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Introduction

Open Your Present




When you figure out the secret to absolute control in every situation while maintaining mental wholeness, I would love to know, a woman said to me one day. Thats what this book is about: how to take control of our lives without going subtly or profoundly insane.

My friend is twenty-four; engaged to be married. Her boyfriend went skiing this weekend and was killed. Why did he have to die? Why does she have to go through this?

I dated a man for three months. Fell in love for the first time in years. Then he dumped me. It was the first time Id opened my heart since my divorce. Why did that happen to me?

Why did my husband cheat on me and ruin our marriage? Why is my new car a lemon? Why did such a saintly woman have to spend the last seven years of her life paralyzed and confined to bed? Why has my child turned on me? Why wont my last boyfriend let go of me? Why cant I let goreally let goof him? Why are my parents insane?


Its easy to suggest Get a grip, Dont be a victim, Theres a reason things happen when the problem happens to someone else. Harder when were the one feeling afraid, guilty, angry, hurt, bewildered, staring our loss and emotions in the face.

What are the situations that cause us to feel like were out of control? When we try to do something we cant. When things dont go as we hoped or planned.

Whenever we cant see the game of cause and effect at play we feel confused, frustrated, and vulnerable to forces we dont comprehend. Is it random chaos? we wonder. Or is there really some sort of Plan? Or, like C. S. Lewis in A Grief Observed, we may believe clearly in God and the Plan. The conclusion I dread is not So theres no God after all, Lewis wrote, but So this is what Gods really like.

Is everything predetermined, or do we actually have free will? Both ideas are true. We cant choose whats on television, but we can choose what channel to watch or whether to watch television at all. This process of discerning what we can choosewhat we do have control overand what we cant is the heart of mental health and the heart of the spiritual path.

A lot of things will happen to us over which we have no control. That includes other people, their use of free will (or not), and acts of God and life. We do have control over something, and that is our own behavior and our power of choice. We cant control what happens to us, but yes, we can choose.

Do our choices really matter? Do we really have any, other than what were going to eat for breakfast and lunch? What about when things happen that we cant control? The person we love most goes awayeither he or she dies, leaves, or we break up with him or her to save our own lives. Our best friend lies to us, betrays us. Or a parent or best friend gets sick.

What choices do we have now?

Or we find ourselves alone, raising two young children with no child support and a low-paying job. Or were forty-eight years old and still living alone without a shred of hope left about meeting Mr. or Ms. Right. Maybe our business goes broke and our hopes crumble. Or that project weve put our whole life into just wont materialize. We try and try but cant get our dream off the ground.

We might have choices, but we cant see what they are.

A friend of my daughters sat in my kitchen with me one day about three months after my son, Shane, died. I was trying to keep moving. It was tough. My daily goal was just to get out of bed. She touched my shoulder, looked into my eyes.

We had to write an essay about courage in English class today, she said. So I wrote about you.

Her words touched my heart; they also frustrated me.

I wasnt brave. Life hadnt given me a choice.

Or maybe I just didnt like the options I had: keep going or quit.

Sometimes we feel that we dont have any choiceat least none that we can see yet. Or we think we have to act the way we feel. Sometimes our only options are choices we dont likeneither one is preferred, but one is unacceptablea situation known as a hard call. Other times we see so many options indecision paralyzes our mind.

We dont choosewhich is making a choice.

Or wed rather have someone else choose for us; then we dont have to take responsibility for the results. Well, we dowe have to take responsibility for the choices weve allowed someone to make on our behalf.

Not all choices are black and white. Some are gray. Emotions and extenuating circumstances may be involved. And our challengesthe ones requiring hard or tough callsusually happen at the place we would least prefer that they occurred. Our weakest link. Some of the choices we label mistakes turn out to be the best things we could have done. Other times our noblest gestures backfire, hurting others and racking up more consequences for them and us.


Gaining control of our lives takes awareness and focused intention, like climbing a flight of steep steps. How much power do we have? Less than many of us hoped for, but more than we think. By using our free will, we can take part in shaping our lives no matter what life throws our way.

Consciously or not, weve been doing it all along.

Its not what recovering alcoholics call an easier softer road or self-will run riot, this business of focusing our will and climbing up steep steps. Using our free will to make enlightened choices often means making the truly hard calls such as letting go of cherished ideas, trusting God, and having faith even when doing so hurts and flies in the face of what we can see with our eyes. Other times it means doing some work ourselves. Usually its a combination of both.

The great irony of control is this: usually when were out of control, we dont see it. We just see that others are spinning around. In an odd way, when were in control of ourselves, even the bizarre seems to be part of a plan.

Most of us have had moments when everything falls into place. Weve been willing to let go, trust, surrendereven though we dont know what the outcome will be. Then something magical and wonderful happens, confirming our faith. We feel like weve discovered fire, and like weve discovered it for the first time.

Gee, I really can trust God, we think. And we think that not because we get what we want, because as most of us know that can be an illusion. We think that because for that moment we feel the order, the aliveness, the connectedness. The Reason behind things happening shows its face.

If you want more of those moments, this book is for you. This book is for ordinary people age 13 to 103 who want intimate relationships with themselves, other people, and the world.

Well look at some simple secrets about how this world works, and how to apply those ideas to the choices we make each day. Well draw from the well of religions, some of the great minds, and stories from real peoples lives. Some of these stories for various reasons will be fictionalized or portrayed anonymously; others will be told almost exactly as they occurred. Ill weave snippets into this from the three months I spent in China and Tibet.

Usually when I write a book there is one core experience at the heart of it. Many peoples experiences will be in here. And the experiences arent always one dramatic incident in time; many stories depict the gritty choices people make each day that affect the course of their lives. These stories tell a larger story about living life consciously aware that we are guided by God.

This is a handbook for reminding us we have choices and the ability to chooseeven when it feels like we dontand exploring what some of these choices are. In reality many more choices are available than the ones presented here. By reading the stories, youll be able to translate that to the situations in your life and grow in consciousness about the choices you face and make each day.

You can read the stories according to what you need at a particular time. Or you can read them from front to back like a regular book. The important idea is to translate the concept of choosing into the everyday details of your life.

It can be easy to see choices available to other people. But sometimes its more difficult to see and act on the choices presented to each one of us, each day.

Sometimes life feels like a mushy swamp of horrific incidents that were wandering through wearing concrete boots. Some of us have learned coping devices along the way. We make choices that keep us numb, help us deal with extraordinarily painful situations, create a lot of dramabut dont really get us what we want and where we want to go in our lives.

Sometimes we get confused. Our emotions block our ability to clearly think things through. Just a small wake-up call is all thats often needed to remind us how powerful our choices are and what a difference the small choices we make each day can make in the course and the quality of our lives.

Wake up. The alarm clock just went off. Whether we use it or not, weve been given a gift. We can duck it and dodge it, blame our behaviors on our parents or on Gods will. But it sets us apart from angels, this ability weve been given to choose.

Its like having a wonderful birthday present wrapped, sitting in the corner of the room, then forgetting its there. Go ahead. Unwrap it. Take it out and use it.

The gift of free will is for you.










    
Section I

THE GREAT LAW







    





 
Were at the beach. Splashes of lavender and pink begin to color the sky. Then that big orange ball drops out of sight. It looks like its dropped into the sea.

Oh, the sun is setting, we say. But the sun isnt setting. Its standing still. Were spinning away from it at a thousand miles an hour.

Theres more to life than what we think, more than we can see with our eyes. Some things are true whether we see and believe them or not. Things arent always as they appear.

Theres an old story circulating in writers circles. Its about a writer who lived in the outer regions of Alaska a long time ago. One day he decided to take a journey to a place called New York. He made the trip, then came back to his people. He wanted to tell them everything he had seen: They have skyscrapers. Airplanes. Vehicles that go very fast and dont need dogs to pull them. Things that you cant imagine or comprehend I have seen.

The people in his hometown pooh-poohed him. They couldnt imagine it, so they thought he was lying, making it all up. The writer took another trip to New York. When he came back this time, he used a different approach.

Its okay there, he said. They have a couple roads and its a little warmer. No big deal.

Well, when he said this all the people oohed and aahed. He had told them something they could comprehend, something their minds could take in, something that was palatable and digestible enough for them to believe.

If someone told us we could have the life of our dreams by harnessing our gift of free will, wed laugh them off. At least, I know I would. It would be more than I could believe.

If someone came along and told us we could make our lives a little bit better by thinking about the choices we made each day and then using our gift of free will to steer a slightly different course, wed probably agree.

So, by understanding the law of cause and effect and the power you have to choose, you can improve your life a little bit.

But the truth is, you can change things a lot.



Meldid, come with me, my Tibetan guide, Lami, said toward the end of my trip to Tibet. (He couldnt say Melody, so he called me Meldid instead.)

He dragged me through dug-up city streets into a monastery in Lhasa. Three monks were sitting on cushions in the corner. Another monk was helping a woman, probably in her thirties, shake a container of sticks until some of the sticks wiggled out and fell onto the floor.

The container of sticks reminded me of a large version of Pick Up Sticks, a childrens game I used to play.

Whats she doing? I asked Lami.

Shhh. Watch carefully, he said. Shes having her fortune told.


The monk looked solemnly at the way the sticks had fallen, then led the woman to the corner, to the cluster of fortune-telling monks.

Tibetan scriptures contain both knowledge and wisdom, Lami said. They hold all information for everything in our worldpast, future, and presentfrom how to build an airplane to what to do about a problem with a child.

From the way her sticks fell, the monks will pick a scripture. That verse will answer her question.

I can only guess what question the woman asked the monks. She looked weighted down, concerned, sad. Was her relationship going to work? Were her finances going to improve? Was her child going to be okay? Was someone she trusted betraying her now or would he or she do it again? Was an ill family member or friend going to recover or die? Was her own health going to improve? Was life going to bring her more of what she wanted and less of what she didnt, or would it be the other way around?

Whatever the monks told her about her fate didnt make her feel better. They consoled her, but she looked sadder and more distraught when she left.

Now it was my turn to see what the scriptures had to say.

I shook the container of sticks. Then the monks talked to Lami, chattering in a language I didnt understand. Lami turned to me.

The scriptures say it is very important that you do only what you choose.

I rolled the words around in my head several times. Did the monks mean I had carte blanche, an open ticket to life? Did they mean I shouldnt surrender my free will to anyone but God? Oh, I get it, I thought later, still mulling over those words. I can do whatever I want. Anyone can. But that wasnt what they meant.

The monks were saying, Honor the gift of free will, and be aware of the Great Law of Cause and Effect.


For every action force there is a corresponding reaction force which is equal in magnitude and opposite in direction. Sir Isaac Newton identified the law, but it doesnt apply just to the world of science. It applies to our behaviors and choices and the spiritual realm, too.

We dont just get our choice; we get the consequence that choice creates.

Sometimes the choices we make are inconsequential. They create no significant results one way or the other. We go to bed at nine oclock or ten. No big deal. But most of the choices we make dont affect just us; they create consequences that affect other people too.

Theres a ripple effect, like dropping a pebble into a pond.

In the 1960s a mathematician and meteorologist, Edward Lorenz, made a discovery that wasnt new: no matter how hard they tried, the best meteorologists couldnt accurately predict the weather. This wasnt because there was unexplained chaos taking place in the atmosphere and the world. The unpredictable nature of things was due to forces that either couldnt be seen or that people had overlooked. These small causes could stop a storm that was brewing or create one that wasnt foreseen.

At first Lorenz thought it took a seagull flapping its wings to create a ripple in the weather pond. Then he changed his theory to what is now popularly known as the Butterfly Effect.

If enough butterflies in China flapped their wings, that flapping could eventually create turbulence that would cause a storm in the United States. There was order in the world. But we couldnt always see that order because there were more causes and effects taking place than we could see with our eyes and understand with our minds.

Given enough time to garner force, the smallest causes could evolve and create a big effectinterfering with or changing what was observable and what we predicted was going to occur.

Sometimes its easy to see what causes what. Other times we look around, scratch our heads, and say, What caused that?


The answer may not be in plain view, but its simple. Whether we see it or not, a force occurred that created it. Somewhere way far away a butterfly flapped its wings.

Small decisionssometimes with predictable consequences and sometimes seemingly inconsequentialcan alter our fate and the destiny of the world. One choice with enough butterflies flapping their wings thrown in can be the gateway to heaven or hell.

With so much riding on our choices, why doesnt someone just tell us the right thing to do and which choices to make? Why doesnt someone just hit us over the head with a stick when we do something wrong and drop a cookie in our laps when we do right? Why cant we immediately foresee the result of each decision we make?

If we lived in a world where the effects of negative action were immediately manifested as pain and suffering, the element of choice would disappear from our lives, wrote Michael Berg in The Way.

Wed be like trained monkeys trying to get the cookie or avoid the stick.

Cause and effectand the illusion of space in betweensafeguards our gift of free will.

This section contains stories that illustrate how the Great Law of Cause and Effect works. As you read the stories about choices people have made, dont just feel how it feels to be them. We may say were connected to everything and everyone in this world, but we cant connect to the world around us unless we first connect to ourselves.

Remember, theres more to life than what we think.

Feel how it feels to be you.
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She Wanted a Baby




Cmon honey. Hurry up, he said, starting the car.

Sherry climbed in, and laid her head back on the seat. She was tiredand big. Six months pregnant and painting homes wasnt easy. But she was happier than shed been for a long time.

Sherry was youngonly sixteen. Probably too young to be pregnant and starting a family. But it was all she wanted. She had met him in a drug ward. She had gone AWOL; he had stayed to complete treatment. One foster home after another had left her with only one dreamto have a family of her own, some people in her life that would stay, that she could love.

They had lived with his family for a while. Now they had a little hole-in-the-wall apartment. But it was theirs. They worked together during the daypainting and cleaning apartments, making enough money for food and bills.

She dozed off.

When she woke up, she was in an ambulance. He had hit a series of parked cars when he exited the off-ramp.


Years later, I would realize that he didnt get sober. That I had gotten into a car with someone who was high. I didnt know it then, Sherry said. At least not consciously.

The doctors at the hospital checked her, said she and the baby were fine, then released her. Two months later, her baby was borna month early.

At first the doctors just thought my daughter was slow. And had seizures, Sherry said. Thats what I told the social worker who came around when Candy was five. Shes just a little slow, I said.

The truth was, she couldnt feed herself. Sit up. Crawl. Say mama. She couldnt then, and she would never be able to. The only thing shes ever learned to do is hold up her head, Sherry said.

The accident separated her from the placenta, causing seizuresand retardation. They said she wouldnt live very long. Shes twenty-seven years old and has lived in an institution since she was five.

Getting into that carand what that did to my daughter and meis something Ive had to live with every day of my life.



I was standing in my daughters kitchen, cutting tomatoes for a salad. I was watching her try to teach her son Julian that the stove was hot, and not to touch it. I watched her devoting her life to protecting her child.

What are you thinking about, Mom? she asked.

Im just standing here feeling guilty because I didnt protect my son enough. I feel responsible for letting him go skiing. That decision ended his life.

My answer surprised me, because it was like quiet background music playing constantly in my mind. I wasnt consciously aware it was there until I opened my mouth.

Dont be silly. It was an accident, she said.

Yeah, I know, I said. But that doesnt change how I feel.


Many of us have made decisions we regret. That one decision alters the course of our lives. We dont get to go back; our challenge is living with life as it has evolved.

Sometimes these decisions are part of a larger problem, like alcoholism.

Other times, its the hand of fate. Somebody else or a circumstance chose how it was going to be for another personor for us.

Maybe we should teach our children more than Dont touch that stove, its hot. Maybe we should add, Karma, baby. Remember the Great Law of Cause and Effect.



The easy part is getting forgiveness from God.

All we have to do is sincerely ask.

The hard part is forgiving others and forgiving ourselves.
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A Sad Week in Coventry




It was a solemn week in Coventry, England, in 1969.

Two local boysBilly and Kennethdied three days apart. Rev. Simon Stephens was young, only twenty-three. He was assistant to the chaplain at the hospital where the boys had died. While talking to Billys parents, Father Stephens mentioned that another boy, Kenneth, had recently died. He mentioned Billys death to Kenneths parents, too.

It was a small gesture, a small choice.

The Lawleys, Kenneths parents, sent flowers to Billys funeral. Then Billys folks and Kenneths folks decided to get together to have tea and share memories about their sons.

It pleased Father Stephens that the parents were meeting. They were able to help each other, and in the process help themselves as well.

The parents continued to get together for informal talks and tea. Grieving a child can take a long time. As time passed, Father Stephens suggested that they open their little get-togethers to other people. Billys folks and Kenneths folks agreed.


It wasnt long before another couple joined their meetings.

By the year 2001, six hundred meetings were going on in the United States to help parents of the 225,000 children and young adults who die in this country each year. Hundreds more were taking place in twelve countries around the world. They were nondenominational and free. The Society of Compassionate Friends had officially begun.

Sometimes what helps the most is talking to people going through the same thing.

A series of small choices three people made one week in Coventry, England, changed the world.



We try so hard for that big brass ringthat peak moment of success, that great impact on the world. And when we try to make it happen, we usually get frustrated because we cant.

Most of the things we do that rock the world in a positive way start out with quiet choices that we have a good feeling aboutsending that card, making that phone callthe small, pure things we do from our hearts, the things we do from love.

One of the best feelings in the world is feeling like our efforts are guided and blessed by Godwhen we make a choice that works. That usually doesnt happen when were reaching for the brass ring. It happens when were holding our hand out to help somebody else.

When seasoned grievers reach out to the newly bereaved, energy that has been directed inward begins to flow outward and both are helped to heal, reports The Compassionate Friends.

This principle doesnt apply just to people going through grief.



Service is the key to success.
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A Moment of Truth




Maybe she wont find out, Greg said to Allen over the phone. You really think I have to tell her?

Greg knew what he was going to hear: yes.

You gotta bite the bullet on this one, buddy, Allen said. Dont get angry at your wife. Get honest. Then apologize.

Greg hung up the cell phone and focused on driving. He flashed back to the night hed met Serena at a restaurant. He and his wife were having some problems then, but now theyd started going to counseling. They were working things out. He had broken it off with Serena months ago. It didnt mean much, their affair. But now Serena was going ballistic. She said she was going to tell Gregs wife.

Allen was right. It would be better if his wife, Marlyss, heard this from him.

Greg drove home, put the car in the garage. His hands were sweating. What was he going to do? Just open his mouth and blurt this out?

He walked into the kitchen. Marlyss kissed him on the cheek. He patted her tummy. She was five months pregnant.


His daughter ran up and squeezed his leg. Hi, Daddy. Im glad youre home.

He looked at his daughter, then his wife.

What had he been thinking of, being willing to risk losing all this?

Honey, he said, we need to talk.



Theres a horrifying moment to go through when a consequence weve created becomes manifest. The air is filled with remorse and dread. It can be hard to open our mouths and talk. Ive had those moments more than once. The hardest part is when I ask the question Who caused this? and realize the answer is I did.

There are times when we genuinely regret the things weve done. Other times we regret we got caught.

Some of us may use the game of cause and effect to get even with another person, to show them how we really feel. Sometimes we just make a mistake. Some people are out of control. If were creating too many moments of dread and remorse, drama addictionor another issue or addictionmay be an underlying cause contributing to all the effects.

We may have difficulty seeing the game of cause and effect taking place because of the temporal space between our choice and when the consequence occurs. But the moment we made that choice, we created the consequence, too. Dont kid yourself.

Those chickens are coming home to roost.

Its simple but not easy to say the hard stuff in life. Just open your mouth and, without doing any more damage, tell the truth.



Choosing to take responsibility for ourselves and for the consequences our choices create looks like hard work, but it really sets us free.
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The Drive Wasnt What He Expected




Robert was driving home from work in his Subaru that evening. It was 5:35. He pushed the tuner on the radio a couple of times, trying to find a song he liked. He couldnt, so he turned the radio off and popped in a favorite cassette.

He sang along to How Great Thou Art at the top of his voice. It was one of the many moments hed had during the past year of feeling blessed by God.

After his divorce ten years ago, he thought hed never be happy again. He hoped and dreamed that someday he could find someone to love, someone who loved him and wanted to stand by his side. Then Rosemary had come into his life.

His dreams had come true.

He had heard people talk about problems with blending families. He hadnt had any. He loved her three children as much as if they were his own. They loved him. Everything happened like people had told him it would: if you trust God and do the right thing, everything works out for the good.

He turned the corner onto the street where he lived, slowly approaching his driveway. It was fall. Most of the leaves were off the trees. It was cold outside but toasty warm in the car.

The moment Robert remembers most isnt the moment after; its the moment before.

He couldnt pull into the driveway. It was full of stuff. What was all that stuff anyway? He looked closer. It was his. All his clothing and belongings were thrown into a heap.

Robert raced to the door. Pounded. Rosemary opened the door, looking just like she had every day for the past year except for the way she looked at him.

Go away. Its over. Get out. Were through. I dont want to be married to you anymore.

Robert got his own apartment, but all he could say was Why, why, why? Roberts friends kept telling him there was a reason this happened, but he didnt know what it was. He kept seeing the scene in his headwhether he was at work or lying in bed at night. Pull up in my driveway thinking everythings fine. All my stuff piled in a heap. He didnt drink. He didnt smoke. He was attentive. He was a good husband and father.

I dont understand it, he told his friends. I cant figure out what caused that.

Rosemary wouldnt accept his calls. But his stepson called him at work.

I miss you, his stepson said. Why did you leave? Are you ever coming home?

I hope so, Robert said.

It was when his wife started seeing another man that Roberts friend Jack told him the two little rules that helped Robert survive. Dont do anything stupid, Jack said. Dont do anything to hurt anyone else, and dont hurt yourself.

But we were so much in love, Robert said. She held me, told me how much I meant to her, said shed never felt this
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