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    Advance Praise for 
Suspended by No String


    “Peter Himmelman’s songs and music have been my source of inspiration in the past two decades. Suspended by No String now takes us to the magical world of poetry and, with merciless honesty, transforms, elevates, and cuts deeply into every mundane bastion of reality. Warmly recommended!”


    — Judea Pearl, Turing Prize winner, author of The Book of Why, and Professor of Computer Science at UCLA


     


    “A soulful, beautiful, melancholy, joyful and redemptive journey with a creative genius of the heart. This is a prayer book, a hymnal, a sacred text you will revisit again and again.”


    — Steve Leder, New York Times bestselling author of The Beauty of What Remains and For You When I Am Gone


     


    “Peter Himmelman has been a lifelong inspiration to me. In Suspended by No String, he shows us how we can embrace the joyful, open-hearted curiosity that truly feeds the soul.”


    — Peggy Orenstein, New York Times bestselling author of Boys & Sex, Girls & Sex, and Cinderella Ate My Daughter


     


    “Every time one picks up a book, we hope that it will change us in some way. Like a great song or painting, we hope that it will make us feel something intensely enough to make us see the world in a different way, and to carry ourselves through the world in a new way. As Kafka said, “a book should be an axe for the frozen sea within us.” With his simple and thoughtful honesty, Peter accomplishes this kind of effect with this book. It sent me down roads that I hadn’t walked down for years. It made me sad, regretful, thoughtful, and made me remember things from my life that I had neatly tucked into the reliquary of lost memories. This is just about all that we can ask for when we pick up a book. It does all of this without being effortful or forced. Read it and let yourself go to places that you haven’t visited for years. It just might change you for a little while; an hour, a day, or even more.”


    — Larry Klein, multi-Grammy-winning producer, songwriter, and musician


     


    “Peter Himmelman has a great gift for helping us open our minds, discover new ideas, and express ourselves.”


    — Jonathan Eig, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of King, Ali, Capone, and Luckiest Man


     


    “A walking, living, breathing inspiration to many, Peter Himmelman embodies spirit, wit, song, and faith in a cool and seamless fashion. Suspended by No String captures this kaleidoscopic energy in so many diverse and delightful ways. It is guaranteed to uplift, galvanize, and propel the reader towards a no-strings-attached life, suspended by success.”


    — Simon Jacobson, New York Times bestselling author of Toward a Meaningful Life


     


    “In a time of relentless information, it feels like we’ve lost the ability to appreciate the mystical. In Suspended by No String, Peter Himmelman shows us how to recapture the mystic in a tangible way. By putting hand to musical instrument, pen to paper, and thought to action, we can become a little bit holy. And in these times, as in every other time, a little bit of holy is beautifully mortal.”


    — Sherman Alexie, poet, bestselling author, winner of the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction


     


    “The creative mind of Peter Himmelman is illuminated through the lens of his philosophical and existential reflections in this fascinating blend of memoir, personal journal, and self-help inquiry. Our fascinating guide’s ‘notes to self’ are an invitation to ask ourselves fundamental questions about life and death, the meaning of experience, and how to awaken our own minds to address these important foundations of our time, here in these material bodies, on this journey of life on Earth.”


    — Daniel J. Siegel, MD, New York Times bestselling author of IntraConnected, Mind, and Aware


     


    “Peter Himmelman is one of the most talented, smartest, coolest cats I know (or ‘Katz,’ depending on where you grew up). The breadth of his knowledge, interests, and curiosity is a remarkable thing, and here he has tapped it all to concoct this delicious, fun-to-read, inspiring, spiritual soup. Grab a spoon and dive in. I promise you, only good will come from reading this.”


    — Paul Reiser, comedian, actor, and New York Times bestselling author


     


    “Peter Himmelman’s latest book, Suspended by No String, pushes us toward believing in the innate spiritual capacities we often lock away out of fear of falling short of our dreams.”


    — Mike Sullivan, retired US Army colonel


     


    “In Suspended by No String, Peter Himmelman manages to synthesize his experiences as an extraordinary musician and songwriter, his faith, and some hard-earned life lessons into a stunningly simple yet profound collection, which will awaken anyone and everyone’s innate spirituality.”


    — Steve Berlin, producer, saxophonist with Los Lobos


     


    “Music is a form of prayer, a language that speaks of the heart’s deepest desire, and Peter Himmelman is that rare neshama [soul] who can translate the ineffable into the practical.”


    — Ben Sidran, internationally acclaimed jazz musician and author
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    For Maria, with whom life has become indescribably more beautiful

  


  
     


    On the day I come to the edge of my language, it won’t be because there’s nothing more to say. It will be because there’s too much to say.
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    A little light dispels much darkness.


    —Schneur Zalman of Liadi
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    ​Author’s Note


    It may seem strange that in a book about faith, I deliberated over whether to use the word “God.” But for many people, including a few of my friends and family members, “God” is a loaded term. For some of them, it’s also a politicized term, even a dangerous one. Through their negative experiences with “organized” religion, they have reasonably concluded that belief in God is little more than a crutch or a childish fantasy.


    I discussed my decision to use the word with several such individuals. The comments I got were mostly along these lines: “Peter, you’re going to alienate a lot of potential readers, particularly those with a high level of education and sophistication.” I’ve also heard this: “People don’t want to hear about God; it’s too religious. Can’t you talk about spirituality instead? Wouldn’t that be less off-putting?”


    I had a few comments of my own. For example: Why is spirituality, which is itself an irrational and decidedly mystical idea, any more acceptable to a so-called rational person than God? I’ve heard people beseeching the “universe” for help with business decisions, weight loss, and romantic relationships, as if the universe possesses a power that God lacks—as if praying to the universe is logical but praying to God is not.


    There’s an age-old Chassidic joke that addresses this well.


    A rabbi is walking to synagogue to pray on Yom Kippur, the most important holiday in Judaism, a day on which the use of fire is prohibited. On his way he sees a congregant smoking a pipe. The rabbi asks, “Are you aware that smoking is prohibited today?” The congregant says, “Yes, I’m aware of the prohibition, but I don’t believe in God.” To which the rabbi calmly answers, “I understand completely. The same God you don’t believe in I also don’t believe in.”


    Of course, because both God and spirituality transcend the physical, neither can ever be proved or disproved. But there is one thing I am certain of: the preponderance of evidence that I’ve accumulated over my lifetime has convinced me that it is simply more plausible to conclude that God exists.


    I’m looking out my window right now: the leaves of the maple trees are turning a dark crimson; the hawks are swooping down into the field to catch a fat rabbit or a squirrel; the clouds are gray and heavy in the stillness of a foreboding sky. I ask myself, How could this possibly be happening through what Einstein called “a roll of the dice”? Perhaps it’s because I’ve been a creator for most of my life that I find it so difficult to perceive of a universe without God.
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    ​Introduction


    Every songwriter needs three things: a pen to write with, an instrument to play on, and a pair of extra-sensitive antennae with which to home in on the joy, the anguish, and the mystery of being alive. I keep those things handy because I’m a songwriter by trade, one who has a uniquely devoted audience. That audience seems to appreciate the many songs of mine that ponder the bewildering miracle of humanity’s dual earthbound and spiritual nature as well as the tension and apparent contradiction this implies.


    Along with composing, performing, and recording songs, I’ve been teaching songwriting for more than three decades. I don’t just teach the mechanics of songwriting—the construction of verses and choruses, when and how to apply harmonic shifts, and how to find creative freedom within the strict architecture of various musical structures—I also try to coax from my students the “why” of their songs. I’m interested to know what’s at the heart of what aspiring writers want to say, not just in a commercial or utilitarian sense but also in a spiritual sense. To me, the best songs have always been part engineering and part benediction.


    I’ll often ask my students to describe how they might feel about their body of work if they had left this world and were able to look down at the effect their songs have had on listeners. I want to impress upon them that music can be a sacred thing—a thing set apart from all others—and that their songs, while still very much part of the physical world, are potential conduits to the unseen world of the spirit. In that same way, this collection of stories and reflections is a lot like the many records I’ve released over the course of thirty-five years.


    I didn’t write my songs to achieve any specific outcome, but as I look back at the bulk of them, it occurs to me that I might have unwittingly conjured them up as prayers—prayers of love, prayers of remembrance, prayers to ward off loneliness, prayers to awaken hope, and prayers to ease the pain of knowing that some answers will never be found. And just as my songs vary in tempo, tone, and length, so, too, do the narrative reflections I share with you in the following pages. Like most things in my life, my definition of faith is a work in progress, so it tends not to be overly rigid. And yet it remains a powerful, maybe the most powerful, factor in the way I move through the world.
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    This book is structured in three parts: “Astonishments” contains recollections of my experiences, insights, and imaginings, which even in their apparent insignificance have moved me to such a degree that they have reframed my conception of the world. The part called “Shadows” examines the pain that hides in a sealed vault inside my storehouse of memories. I wouldn’t wish this pain on anyone, and yet I wouldn’t trade it for anything. In “Teachers,” I ask: Who are my teachers? What do I owe them? What is the value of the gifts they’ve given, whether they know I’ve received them or not? It’s impossible to say. I only know that if I had never encountered these people, I would be something far less than I’ve become. In each of the sections you’ll also encounter “Notes to Self,” which are some of the things I frequently have to remind myself of. They include my doubts, my small and very personal epiphanies, my joy over having rediscovered my faith—and my consternation when it occasionally goes missing.
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    Feel free to dip into Suspended by No String occasionally or read it in one shot. There’s no plot, no through line, and no surprise ending, so don’t be dismayed if you don’t find one. What I do hope you’ll find, whether you consider yourself a spiritual person, a religious person, or an avowed atheist, is a stronger connection to the part of you that is always curious, always hopeful, and always filled with music and light.
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    PART I:


    ​Astonishments


    Chord suggestion: Cadd9


    When you’re writing a song, try to recall things that moved you to laughter or tears. It’s best to keep your intellect out of the process. It will only impede your spirit from having its say.

  


  
    ​Still on the Road


    Returning home any time soon is impossible.


    We are spirits after all, sent down to inhabit delicate bodies. Bodies that for all our efforts remain tethered to a desire for the fleeting things.


     


    One day, we think,


    we will sate this unbearable hunger, 


    slake this unbearable thirst.


     


    We are staggering angels, forever on a quest to unveil the point of our sojourns.


    The difficulty of our doing so lies in the fact that each day we move through a place and time, which swears that there never was a point


    —and that there will never be one.


     


    This notion is especially difficult for those of us, who are still on the road, still dreaming up songs


    to tell the world otherwise.
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    ​Becoming Sacred


    The saddest song I ever heard was the one I learned from my Grandma Rose. Never was there a Delta blues or an Irish lament more melancholy, more genuinely haunting than that Yiddish folk song. The song was composed, if that’s even the right word, by a young mother, a neighbor of Grandma Rose, who for half a loaf of bread and a pear hired her to watch over her ailing child while she prepared the simple lentil stew that she would later sell in the marketplace of the small shtetl. The young mother’s husband had died of tuberculosis only days before. And now the infant daughter lay in a small wooden cradle, the tiny girl herself just days or hours from death at the hand of the same sickness.


    Grandma Rose was nine years old at the time, listening as the young mother sang the mournful tune. The song never had an actual title. We all just called it “Einschlafe, Mein Kindt,” after its first words.


    Einschlafe, mein kindt, deine eigilach un schluf… (Sleep, my child, close your eyes and sleep…).


    That tragic relic of a long-forgotten Romanian shtetl was likely the first song I ever knew. It was what Grandma Rose would sing to me and my three siblings before bed, while bathing us, and in all manner of quiet moments.


    Grandma Rose came to America on an aging merchant steamship at the age of twelve with her brother, my great-uncle Sol, who was ten. For those of us who soar across continents while watching first-run movies and sipping Chardonnay in the comfort and safety of a modern airliner, the enormity of that perilous trip is impossible to comprehend. Sailing alone for weeks on end surely left terrible scars on those two dirt-poor siblings from the western shores of the Black Sea.


    Perhaps that’s why Grandma Rose never ventured far from her extended family or from her small circle of Yiddish-speaking friends. And although she’d lived in America for more than seventy years and spoke English reasonably well, I never once heard her tell a story that didn’t contain at least some Yiddish. The story I remember most vividly was the gruesome one—the one about the people who took ill and died aboard that steamship, a speck of steel and smoke traversing the Atlantic. The crew would wrap the newly dead in canvas—mostly old people who had succumbed to the rigors of the trip, but sometimes young children, too—then Grandma Rose would watch them lift the bodies off the deck and heave them over the side.
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    It’s 1974. My jeans and ski jacket are bulging. I’ve just stolen six feet of plastic tubing and some Pyrex beakers from the eighth-grade chemistry lab, hoping to create the world’s most elaborate hookah pipe. On my way downstairs to my bedroom, I pass Grandma Rose in the kitchen as she sits upright at the table chopping vegetables into tiny pieces—green and red peppers, eggplant, and Spanish onion. “Are you hungry, mein tir’e kindt? I’m making potli’jel,” she calls out.


    “No thanks, Grandma,” I say. “I’m going downstairs for a while; I’ve got a lot of homework to do.” Stopping to eat Romanian eggplant with my grandma is the last thing on my mind.


    I place a copy of Neil Young’s After the Gold Rush on the turntable and set to work on my monster pipe. After it meets my meager standard of excellence, I reach up into my closet, move some of the sweaters from the top shelf, and pop loose the ceiling tile that I use to conceal my ever-dwindling stash of Minnesota green. I open the window above my bed, fire up the hookah, and let the smoke drift out into the backyard. Twenty minutes of water-cooled splendor later, I get high—unusually high—and I drift back upstairs to find Grandma Rose still busy, chopping her vegetables and humming quietly to herself.


    I wait in the kitchen, staring at her now, the sun streaming through the back door and casting light on her busy hands. I’m struck by how old she looks. I notice her hair first, whitish-gray and sparse, then the deep creases on her cheeks. I’m suddenly aware that someone I love very much will one day, and likely very soon, pass on to the world of spirits.


    I stand back where she can’t see me and watch as if seeing her for the first time. I feel something of the chain of generations working its way up from the shadowy reaches of my subconscious, a chain to which I belong and that stretches far into the past, even as far back as biblical times. Grandma Rose is no longer the old woman who shows up at our home speaking words I don’t understand and preparing foods I don’t especially care for. She is the beautiful, lively daughter of the Romanian shtetl, the birthplace of my people. She is the beloved and tender child of a man and a woman I’ve never met, and they are in turn the children of people I’ve never met—and the chain goes back and back. I, too, am part of that chain. I feel that now.


    Though I live in a place called Saint Louis Park, Minnesota, a place that never had a whisper of meaning to me beyond the fact that my friends live close by, all the things I’ve taken for granted until now have been abruptly transformed. The crab apple trees outside our window, just beyond where Grandma Rose is now, their branches heavy with tiny tart apples, reach upward and outward like men in prayer. The passenger jets that fly directly above our small house are no longer the product of science and engineering; they are soaring projections of the human imagination. Nothing about our kitchen is normal; nothing about my shoes or my clothing is normal; nothing about the Volkswagen parked in our driveway is normal. And at the table, Grandma Rose, who by her very presence has set this strange new reality ablaze, continues to chop her vegetables and hum to herself. Surely she must know all this. Surely she must have once had these same conflicting feelings—of being part of something and yet exquisitely lonely, of being at home and yet frighteningly lost. Grandma Rose, whom I’d never paid nearly enough attention, does indeed know these things.


    When she asks, “Peter, vilst du a bissel potli’jel mit coilige?” (Peter, do you want a little eggplant on a piece of challah?) I experience an overwhelming sensation of compassion and sadness. “No, thanks,” I say. And as easily as I take my next breath, I hear the Yiddish song coming from who knows where. I had neither heard it nor thought about it even once in many years. It’s a fragment of a childhood dream, but distinct now, like a sense memory from the time when I first waded into the warm, still shallows of Lake Calhoun.


    “Grandma,” I ask, “can you…would you sing me that song again? The Yiddish one that you always used to sing?” Her face brightens. She puts down her paring knife and begins to sing the song several times over in her soft, wavering soprano. I grab a pen and paper to capture the moment with a transcription of the song’s lyrics, hurrying to preserve this precious piece of my past.


    When the singing ends, Grandma Rose looks pleased. She leaves the table and goes to the phone to call her brother Sol. The conversation is entirely in Yiddish, and yet somehow I’m able to understand each word. I take the paper with the words to the Yiddish song in both my hands. I hold it up to the beam of sunlight where Grandma Rose had just been sitting. It feels as if it were a page taken from the Torah itself. Sacred words, sacred past—sacred light.
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    Not long after that afternoon, Grandma Rose began to lapse into senility. My mother would often call on me to sing “Einschlafe” to her, as if to pull her back from wherever it was that her ageless spirit was moving toward. Hearing me sing it made her sit up slightly, made her eyes seem less dim.


    Sometimes, she even mouthed the words.


    Einschlafe, mein kindt, deine eigilach un schluf… (Sleep, my child, close your eyes and sleep…).
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