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      “Julie Tallard Johnson’s The Zero Point Agreement is a brilliant resource for deep and lasting change. I have used the zero point agreement in my own life and have shared it with clients and students. It is not another pie-in-the-sky promise of change. It is straightforward and effective.”

      TAMAR ZICK, LPC, RYT, LICENSED PSYCHOTHERAPIST AND REGISTERED 
YOGA TEACHER

      “What a generous, wise, and useful book this is! Each chapter is so filled with quotes, anecdotes, hands-on exercises and more that help and inspire us to fully claim our own lives. There’s enough here to guide and inform you for many years to come.”

      RUTH L. SCHWARTZ, PH.D., AWARD-WINNING POET, AND AUTHOR OF 
SOUL ON EARTH: A GUIDE TO LIVING & LOVING YOUR HUMAN LIFE

      “A delightful companion for those of us seeking greater levels of balance, meaning, and joy—this book offers many gems of inspiration as well as the welcomed reminder that the journey toward wholeness always begins within.”

      KAREN HORNEFFER-GINTER, PH.D., AUTHOR OF FULL CUP, THIRSTY 
SPIRIT

      “The Zero Point Agreement is not only a book it’s also a beautifully written love letter to the essence of who we really are.”

      RADIAH NUNEZ, HOSTESS OF THE H2O NETWORK

      “Julie’s new book goes to the sinew from the beginning, reminding us of who we really are. She invites us to listen to ourselves, especially our demons, and shows us how to navigate from desire to the dreams that comprise our core. “Living life from my side” is an inspired, pragmatic concept that will change lives. Imagine a world where each of us takes 100% responsibility for our experience. This is Julie’s offering: a spark of hope and a path of light.”

      PRUDENCE TIPPINS, OWNER/DIRECTOR OF THE CALLIOPE CENTER FOR 
REFLECTION AND RENEWAL AND WHEEL OF INITIATION COURSE FACILITATOR

      “In this resource-rich book of practical wisdom and wise practices, Julie Tallard Johnson offers readers multidimensional insights, inspiration, and skills for living with greater authenticity, creativity, and happiness. Integrating science, spirituality, and art in an engaging and deeply thoughtful approach to becoming who you already are, this gifted teacher demonstrates how each of us can create more meaning and joy in our lives—in ourselves, in the world around us, and for our power to create and shape the stories we tell ourselves and others.”

      AMBER AULT, PH.D., CLINICAL SOCIOLOGIST AND PSYCHOTHERAPIST

      “Julie Tallard Johnson’s The Zero Point Agreement is full of wisdom. We are invited to challenge our beliefs, habits, and assumptions and make ourselves vulnerable so that we can easily access the truth within our lives and experiences. Julie teaches us that by becoming our own meaning maker, we transform ourselves and the world in which we live. A true gift!”

      AMY DELONG, M.D., HO-CHUNK NATION DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

      “I love that the big beautiful zero is a central tenet of this book. What I see is a big round open door through which we can all walk on our journey toward wholeness. It’s a journey with no destination, of course, since wholeness is not a place as much as a perspective, ever-shifting. Put on your dancing shoes; this is not a book to be read propped up in your La-Z-Boy!”

      CLAUDIA SCHMIDT, SINGER-SONGWRITER
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        Life is without meaning.

You bring the meaning to it.

The meaning of life is

whatever you ascribe it to be.

Being alive is the meaning.
      

      JOSEPH CAMPBELL,
A JOSEPH CAMPBELL COMPANION

      
        In Lakota framework everyone is a meaning maker; everyone must make sense of his or her experience. Woableza has been translated as “realization.” It has always seemed to me that this word acknowledges that each person has a capacity to make meaning; that understanding is very personal, is timed by him or her, and is not predictable; and for woableza to exist, a change in the person should take place.
      

      GERALD MOHATT, THE PRICE OF A GIFT

      
        Suppose we were able to share meanings freely, without a compulsive urge to impose our view or conform to those of others, and without distortion and self-deception. Would this not constitute a real revolution in culture?
      

      DAVID JOSEPH BOHM, QUANTUM PHYSICIST, UNFOLDING MEANING
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        Daiju visited the master Baso in China. Baso asked: What do you seek?
      

      
        “Enlightenment,” replied Daiju
        .
      

      “You have your own treasure house. Why do you search outside?” Baso asked.

      
        Daiju inquired: “Where is my treasure house?
        ”
      

      Baso answered: “What you are asking is your treasure house.”

      
        Daiju was enlightened! Ever after he urged his friends: “Open your own treasure house and use those treasures.
        ”
      

      PAUL REPS AND NYOGEN SENZAKI,

ZEN FLESH, ZEN BONES

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      Reaching for Meaning

      
        One of the illusions of life is that the present hour is not the critical, decisive one.
      

      RALPH WALDO EMERSON

      
        No snowflake in an avalanche ever feels responsible.
      

      STANISLAW JERZY LEC, POET AND APHORIST

      In the story on the facing page, Daiju comes to understand that what he seeks is carried within. He understands that his innate curiosity is a treasure in itself. He comes home to himself but cannot contain himself; he must share his gift in service to others. He finds his treasure house. Daiju comes full circle, as each of us can—we begin by wondering where our treasures are. Where is yours? What, up until now, have you been searching for? Where have you been looking for meaning? It’s human nature to want to make our lives fulfilling personally, vocationally, and in our relationships. We all want to feel good about what we are doing with our lives. Most of us, however, are in one of two camps: those searching for meaning, or those who have given up the search. But there is a third option that is reemerging, a new myth as it were, which is to give up the search for meaning in order to make meaning within all the circumstances of one’s precious life.

      There is an underlying science to living an inspired and meaningful life. This book is a template for those ready to fully engage in making meaning from all of life’s situations. The zero point agreement and the techniques within this book are reliable methods for awakening yourself to the world around you and to your fullest potential (to your treasure house), no matter your circumstances. These methods offer an interior science of transformation that is established and proven, a spiritual technology for meaning makers. We can only discover the truth for ourselves by living life from our side (the zero point). In living life from your side you not only find lasting happiness and satisfaction but personal awakening. And through this personal awakening we directly benefit all life on this planet.

      No one else can run the race, enjoy the fine meal, write the novel, or love your partner in your place. This life is yours to live. Too often, however, we rely on outside circumstances and resources to bring us happiness and fulfillment. Many wait on the sidelines of life for that opportune moment when circumstances will be just right for them. However, external conditions never bring us lasting happiness (as we will see in the discussion of the focusing illusion beginning). This search outside ourselves only strengthens our feelings of separation and dissatisfaction as we search for our happiness in this way. And our religious institutions and leaders, pop gurus, spiritual and economic con artists, big box chain stores, pharmaceutical companies, and many politicians depend on your search for meaning—for they will happily supply it to you.

      
        As an adult, you must discover the moving power of your life. Tension, a lack of honesty, and a sense of unreality come from following the wrong force in your life.
      

      JOSEPH CAMPBELL, A JOSEPH CAMPBELL COMPANION

      Life happens when you realize that you are the meaning maker. Life isn’t meaningful until you bring the meaning to it. Your happiness, creativity, and success all come down to living life from your side no matter what the circumstances. When each of us realizes that we are our own meaning maker and that we participate in the world from our place, we will find the meaning in making the meaning. Life then becomes a series of inspirational moments, bursts of insight, eruptions of creativity, and even personal revelation. Each moment becomes alive with opportunity, possibilities, and rewards. As Daniel Kahneman writes in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, “When you analyze happiness, it turns out that the way you spend your time is extremely important.”

      Life is a journey of discovery and belonging. It is about making meaning from our experiences for ourselves while allowing the meaning we have made to change. The active life is about being able to create and discover meaning in an ongoing way and not hold on to one meaning or we may miss an opportunity at hand. As Joseph Campbell put it, “If we are hanging on to the form now, we are not going to have the form next.”

      When we review our life and recall times that we experienced an awakening or an epiphany (either through someone else’s teachings or our own experience), what changed was some meaning we held. Our “aha” moment arrived from a shift in meaning; something we can only do from our side, from within ourselves.

      
        [image: image]
      

      
        
          Teaching Story: Reaching for Meaning
        
      

      
        There was a monk who appreciated his long walks along a cliff that overlooked the vast ocean. One day he slipped and fell, grabbing onto a small branch of a tree that hung out from the cliff. He was close enough to maneuver his way back up. But when he looked up he saw a tiger hungrily looking down at him. If he were to go up, he would be eaten. If he were to let go, he would fall to his death. He looked around for other options and saw a beautiful strawberry growing alone on a cliff vine within reach. Oh, how beautiful and sweet it looked to him!

    He glanced up again to see the tiger waiting patiently. He looked below at his fall. He smiled, took a breath, reached for the strawberry, enjoyed it, and then let go.
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      I first heard this story at eight years old from a progressive Lutheran minister, who later left the ministry to pursue other dreams. Like all good stories, it has stuck with me ever since. Looking back, I recognize this young minister as one of my teachers. He was a meaning maker. Now, in the remembrance of this story, I see us individually and collectively on this cliff. We often perceive ourselves as being caught between two unfavorable options. Fortunately, integral within such moments is always a third option—an opportunity to define the moment with what we reach for.

      Typically there exists a multitude of possibilities unfolding within every given moment; no matter how limited our perception of our situation may be. Because we have not looked for the third possibility (the strawberry) we have not opened ourselves up to the vast potential of the situation. (The strawberry represents the immeasurable third option.) We are always given a third option of reaching for something within the moment that will define and frame our experience. When we know how to widen our perceptions to the multitude of our possibilities, and not get caught up in just solving a problem, real possibilities emerge. When our perspective is narrowed down to the problem, we often lose sight of the myriad opportunities to make meaning with our experience. Furthermore, our ability to be creative within this particular circumstance also increases with this widening view.

      The way we become aware of this manifold “third option” is through the engagement of the underlying paradigm behind this entire book—the zero point agreement, which I developed to offer you the ability to live a meaningful and active life. “I live life from my side” is the personal expression of the zero point agreement, and it means to live from within as a meaning maker. All other agreements and possibilities come down to understanding this core agreement—to live life consciously and purposefully from our side. This agreement makes it possible to harvest personal meaning from all of life’s circumstances. We can only make meaning, live creatively, be of real benefit, when we do so from the zero point, from our side.

      
        The only secure truth men have is that which they themselves create and dramatize; to live is to play at the meaning of life.
      

      ERNEST BECKER, CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGIST

      
        Similarly there is no point in asking the meaning of life, as life too is the meaning, which is self-referential and capable of changing, basically when this meaning changes through a creative perception of a new and more encompassing meaning.
      

      DAVID BOHM, “SOMA-SIGNIFICANCE AND THE ACTIVITY OF MEANING” FROM
THE ESSENTIAL DAVID BOHM

      
        The Power of Agreements

        Back in 1989, when my first book was published (Hidden Victims, Hidden Healers: An Eight Stage Healing Process for Friends and Family of the Mentally Ill) my initial title was Silent Agreements. I point this out because I have a long history and familiarity with how agreements form our lives. Agreements are attitudinal contracts that are in alignment with unconscious and consciously held intentions and beliefs. As it turns out, most agreements are unspoken and reside in our unconscious. Every act, every choice, every experience expresses what we are in agreement with and what we are not in agreement with. Basically, what you experience in the outer world is based in part on what you are in agreement with internally. Wherever there is a decision or action, there is an agreement; wherever there is an agreement, there are beliefs and assumptions sustaining it. Agreements are the reason we do what we do. Each and every decision we make is acting out or supporting an agreement that we have made. Therefore, to make these unconscious agreements conscious increases our human potential.

        In some Buddhist traditions, teachers may suggest their students take jobs that help them lose their self-absorption. The challenging environment is understood as a means to deepen one’s spiritual and ethical commitments. One point the teacher hopes to make is that it is not the environment and its conditions that determine our experience but the agreements and intentions we bring to it. Furthermore, living life from our side challenges a solipsistic and egoistic state by developing our understanding that we are one drop in the vast ocean and that the vast ocean is truly in us.

        We can establish conscious agreements to direct our experiences like the wind directs a boat. We engage the zero point agreement to consciously facilitate more meaning, to live life to its fullest, and to harvest the potentiality inherent in our lives and to better benefit others.

        
          It’s your life—but only if you make it so. The standards by which you live must be your own standards, your own values, your own convictions in regard to what is right and wrong, what is true and false, what is important and what is trivial. When you adopt the standards and the values of someone else . . . you surrender your own integrity. You become, to the extent of your surrender, less of a human being.
        

        ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

      

      
        The Zero Point Agreement: Living Life from Your Side

        Later in the mid-90s I began offering the Initiation Course. The Initiation Course (and book, Wheel of Initiation, 2010) offers a spiritual template to explore and then dismantle agreements that sustain one’s pain stories and habitual self through designing conscious agreements. To live creatively is to live an active spiritual life built on conscious agreements and intentions. To make meaning from your life and its circumstances is to live actively and consciously. To harvest the most potential from a situation or contribute the most to any given situation is to live life from the zero point, from your side. An initiated adult is a meaning maker.

        Over the years of study and experience, I expanded and deepened the initiatory process presented in Wheel of Initiation to include the zero point agreement. My background in general systems theory,*1 transpersonal psychology, group dynamics, Buddhist principles, and reliance on observable nature comes together in this book, The Zero Point Agreement. In living the zero point agreement we recognize the potential within each experience. Life is about reaching for and enjoying the strawberry, which of course is really a metaphor for the multitude of possibilities that want to offer themselves up to us.

        The zero point agreement is based on the science of interdependence (a mutual dependence between all living things) and on the Buddhist principle of dependent co-arising (everything comes into existence dependent upon other things). This science underlying the zero point agreement shows up in the natural world (how we are part of the whole). This systematic wisdom of connection is the foundation of the zero point agreement and the life of a meaning maker.

        In your life, you are the zero point. I use a dream catcher to help visualize this concept. The dream catcher is a metaphor for the web of life in which we are at the center point, the zero point. At the catcher’s center (its zero point) is an opening through which everything comes into the web and everything moves out from the web. Everything in our lives comes through us or from us.

        Imagine having your life open up to the greatest potentiality of any moment, of having the ability to make meaning from any given situation, as well as having a tangible way to transform personal and global wounds. A global awakening can only take place on a personal level through a collection of individuals activating their zero points—just as each snowflake in a blizzard makes up the storm.

        The zero point agreement states that you take one hundred percent responsibility for your experiences. You don’t “surrender your integrity” to others as Eleanor Roosevelt mentions above. You don’t blame others, God, or outside circumstances for your predicaments. Imagine yourself getting shot with a poison dart. How will it help you to blame the shooter or the arrow? Who does that serve? What is likely to happen if you say to yourself, “Why me? Why is this happening to me?” You had best put your energy into removing the dart and finding an antidote. Wasting time on blame and shame could ultimately kill you. As long as you assign credit or blame to someone or something outside yourself, lasting happiness will always elude you.

        
          We must be our own before we can be another’s.
        

        RALPH WALDO EMERSON

         

        
          
            Imagine This
          
        

        Take a moment now and close your eyes. Take a deep breath and rest your awareness in the physical sensation of your breath. Just watch your breath as it moves in and out of the body. Notice the physical sensations of your body breathing and sitting. Don’t add any spin to it; just notice the sensations of sitting and breathing. From this place of calm, imagine that you are a drop in the ocean. Everything around you and in you is the ocean. Breathe and imagine (don’t force anything). Notice how as the drop you are part of the whole, belonging intimately to the whole, while at the same time a unique drop within the ocean. Breathe and imagine the physical sensation of this oceanic quality surrounding you and inside of you. This is what is meant to live life from your side. You are part of the whole but uniquely so. You can only contribute to the whole from your side, from your place in the ocean. (This agreement emphasizes from your side, not for your side; for your side would be the antithesis of this principle.) I often use this brief meditation when I feel agitated by circumstances. I take a moment from the demands to breathe and imagine how I am this drop; how I am the ocean.

         

      

      
        Blessed by Choice

        
          Behold this day. It is yours to make.
        

        BLACK ELK, ELDER AND MEDICINE

MAN OF THE OGLALA LAKOTA

        Each of us is always blessed with third options, with choices. If there is one thing the scientific approach to living life points to, it is that there is no end to our abilities to discover and make meaning. There are no absolutes or end points in our explorations and possibilities. The blessing comes in participating in our surroundings and consciously making meaning through our perceptions and choices. Everything is taken in as filled with blessing because no experience is exempt. We are always making meaning through our choices, but now we do so consciously, deliberately, and creatively while tapping into the universe’s power to create our experiences. We are like gardeners (always) in the Garden of Eden, with even the most basic choices sometimes awakening us to our true nature—do I eat the apple? Every decision, as Joseph Campbell says, “is a destiny decision.”

        Sometimes our blessings are limited. There is a tangible poverty that surrounds us. We are not offered an obvious tapestry of choices. Still, even when the choices seem bleak—between a tiger’s teeth or deadly fall—every moment offers up some third options (the true potentiality within the situation), and it is upon our choices (conscious or not) that a future harvest depends.

        
          Epictetus said that people are disturbed not by the events but by the meanings they make of them. Stories contain the meaning we make of the events of our lives.
        

        LEWIS MEHL-MADRONA, COYOTE HEALING

        Even so, with a variety of choices available to us, research shows that we have a tendency to habitually respond in a patterned and limited way to our circumstances. Therefore we often remain blind to the variety of possibilities inherent in the situation. In these impoverished circumstances, blinded by our habitual view, when there is a strawberry or even more to reach for, we still don’t see it. This is because our own perspective and history limit us. So we remain hanging on the limb for decades until our metaphorical arm gives out and we fall to our death.

        Our past agreements and beliefs and our supporting assumptions based on our history prevent us from taking risks, reaching out, and making something remarkable happen. I refer to these as the pain stories we carry around with us. Up until now you may have been using much of your energy (consciously and unconsciously) to perpetuate your pain stories. In these stories, you carry around assumptions about why things are the way they are and why you need what you need, as well as your assumptions about everything and everyone. Our pain stories may have originated with acerbic events, but we are the playwright of our lives (and the director and actor). Therefore, the historical and conditional cause of any particular pain story holds no power in comparison to our ability to rewrite (remyth) and recreate our lives from the zero point.

        We tend to relive our pain stories until we consciously name the patterns and agreements inherited with the pain. When in agreement with the past, we keep projecting the past onto the present. We live from the past, seeing and creating it over and over again. Many people ask, “Why does this keep happening to me?” when the questions would best be, “What do I do to contribute to this pattern again and again?” and “What can I do to interfere with this pattern and create a new story for myself?” One doesn’t need a therapist to be free from the past. One needs the tools (sometimes afforded through therapy) that allow you to be aware of your pain story, along with a willingness to practice living life actively and ethically from your side.

        In living as a meaning maker we cease to be so limited by our past and its memories because we bring a creative consciousness to our experiences. Quantum physicist David Bohm refers to this as creating “the movement in which there is the constant unfoldment of still more comprehensive meaning.” We are saying that there is no limit to our ability to make meaning; to be in a creative and dynamic exchange with the world around us. By taking one hundred percent responsibility for our experience, we can fully free ourselves from our pain stories. And, of course, as we free ourselves from our pain stories, we influence and uplift our communities and natural environment. You make meaning with your life and the world makes its meaning through you (the drop in the ocean). And this is not some grandiose claim but knowledge based in a spiritual science, natural law, and (the best possible proof) your personal experience.

        To give ourselves more possibilities we must retrain the mind and change what we perceive as possible in our circumstances. This book offers such techniques. We can release ourselves from our pain stories and from our habitual states. We can increase our awareness of the potentialities of any experience. We can give ourselves more to create from no matter what our circumstances. We can take hold of the wisdom presented to us through nature (natural law) and live as part of a dynamic system, not separate from it. All this we can do.

        But you must know yourself as a meaning maker. This approach to life relies on a willingness to experiment with life (like a scientist or philosopher). Your personal future and the future of your family, communities, and our precious Earth depend upon it.

        
          The question is how our own meanings are related to those of the universe as a whole. We could say that our action 
toward the whole universe is a result of what it means to be us.
        

        DAVID BOHM, THE ESSENTIAL DAVID BOHM
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      Finding the Bodhi Tree

      LIFE AS A MEANING MAKER

      
        The power of a thing or an act is in the meaning and the understanding.
      

      BLACK ELK

      
        Nature, with its true voice undissembled, cries out to us: “Be as I am! I, the primordial ever-creating mother amidst the ceaseless flux of appearances, ever impelling into existence, eternally finding in these transformations satisfaction.”
      

      FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, THE BIRTH OF TRAGEDY

      
        The Gift of Free Will: Use It or Lose It

        The capacity to make meaning is a fundamental expression of our free will. Importantly, our free will is relative within the context of a whole—so we are not able to act entirely free. We are always part of the great ocean of life. Instead we act within this interdependent system of life. Everything is constantly changing and is influenced by so many causes and conditions that there can only be relative free will. Below I offer up an image from the 1993 movie Free Willy in which a boy helps free a captive killer whale. Consider freeing Willy from his holding tank as a way to remove what holds us back from our creative expressions as meaning makers. At the same time, Willy can be released into the ocean but not onto the land. His freedom, too, is limited. I appreciate the natural limits to our free will as they express a universal connection we have to all of life; some natural boundaries and laws that hold us altogether. We are, after all, in this together; this alone makes our free will relative.

        Most importantly scientists, philosophers, and those in the field of psychology point to how an inner lack of freedom is far more restrictive than anything that occurs on the outside. Therefore our free will is made manifest through the conditions and transformation of our inner landscape.

        We cannot just say “I am using my free will to . . .” and be done with it. So much from our inner landscape (based on our personal histories) holds us back. To continue to awaken to our full human and spiritual potential means to personally awaken to the interconnectedness of all of life, which is only achieved through direct experience as a result of using our free will and taking responsibility for our experiences. Spiritual awakening isn’t about any type of perfection or achievement. Awakening isn’t even a state of constant bliss. Awakening to our greatest potential (true nature) is a resounding knowing of our connectedness to all things. This too then awakens us to the potentialities within the situations themselves. This knowing comes first in blips of awareness and experience, then in longer moments, then in streaks, and then our full awakening is experienced as a constant wave upon the shore of our experiences. It may not help my credibility to share that I am still at the blip stage; but the blips are increasing. Yet, I gratefully participate and celebrate in these flashes of awakening. These blips of connectedness, of wakefulness, are wholly dependent upon my efforts to heal what separates me from the natural and spiritual world and are a direct result of my mind-training practices and my insistent use of my free will as a meaning maker.

        
          
            Free Will-y
          
        

        
          I have come to understand that life is composed of a series of coincidences. How we react to these—how we exercise what some refer to as free will—is everything; the choices we make within the boundaries of the twists of fate determine who we are.
        

        JOHN PERKINS, SHAPE SHIFTING: TECHNIQUES

FOR GLOBAL AND PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION

        Rae: [Anxious about Willy’s ability to clear the rocks in the marina] You ever see him jump that high?

        Randolf: Things can happen.

        FREE WILLY MOVIE

        Most assume we are using our free will when in fact we are not (at least not to its fullest capacity). So much of our histories and stories of our self and the world have been chosen for us. Our legacies of beliefs, genetics, religions, assumptions, traditions, cultures, agreements, and habits hinder our expressing our free will. To fully express ourselves, to reach our greatest potential, means to dismantle our pain stories, challenge our assumptions, and rewrite our personal and global myths.

        Although we all experience limitations, far too many have their free will trapped in a holding tank. Our relative free will is released by first understanding that we are in fact being held back. We need to “free Willy” and jump over that which holds back our ability to live freely within the natural limits to which we were born. We want to exercise our free will deliberately and out in the open with others. Our free will makes meaning from our coincidences and spiritual experiences by acting upon our situations with as much awareness and knowledge as we can gain. And as part of the whole, our free will adds to the multitude of causes and conditions that go into the creation and manifestation of our circumstances. So free will, as well as feeling our freedom, is not a linear dynamic—we don’t just express ourselves (jump the tank) and then expect a specific result. You will land on the other side, but you will arrive in an ocean of possibilities. I liken our limits to boundaries. Within the context of natural boundaries we can fulfill our greatest potential. The land is the boundary for the oceans, and the oceans keep the land and all of life alive.

        Acknowledging What Keeps You Captive
Start with an acknowledgement of what may be keeping your free will captive, then “free Willy.”

        
          Believe nothing just because a so-called wise person said it. Believe nothing just because a belief is generally held. Believe nothing just because it is said in ancient books. Believe nothing just because it is said to be of divine origin. Believe nothing just because someone else believes it. Believe only what you yourself test and judge to be true.
        

        THE BUDDHA

        In David Bohm’s discussions on free will in his 1986 essay “Freedom and the Value of the Individual,” he points to how our beliefs, our alliances, and our assumptions limit what is possible for us: “If something is not considered a real possibility, there is no chance at all that it will appear among one’s choices. . . . Too often those before us have decided already what the meaning of our life is, so our possibilities become thus trapped. A good place to start is to look and challenge what was given to you through another.”

        In the Zen practice they warn how great teachers and teachings can be a fierce and intimidating enemy for one on the spiritual path. Teachers and doctrine can often become a block to our exploring and discovering truth for ourselves. It takes away an opportunity we have to make meaning and truth for ourselves, from our side. If we simply plug into some religious program or blindly go the way that others have found worked for them, we will miss the genuine cultivation of our own true nature as meaning makers.

        If we go about life living others’ answers to the immediate and grander questions, we will find ourselves on some distant shore without proper navigational tools. We will be holding the tools (ideas, meaning, beliefs, assumptions) someone else presented to us.

        If we just follow what we assume another is saying we should do (because “they know”), we won’t feel the discomfort and pulse of our own life. We will feel the comfort of the tank but not the vastness of the ocean. We will make choices based on someone else’s perspective. More likely we will then miss the opportunities that only this incarnation can give us. We can’t, as Joseph Campbell says, follow someone else’s hero path. We must pave our own paths through life. We can of course borrow from those who we discern have gone successfully before us, like Christ or Buddha, or poet and pacifist William Stafford, or author and environmentalist Aldo Leopold, who each paved their own way.

        
          Sacred or secular, what is the difference? If every atom inside our bodies was once a star, then it is all sacred and all secular at the same time.
        

        GRETEL EHRLICH, WRITER AND NATURALIST

        
          When people lose their sense of awe,

people turn to religion.

When they no longer trust themselves,

they begin to depend upon authority.
        

        LAO-TZU, TAO TE CHING

(AS TRANSLATED BY STEPHEN MITCHELL)

        Creativity, inspiration, and all that goes into living a meaningful life come, too, from our ability to distance ourselves from all that limits the expression of our free will. Such moments of awakening arouse our creative nature. To give in to a mechanistic life of habits is to give up on the authentic, creative self and the possibility of truly benefiting others.

        Any time we follow the dogma, rules, or ideas of others, without personal investigation, it is at the expense of our personal integrity and free will. When we don’t question authority, don’t challenge what is passed on to us, don’t determine for ourselves (from our side) what works and what does not work, we forfeit our free will and further limit ourselves. And we must exercise our free will consistently and pervasively. Once we’ve jumped the wall, let’s not create another with our own newly made assumptions and beliefs. Any time we are on automatic pilot or acting from our habitual states, or are caught up in thinking and projecting such habitual thoughts outward, we are not inviting direct experience or exercising our free will. When stuck in a closed way of perceiving and experiencing the world, we see and experience what we have been habituated or told to see and experience. We live by a set of known and unknown rules passed down through our families and culture. In relationships, we may habitually no longer see the other, but see some historical perception we have held on to. Within this habituated context we find no need to call on our free will or to make personal meaning from our experiences. We discover that our habits are often living our lives for us. We have forgotten how to look for the strawberry and lost sight of the myriad possibilities available to us. We are swimming in circles within a holding tank of beliefs, habits, and assumptions.

        When our free will is confined by assumptions and habits, we experience an underlying disconnect so we respond by searching for this connection outside ourselves and come to depend on outside confirmation to make us feel better, or to numb us. Even these forms of confirmation become habituated and mechanistic, like in our own versions of cocktail hours, watching television, or hours spent on Facebook. When someone or something outside ourselves directs our choices and experiences, we are not living life from our side and we are held captive by this limitation. When limited by our perceived choices for a prolonged stint of time, we become uninspired. This lack of choices is a form of self-deception based on our pain stories; our beliefs and assumptions and the myths we agree to. An enduring lack of inspiration can lead to giving up, addiction, depression, hopelessness, and helplessness. We then get held back, too, by blaming others for our lack of happiness or success.

        
          Blaming others without taking any responsibility for our own actions has almost become a socially acceptable behavior. . . . Such compulsive blaming is a form of entrapment that is not only self-perpetuating but that robs us of our power and free will.
        

        TRALEG KYABGON,

THE PRACTICE OF LOJONG

        Then, out of our depression or exhaustion we get a glimpse of something in our peripheral view. We sense that something else wants to and can happen here if we just allow it. But we can’t see beyond the holding tank, even as we sense there is more available to us. This limited perspective is the real culprit, not the tank itself. Once we understand that there is an ocean to experience, we have to find the courage and trust to jump out of the holding tank. So it begins with self-understanding. We each reach a place in life when we have exhausted the limited ways of living a certain aspect of our life. Living automated to our habits and the wishes of others has not resulted in a truly satisfied life, but one drained of essence. Blaming others has not resulted in better outcomes. This exhaustion and disappointment often leads into a new way of being; we listen to the exhaustion (the depression, the anxiety, the disappointment, the illness) and gain a truer and wider perspective. Even when there is a physical tank (relationship, job, poverty, or depression, for example), one has to achieve a wider perspective of reality—the oceanic view. We must trust the possibilities beyond the holding tank and be willing to do what it takes to hold on to the view of the vast ocean in our reach. We begin to see that just over the interior wall of our limited perspective is an ocean of third options available to us.

        
[image: image] 
Jumping the Holding Tank

        In order to go beyond what confines us we must first see what restricts us. Any time and effort we put into self-investigation and transforming the inner landscape of the mind not only makes the vast ocean available to us—soon we will be living more freely in it. As a comparison, animals that have been caged, penned in, even domesticated over the centuries (like cows), and somehow escape, take off singularly or collectively to destinations beyond their captivity. They seek the adventure and edginess of the unknown terrain. We too can experience the freedom of the more vast openness. Some will find themselves outside of the tank only to find a way back in again, only to have to jump over the wall again—and sometimes again and again. This is our history lying to us; convincing us that being held captive is safer. Then at some point you will make that final leap into freedom and will swim so strong and fast you will have lost sight of what held you back for so long. I promise.

    Take the time to name and investigate what keeps you trapped in a holding tank. This may be generalized to your life right now or more specific to a certain relationship or situation within the greater context of your life. We need to reflect on what we should eliminate from our lives so we can discover what is truly worth pursuing. As long as we remain bound to (or by) our history and the surrounding culture’s beliefs, we remain behind a wall of ignorance; the ignorance of all that is truly possible.

    Here are some questions you can use to pursue your own personal inquiry. You can simply contemplate them or write them out in your journal. (See “Making Meaning through Spiritual Journaling”.)

        
          	What are some of your strongest beliefs about life and how things work?

          	What do you view as holding you back?

          	What do you assume about how a present difficult situation is likely going to work out (or not work out)? What is your greatest fear around this difficult situation?

          	What do you want in comparison with what you are experiencing?

          	Are you blaming outside circumstances or others for holding you back?

        

         

        
          As we have seen, we are primarily the present, which is the unknown.
        

        DAVID BOHM, “FREEDOM AND THE VALUE OF THE INDIVIDUAL” FROM 
THE ESSENTIAL DAVID BOHM

      

      
        Keeping It Simple

        The next step is to actively become more and more aware of yourself—what is really happening and what you really want in the moment. From this place of presence, the oceanic potentiality of each situation emerges and meaning can be made. Here’s the thing—the problem may seem big and complex (and actually may be) but the solution should be quite simple.

        Life as a meaning maker gives you the authority and ability to give up the past and its problems and to find simple solutions in the present moment. (See “Say Yes to the Big Idea”.) We learn to distinguish between what we think is going on and what are the real possibilities of what can happen. This brings to mind the pithy phrase that reappeared in the 2012 movie The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel when Sonny says, “Everything will be all right in the end . . . if it’s not all right, then it’s not yet the end.” Experience reveals a similar truth in our responses to life situations: if the solution is complex and confusing, it isn’t the right solution.

        
          With thoughts you pave a path . . . so what are your thoughts?
        

        GESHE TENZIN DORJE, TIBETAN BUDDHIST MONK AND TEACHER, DEER 
PARK BUDDHIST CENTER

        
[image: image] An 
Exploration into Presence

        Give yourself at least ten days to practice this exercise, which encourages you to become more aware of yourself, including your feelings (both emotionally and physically), your thoughts, and assumptions in any given moment. You start here with a simple investigation into your experiences and what you genuinely want. During the day, practice taking nice deep breaths. Use the breath to help bring you in to the present moment. And from this awareness ask these questions:

        
          	“What am I thinking right now?” Then take note of what is getting your attention. Just notice. Don’t go on a search or extend the thought with a story line. Simply notice your prominent thoughts.

          	“What am I feeling right now?” Notice the different feelings and sensations that are present at this moment. Start with your body. What sensations are noticeable in the body? Then notice your emotions. What emotions are present? Again don’t investigate these, just notice. Also check in with any intuitive feelings. You may notice how any of these may relate to your thoughts at the given time.

          	“What do I want?” Keep breathing and ask, “What do I want right now?” Breathe into the belly and create room around this question. You may carry a pocket journal with you as you practice creating more space for yourself, writing down what you notice as you do this exercise. Let this practice take you where it wants to take you. Initially you will likely gain some valuable insights. Later, with these insights, you may have awareness around thought patterns and feeling sensations that accompany certain experiences. Or it may become apparent that you don’t really know what you want. This will prompt you to continue to determine what it is you do want. What you are in agreement with will also begin revealing itself through such inquiry. Your thoughts and emotional content reveal your agreements. This practice prepares you by setting the groundwork for living life from your side as a meaning maker.

        

         

        The Art of Wanting
The word wanting can hold many meanings. In some new age and Buddhist thought “wanting” gets a bad rap. For some it means we are noticing what we lack, while for others it points to being attached. But it can also mean to want what you have. For me, it is okay to want. Wanting can create an opening to be present to our experiences. And many people have lost the skill of knowing what they want. So I begin many of my classes and trainings with students asking themselves: “What do I want?”

        
          	Do I want to discover my purpose?

          	Do I want to find the love of my life?

          	Do I want to live life fully in my later years?

          	Do I want to forgive? Forget?

          	Do I want to get my book published?

          	Do I want to be happy in my body?

          	Do I want recognition?

          	And, what do I want from this experience?

        

        David Whyte, poet and teacher, in his talks on creativity points to how people often create their life works from what they want but do not have—like how Jane Austen wrote of romantic love but lacked it in her life. Many poets write about what they long for. This just points to another side of wanting.

        So, just as an exercise, let go of one definition or meaning of “wanting” and then, let yourself want. From this you can invent, recharge, or update your intentions. (See “Create an Intention to Live By”.) To want can mean to open up to your heart’s desire, to follow your bliss; it can mean you are focused on what you don’t think you have, and it can point to what you are missing. It can mean all this and more. It’s up to you. You are the meaning maker.

        From a place of more awareness and curiosity you can wake up to more of life’s offerings. This process of awakening the meaning maker acknowledges that you will find your own Bodhi tree,*2 discover truth for yourself, and awaken to your own potential. Invest, as the Buddha did or as I believe Eleanor Roosevelt did, sincerely and deliberately in your own personal awakening. When you do, remarkable things happen—you awaken to all the potential available to you and in you. Ideally you have at this point given up the search for meaning as the fundamental motivation to moving forward and are step-bystep becoming your own meaning maker. (That’s the purpose of each technique in this book.) We are ending our search for meaning and becoming conscious meaning makers through our spiritual practices and creativity.

        Just so, when I offer practices or journaling prompts know that there is not a wrong way to make meaning with them. Where the practices and prompts in this book take you is where you allow or choose for them to take you. This makes life more interactive and conversational. This way we are open to new meaning or to understanding others’ meanings while valuing our own.

        Ideally we always put our own original twist on things.

        
          
            But It’s Complicated
          
        

        
          The centipede was happy, quite!

Until a toad in fun asked,

“Pray which leg goes after which?”

This worked his mind to such a pitch

He lay distracted in a ditch,

Considering how to run.
        

        ZEN POEM (AUTHOR MEMORIZED FROM CHILDHOOD)

        I want us to investigate how we get overwhelmed and can find it difficult to make meaning when life just gives us too many lemons to make lemonade with. It is so easy to think ourselves into distraction. We can gobble up a lot of energy trying to figure out the one “right” way to do things. We can forget what we know when we focus too much on which leg goes after which, and remain stuck in the ditch of our lives. We can keep asking, What should I do here? instead of just taking the next step.

        As it is, we have numerous ways to work ourselves into a pitch. Besides, life can be complicated. It’s what we do with the complexities and complications that will in large part determine the direction of our lives.

        As an example, while engaged in writing a novel, I discovered the plot was getting more and more complex. I went in search of some help in how-to books and quickly felt like the centipede being stopped in the natural flow of my writing. Which word goes after which? The jargon for writers can be as dense and labyrinthine as I find in my Buddhist studies.

        So what is a writer to do? What is the student of Buddhism or yoga, or any meaning maker to do when the seas get rough and the way to success seems complicated and maybe even beyond our reach? First take a deep long breath, one that allows for a nice sigh on the exhale. Then let go of the rules and “supposed to dos.” Don’t burn the sacred texts or writing books. Just set them aside and breathe. Now, move; take the next step. Walk if you are a centipede; let the wisdom of your body do what it knows to do. If you are a writer, write. If you are confused by some of your spiritual practices, wrestle with them through personal inquiry or go for a long walk. Let go of the rules of meditation, and meditate. Listen to your questions. Of course, we want to do things in a way that reaps the most benefits, so quality instruction can greatly assist us in our own personal investigation and journey. We can look to those who have gone before us and have succeeded. But too much instruction will work against you. Especially inhibitive are the instructions that come with a solid plan for you—a clear distinction

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	Say to yourself “I am . . . driving the car.” Then bring your attention to the physical sensations of holding on to the steering wheel, sitting in the seat, and gazing out the front window.

          	Become conscious of the breath, and bring yourself fully into experiencing this activity, be it driving, eating, or gardening. Use the awareness of the breath as a leash into the present experience of driving, or eating or gardening. Practice this “everyday awareness,” to further generate wakefulness in your routines.

        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	Consider any group or clan you are a part of, be it a family, a spiritual Sangha, or a community alliance. Give yourself some time to contemplate who you are and who you want to be in this context. Do the two statements match—is who you are who you want to be? How do others likely experience or see you in this clan?

          	Begin by making a conscious choice of who you want to be in this group. Then, give yourself a title within this clan (be it a temporary one for a given project or a more solid one that has no known time limit). Have this title reflect your greatest self and all its aspirations. I am the . . . (fill in the rest). Hold this in your mind when in this particular group or setting. I recommend you use the adjective
	the rather than a in the proclamation. This holds a stronger intention. It is possible that there will be more than one person claiming to be the poet, the artist, the compassionate one. The intention is to make this denotation clear to yourself, so that you can live it from your side.

          	To further explore who you are in a given dynamic use this journal writing exercise. Bring to mind the setting or relationship you are revitalizing. Then at the top of the page write, “I am the (bodhisattva, teacher, one) who . . . .” Repeat this phrase instead of stopping your pen. Don’t take time to “think”; instead allow for your inner wisdom to emerge. Fill up at least one page.

          	Once you have determined your I am, continue to hold it in your mind during all of your interactions with the group or within that given environment.

        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
        
        
        
        
          	Listening (taking in teachings, holding intimate conversations with life and the natural world)

          	Contemplating spiritual, ethical, and creative teachings and principles

          	Acquiring some personal understanding of what we are studying

          	Meditating (both calm abiding and analytical)

        

        
        
      

      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	You must be actively cultivating attention while meditating, not just reciting a mantra or simply sitting on the cushion and breathing.

          	The sitting practice includes an observation of impermanence. For example, you meditate on the breath, letting each one go. You let go of thoughts and return to the breath or the mantra. (In your inquiry meditation below, you may further meditate on the aspects of impermanence.)

          	You sit through the rising and falling of different emotional, psychological, and physical states as you return your attention to the object of your meditation (the mantra or the breath); thus learning not to be so easily distracted.

          	The calm abiding meditation is understood as a means to tame the mind; to still the mind and prepare it for mind transformation (mind training). You can’t train a wild animal until you have quieted it down enough. (It’s hard to catch a flying bird.)

          	There are no preferences or attachments to certain states, such as bliss, clarity, or insightfulness. Such forcing or attachment to these states actually interferes with experiencing them.

        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	Sit like a mountain, erect but naturally alert, not rigid. Your spine should be upright and not resting fully on the back of a chair. Neither should you slouch if you are on a cushion. If you can, sit on a zafu (a meditation cushion) or stool, whatever allows for an alert spine.

          	Relax your shoulders and take a couple of deep breaths into the belly. If you like, release a few purification breaths—ahhs—on the exhalation.

          	Bring your awareness to your body, sitting. Bring your attention to the physical sensations of the body. Relax your awareness in the body. Notice any sensations, without judgments, that may be rising and falling in the body. Just notice.

          	As you continue to breathe naturally, choose a place in the body where you can bring your attention to the breath (either the rise and fall of the belly or, more commonly, the in-and-out of the breath through the nostrils). Let this be where your attention returns to the breath. Let the breath breathe by itself. Make no effort; just breathe. Then rest your awareness in the physical sensation of breathing. Rest your awareness there as best you can. Rest in the sensations of your body sitting, your body breathing. Then give your attention to just being—have a sense of your own presence.
	Just sit, breathe, and be. Let go of thought and expectations, just rest in the breath and the body sitting, rest in the moment of being.

          	If you find your mind wanders off, which it routinely will, first let your awareness flash on the distraction. Then gently and lovingly return your attention to your breathing. Just sitting, just breathing, just being—the three points of calm abiding. Flashing on where your mind has wandered gives you the ability to even use your distractions as a point of awareness. When you return your awareness to the physical sensations of breath, do so lovingly and compassionately. Try not to add to the thinking mind by judging your abilities or getting down on yourself if your mind wanders off. I spend much of my time in my sitting meditation
	returning my attention to my breath.

          	Use the leash of awareness to bring yourself back to just sitting, just breathing, just being. Practice compassionate action on the spot with yourself by letting go of all the mental constructions, and just rest your awareness in sitting, breathing, and being.

          	When you find yourself caught up in thoughts, you can label them by saying silently to yourself, “thinking, thinking,” and bring your awareness for a moment to that point of distraction, then gently and lovingly return to the breath. When we flash our awareness on the distraction it becomes part of the meditation! And, labeling thoughts can help you realize more fully that thought is just that—thought. Otherwise you find yourself building on these thoughts and losing your experience of calm abiding. This tames and disciplines the mind, which is a strong aspiration for the meaning maker. This also prepares your mind for any of your creative pursuits.

        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          	Give yourself at least fifteen minutes in a quiet place. Take a few minutes to sit in calm abiding by resting your awareness in the breath and the body sitting.

          	Then drop the particular question in your consciousness—for example: What is the meaning of dependent co-arising, or what does it mean to be generous, or to live life from your side?

          	Keep your focus on this inquiry and investigate this topic. Hold your mind to this one topic of meditation without wavering. d Imagine looking at the focus of your inquiry from many angles. Any time your attention may wander, bring it back to the point of inquiry.

          	You can ask more questions, as well as bring in what you have come to understand about this particular quality. If you are investigating some spiritual or philosophical concept, you may ask: What does it mean to me to accept this idea as mine?

          	Attempt to arrive at a certain feeling state, an emotional or energetic state of understanding, as you connect more with the meaning of this concept. Breathe naturally and investigate the topic as thoroughly as you can.
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