

Sometimes we discover who we truly are through the eyes of another. When we feel loved to the core, we feel understood, blessed, liberated. I’ve discovered that one of the reasons why couples fall out of love is that they no longer feel “seen” by their partners. I don’t mean seen with the physical eyes, but on a different, more spiritual level. When you see your beloved with the eyes of your heart and of your soul, you can penetrate to their very Essence, to that abundant Light that the Creator put in all of us.

I asked a good friend and long-time confidante when it was that she fell out of love with her ex-husband. She told me it happened while she was expecting her third child. Even though it was the third time around, she felt excited to be once more carrying God’s miracle within her. But her husband wasn’t awake to that miracle. “He barely noticed me,” she recalled. “He made it seem like it was routine, not special at all.” She felt so alone and sad throughout that pregnancy. Even though the decision to have a third child had been mutual, he could not allow himself to see it fresh, as if for the first time. He could not see his wife’s beauty and radiance. He could not see the Spirit of their unborn child.

When we’re not seen for who we are, we disconnect. We mourn. The Tibetan people have a traditional greeting. When they see each other, they put their hands together palm to palm, fingers pointing up, in front of their chest, bow and say the words “Tashi deley.” The words mean, “I honor the magnificence in you.” Isn’t that beautiful? Imagine what a kinder, gentler world it would be if everyone greeted each other in such a holy way. Imagine saying hello to your boss, colleague or neighbor that way. Imagine saluting the magnificence in your friends. Imagine giving recognition to the Light in your children every day. Tashi deley expresses a deep reverence for one another. It is what our world needs today. It would help us realize who we are if the people around us would, at least on occasion, reflect our magnificence.

The Tibetans are a gentle people. I had an opportunity to meet some of them in a refugee camp in Darjeeling, India. Even though the political oppression in their country means they must live as transients, displaced from their families, they can still use their spiritual eyes to bless one another. When they thanked me for buying some of their handiwork – crafts and sweaters they sell in order to stay self-sufficient – their eyes were warm and moist. They saw me in a way that was far different from any other exchanges I’ve had. I left them feeling blessed. It’s perhaps fitting that their spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, says that his religion is compassion. The Tibetans know how to communicate compassion and kindness with their eyes. They see straight into your God Essence.

In the past it used to bother me when I noticed parents acting indifferent toward their children. I’m sure they loved them, but rarely did I see a parent who knew how to soak up their children with their eyes, who could see the miracles their children were. How sad this made me. I was puzzled as to why they behaved so casually around their precious offspring. I vowed to myself that I would never take my own kids for granted, never allow their presence to become commonplace, to be anything less than holy.

My children are ten and eight as I write this, and I’m sure I’ve broken that promise many times. No one is immune to bad days or stress. The clock ticks on, and there are days when we forget our own magnificence, let alone see it in others. I encourage you to see your children as much as possible with new eyes. Celebrate the perfect souls that they are. Recognize the Divine spark in each of them. Witness the miracle of their birth every time you lay eyes on them.

Next time you see your beloved, drink him in. Spend a few minutes staring into her eyes. What does the poet say? The eyes are the windows of the soul. What stories does the soul hide? What treasures lie buried and undiscovered? Who is this person? Before you make love, see your beloved! See the beauty and the abundance; salute the magnificence. Say hello to the God within.


A Few Helpful Exercises

1.Now that you’ve read this chapter, spend some time thinking about Authenticity. Take out your journal and make notes on any topic at all. If you get an idea for an action step – great! Write it down immediately and post it somewhere. Then tell someone about it, because when we declare our action steps, we’re more likely to keep our commitments.

2.“Peel the Onion”
Have a partner ask you the following questions over and over again while you try to go deeper and deeper into reflection. Make sure your partner pauses after asking the question and then asks it again. Each repetition will be an invitation to dig deeper into your authentic Self. It takes time to reflect and go deep, so give yourself time. For example, your answer to “Who are you?” might be a woman, a father, a manager, aunt, wife, lover, piano teacher, student, etc. That is the top layer of the onion.

But when you go deeper you may find that different qualities begin to emerge. Who are you? “Sad.” Who are you? “Lonely.” Who are you? “Passionate about life.” Who are you? “Frightened for my health.” Who are you? “Someone who longs for intimacy.”

Here are some useful questions for “peeling the onion”:

•	Who are you?

•	Why are you here?

•	What do you want?

•	Who do you pretend to be?

•	What makes you angry?

•	What makes you sad?

•	What are you afraid of?

3. Write down, draw or find symbols to represent some of the masks you know you wear. Think about why you wear them. Then ask yourself, “What will I lose if I let them go? How do they protect me? How do they rob me of my Authenticity?” Finally, ask yourself, “Which one am I prepared to let go?” Then have a funeral and bury it. Dig a hole in your backyard and say goodbye. It may take you several weeks or months to let go of one mask, and some masks you may not be ready to let go of at all. Just do what you can and honor where you are right now.
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LIVE YOUR TRUTH

The truth is always simple,
but living it is not always easy.

– REV. ALFRED MILLER

Before we take the step, we must be honest about what it is that we want and where we want our journey to take us. Often the reason that people can’t take action is uncertainty. They feel stuck. They can’t cross the bridge. They’ve lost their compass. But truth will illuminate the journey, and living our truth allows us to nurture action and take the step.

One of my clients, a married woman, came to me one day because she was consumed with love for another man. Mary was in her mid-thirties, with two children and a decent, loving husband. She explained to me that she hadn’t been looking for another relationship, but this love had taken her heart totally by surprise and wouldn’t let go. The affair had been going on for about six months, but now she had decided to pull the plug. However, she was absolutely sickened by the thought of never seeing her lover again. I advised Mary to write a letter to him. Whether she gave it to him or not, at least it would help her clarify whether or not she should see him again. The following week, she brought me the letter.


Dear Love of my life:

I don’t know why your angel eyes entered me so deeply last April. I was relatively happy in my own little world last spring when
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