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Jerusalem Is Walking in This World

This is a great happiness.

The air is silk.

There is milk in the looks

That come from strangers.

I could not be happier

If I were bread and you could eat me.

Joy is dangerous.

It fills me with secrets.

“Yes” hisses in my veins.

The pains I take to hide myself

Are sheer as glass.

Surely this will pass,

The wind like kisses,

The music in the soup,

The group of trees,

Laughing as I say their names.

It is all hosannah.

It is all prayer.

Jerusalem is walking in the world.

Jerusalem is walking in the world.





INTRODUCTION




IT IS A DIM DECEMBER DAY. Outside my window, down in Riverside Park, an old woman strolls in the weak sunlight, leaning on the arm of her companion. Slowly and carefully they move along the cobbled path. Every so often they pause to take in the antics of a squirrel scampering along a tree branch or a bold blue jay swooping noisily down in front of them to claim a crumb.

I try to catch every sentence, every word you and I say...

ANTON CHEKHOV

One of my favorite ways to talk with friends is to walk with them. I love being engaged with the larger world and with each other. I love having my thought interrupted by the raven sailing in to land on a stone wall. I love the slow drift of autumn leaves, of snowflakes, of apple blossoms—each in season. Walking and talking humanize my life, draw it to an ancient and comforting scale. We live as we move, a step at a time, and there is something in gentle walking that reminds me of how I must live if I am to savor this life that I have been given.

Savoring this life becomes an automatic and appropriate response the minute I dispense with velocity and pressure. This earth is beautiful and so are we—if I just take the time to notice. At this time I split my life between New Mexico and New York, between walks in Riverside Park and walks on a dirt road through sagebrush, where we need to be alert for rattlers, to whom the road is an inconvenience, an interruption of their fields of rolling sage and fragrant piñon.

It is on these walks that my best ideas come to me. It is while walking that difficult clarity emerges. It is while walking that I experience a sense of well-being and connection, and it is in walking that I live most prayerfully. In New York I am a cave dweller, walking in the late afternoons, dazzled by the gold beribboned sunsets that bedizen the city skyline. When I can, I walk with friends, noting always how companionable our silences become, how effortlessly deep and true our conversations. It is my hope that the careful, slow structure of this book will allow it to approximate such walks for you. By going slowly, we move quickly through our many layers of defense and denial until we touch the living pulse of creativity within us all. The Great Creator made this world to dazzle and move us. When we slow our tempo to match the natural world’s, we do find ourselves dazzled and moved.

Ten years ago I wrote a book called The Artist’s Way, suggesting that our creative unfolding was a spiritual unfolding and that we could work—and walk—hand in hand with the Great Creator. A decade has passed and the teachings of that book still ring true to me. The two pivotal tools, three pages of longhand morning writing called Morning Pages and a weekly solo adventure called an Artist’s Date still serve me—and now a million plus readers—very well. In ten years nothing has changed. The drill remains exactly the same. In addition, another powerful tool, the Weekly Walk, has emerged as pivotal.

Time is not a line, but a series of now-points.

TAISEN DESHIMARU

Nothing brings home the beauty and power of the world that we live in like walking. Moving into our bodies, we embody the truth that as artists we are out to make a “body of work,” which means we must encompass more than each day’s march. A Weekly Walk helps us to acquire such an overview. It allows us to find both perspective and comfort. As we stretch our legs, we stretch our minds and our souls. St. Augustine, himself a great walker, remarked, “Solvitur ambulando”—“it is solved by walking.” The “it” that we solve may be as particular as a bruising romance or as lofty as the conception of a new symphony. Ideas come to us as we walk. We also invite their quieter friend, insight. Walking often moves us past the “what” of our life into the more elusive “why.”

Perhaps it would be helpful to give you a sense of what my creative practice is like. It is daily and portable. Its only requirements are paper, pen, and shoes.

The best thoughts most often come in the morning after waking, while still in bed or while walking.

LEO TOLSTOY

I wake up in the morning, reach for a pen and a Morning Pages journal, and I dip my soul into my current life, nothing what makes me agitated, what makes me irritable, what finds me excited, what feels like drudgery. I dip my pen to the page with the same methodical devotion that a woman in the high mountains of Tibet scrubs clothes in the stream, scouring them against a rock. It is a ritual, a way to start the day and a way to come clean before myself and God. There’s no pretending in Morning Pages. I really am that petty, that fearful, that blind to the miracles all around me. As I write, the light dawns—just as the sun comes up over the mountains—and more is revealed. I see why I am frightened, whom I should call to make amends to, what I need to do in this particular day’s march to inch ahead a little. Just as the women washing clothes may pause long enough for that one moment of connection as the sun dazzles the flank of a towering peak, so, too, I get my moments of insight, my glimpses into the why behind the what that I am living. But for the most part, the pages are routine. I do them because I do them. I do them, because they “work.” They keep my consciousness scrubbed clean.

Once a week I take some small adventure, an Artist’s Date. And I do mean small. I go to the fabric store. I visit the button shop. I sneeze as I enter a dusty secondhand bookstore. I take myself to a pet shop and go to the bird section, where zebra finches, lovebirds, and cockatiels vie for attention under the doleful watching glance of a slow-moving African Gray. If I am lucky, I might visit a rug store and sense a swath of eternity tied down a knot at a time. I might visit a large clock store and hear the rhythmic ticking, steady as a mother’s heart.

When I am on an Artist’s Date, I stand a little outside the flow of hurried time. I declare an hour off limits from hurried production and I have the chance to marvel at my own “being” produced. I am just one soul amid so many souls, one life led amid a bouquet of lives. When I step aside from pushing time, from racing the clock, even for just one hour, I feel myself drawn to merciful scale. “We are all in this together,” I learn. That and, “It is beautiful.”

As driven and stressed as anyone I have ever taught, I had to learn to stop running. Walking did not come naturally to me—and it did not come a moment too soon. I was in my mid-forties before I discovered the power of this essential tool. Now, if I can daily but at least once weekly, I take an extended, soul-refreshing walk.

Ideas come from everywhere.

ALFRED HITCHCOCK

In our busy lives these walks may be sandwiched in by getting off the subway one stop early, leaving the house a few minutes earlier to walk instead of cab short distances. Lunch hours may become walk times, or a walk may be fit into the very late afternoon. How you walk matters less than that you walk. Walking allows the insights of your own inner teacher to enter a dialogue with the teacher you encounter in these pages.

Since I wrote The Artist’s Way, I have heard many stories of the miraculous. Sometimes in a restaurant or on a crowded street someone will stop me and say the sentence, “Your book changed my life.” I am glad to have been a conduit, but that is what it is that I have been. I simply wrote down the precepts of divine intervention in our lives the moment we engage our creativity and, through that, engage our Great Creator. What I taught, essentially, is that we are all connected and that as we notice that and surrender to that, we join a long and safe lineage: The Great Creator loves artists and is waiting as a lover waits to respond to our love when we offer it.

What we call God does not matter. That we call on God does. There is an interactive, benevolent, well-wishing something that buoys the sails of our dreams, softens our landings when our parachutes billow closed after a creative flight. This creative something, the Great Creator, takes interest in our creativity, moves naturally and inevitably to support our creativity, recognizing our creative ideas as children of its own making.

Walking in this world, we do not go unpartnered. We do not speak our prayers unheard. There is someone or a something listening with the most tender of hearts. As we open to our inner life, our outer life also shifts. Lives are transformed by a gentle form of listening that is like walking with a cherished friend who listens and then says, “You might want to try X. Oh, look at that great squirrel....”

As artists in tune with the Great Creator, we are coaxed along, cajoled along, coached along. I am not saying that God is Burgess Meredith turning each of us into a Rocky, but that image might not be so far off. God is the Great Artist, and every artist encounters God in the precise form or forms most helpful and necessary to his own creative unfolding. Kindness begins to occur and it occurs as we need it, where we need it, and how we need it. One woman finds a voice teacher. Another finds a source of wonderful yarn. One man gets free editing time on an AVID bank. Another man discovers an art supply store that carries the most beautiful German pencil sharpeners to use on his composing pencils.

Nothing is too small. Nothing is too large. As we practice walking, writing our Morning Pages daily, and venturing into our Artist’s Dates weekly, we begin to get a notion of the scope and scale of God—one eye on the sparrow and the other on the vast and starry universe. We are a part of all that, and, by the simple act of reaching out our hand to connect, we become a partnered part of life.

Our aspirations are our possibilities.

SAMUEL JOHNSON

As we go within, we discover that we are not alone there. The loneliness we fear finding in art is actually the loneliness of disconnecting ourselves from our creativity and our creator. As we try our hand literally at the making of something, we do meet our maker. As we try to make more and more, more and more is made of us and through us. “Not I, but the Father doeth the work.”

Artists throughout the centuries have talked about inspiration. They have reported the whispers of the divine that came to them when they inclined their ear to listen. Aligning their own creativity with that of their creator, composers exclaimed, “Straight away the ideas flew in on me!” Such ideas can—and do—fly in on all of us. They are the squirrel scampering along the branch. They are the stray pink blossom lighting on a cheekbone. They are the light but definite touch of the unseen world touching our own whenever we are willing to be touched.

Walking in This World is intended as a gentle pilgrimage. We will move issue to issue, walking and talking about the deeper concerns of our souls. I say “souls” because creativity is a spiritual rather than an intellectual endeavor. Creativity is a daily spiritual practice and, like all spiritual paths, it is both mysterious and trackable.

Walking in This World is intended to demystify the obstacles commonly found on the creative path. It addresses issues common not only to creative beginners but to those much further down the creative road. If The Artist’s Way can safely be said to have launched many travelers on the creative seas, this book is intended to bring to those travelers needed supplies in the form of clarity and encouragement. The creative life is rewarding but difficult. Much of that difficulty is eased by a sense of shared faith and companionship.

It is your work in life that is the ultimate seduction.

PABLO PICASSO

Walking in this world a footfall at a time, we walk accompanied by angels, by and large unseen but not unfelt. As we open ourselves to divine guidance—in the form of our own listening creativity—we are brought to the divine in this world and in our all-too-worldly hearts.


WEEK I

Discovering a Sense of Origin

This week initiates your creative pilgrimage. You are the point of origin. You begin where you are, with who you are, at this time, at this place. You may find yourself hopeful, skeptical, excited, resistant, or all of the above. The readings and tasks in week one all aim at pinpointing the “you” you have been evading. When we avoid our creativity, we avoid ourselves. When we meet our creativity, we meet ourselves, and that encounter happens in the moment. The willingness to be ourselves gives us the origin in originality.

Setting Out

You say you want to make art. You want to begin or you want to continue. This is good. We need a more artful world, and that means we need you and the specific contribution that you and you alone can make. But to make it you must start somewhere, and that is often the sticking point.

“It’s too late.”

“I’m not good enough.”

“I’ll never be able to pull this off.”

We all have our fears, and they feel as real as the chair you are sitting in. Like that chair, they can be slouched into or left behind. Sometimes we need to sit up and ignore the cricks in our back and shoulders and just begin. That’s how it is with art. We just need to begin.

Begin where you are, with who you are. In order to go where you want to go creatively, you have to start somewhere. And the best place to start is precisely where you are. This is true whether you are a beginning artist or someone with long miles down the track. In fact, seasoned artists can waste time and energy mulling the dignity of their acquired position in the field when the truth is, they still need to just start again.

All serious daring starts from within.

EUDORA WELTY

Writing doesn’t really care about where you do it. It cares that you do it. The same is true for drawing. I watched a friend of mine waste a solid year because he “couldn’t work without a studio.” When he did get a studio and went back to work, what he made were a few largish paintings but a great many beautiful miniature charcoal and pencil drawings that he could have done on a TV table had he been so inclined. No, he didn’t work—not because he didn’t have a studio but because he didn’t work. There is room for art in any life we have—any life, no matter how crowded or overstuffed, no matter how arid or empty. We are the “block” we perceive.

If you are a beginning musician and want to learn piano, sit down at the piano and touch the keys. Great. Tomorrow you can sit down at the piano and touch the keys again. Five minutes a day is better than no minutes a day. Five minutes might lead to ten, just as a tentative embrace leads to something more passionate. Making art is making love with life. We open ourselves to art as to love.

Instead of thinking about conquering an art form, think instead of kissing it hello, wooing it, exploring it in small, enticing steps. How many of us have burned through promising relationships by moving too swiftly? How many of us have burned out in new creative ventures by setting goals too high? Most of us.

Doing any large creative work is like driving coast to coast, New York to Los Angeles. First you must get into the car. You must begin the trip, or you will never get there. Even a night in New Jersey is a night across the Hudson and on your way. A small beginning is exactly that: a beginning. Rather than focus on large jumps—which may strike us as terrifying and unjumpable—we do better to focus on the first small step, and then the next small step after that. “Oh, dear,” you might be sniffing, “where’s the drama in such baby steps?” Think about that for a minute. When a baby takes its first step, it is very dramatic.

Today my mail contained a manila envelope from a friend, a born storyteller who spent years wanting to write and not writing. Last June, on a perfectly ordinary day, Larry did an extraordinary thing for him: He picked up a pen and started writing. I now have a fat sheaf of stories in my hand. All he needed to do was begin. And then begin again the next day.

The realization of the self is only possible if one is productive, if one can give birth to one’s own potentialities.

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE

Often, when we yearn for a more creative life, we cue up the sound track for high drama. With great dissonant chords crashing in our heads, we play out the scenario of leaving those we love and going somewhere lonely and perhaps exotic, where we will be Artists with a capital A. When I hear this plan, I think, Okay. You do it. Experience has taught me that my artist performs best when the stakes are lower. When I keep the drama on the page, pages accumulate.

I hate to say this, but making art is a little like dieting. One day you just have to start and what you do that day is the beginning of success or failure. I cannot write an entire book today, but I can write one page. I cannot become an accomplished pianist, but I can put in fifteen minutes of piano time. Today you may not get a one-woman show in SoHo, but you can sketch the battered leather chair with your cocker spaniel sprawled in splendid comfort or you can sketch the curve of your lover’s arm. You can begin.

Creativity is inspiration coupled with initiative. It is an act of faith and, in that phrase, the word “act” looms as large as the “faith” that it requires.

In dreams begins responsibility.

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

When we do not act in the direction of our dreams, we are only “dreaming.” Dreams have a will-o’-the-wisp quality. Dreams coupled with the firm intention to manifest them take on a steely reality. Our dreams come true when we are true to them. Reality contains the word “real.” We begin to “reel” in our dreams when we toss out the baited hook of intention. When we shift our inner statement from “I’d love to” to “I’m going to,” we shift out of victim and into adventurer. When we know that we “will,” then we couple the power of our will with the power of future events. In this sense, what we “will do” becomes what “will happen.” To prove this to ourselves, we need to couple the largeness of our dream with the small, concrete, and do-able “next right thing.” As we take the next small step, the bigger steps move a notch closer to us, downsizing as they move. If we keep on taking small enough next steps and therefore keep chipping away and miniaturizing what we like to call “huge” risks, by the time the risk actually gets to our door, it, too, is simply the next right thing, small and do-able and significant but nondramatic. Many of us falter, thinking that in order to begin a creative work we must know precisely how to finish it and, beyond that, to insure its reception in the world. We are, in effect, asking for a guarantee of our success before we have taken the single most important step necessary to insure it. That step is commitment.

When we realize that we want to make something—a book, a play, a sketch, a poem, a painting—we are yearning for the completion of that desire. We hunger to make art the same way we may hunger to make love. It begins as desire, and desire requires that we act upon it if we are to conceive things.

Despite our culture’s well-earned reputation for encouraging instant gratification, we are not encouraged to act decisively upon our creative desires. We are trained to think about them, doubt them, second-guess them. We are trained, in short, to talk ourselves out of committing art or committing to art.

When movie director Martin Ritt told me “Cerebration is the enemy of art,” he was urging that as artists we follow that Nike slogan, “Just do it.” He wasn’t saying that brains were counter to the creative process, but he was urging us to use our brains to actually make art, not think about making art. Thinking is not the enemy, but overthinking is.

If you conceptualize launching a project, you begin to understand the issue of overthinking. Think of your project as “the arrow of desire.” Imagine yourself eyeing the bull’s-eye, pulling back the bow—and then thinking about it. Worrying about it. Considering whether you are aiming exactly right or whether you should be a smidgen higher or lower. Your arm begins to get tired. Then your aim begins to get shaky. If you manage to finally shoot the arrow, it does not sail with confidence and strength. You have that in your vacillation about exactly how you should shoot. In short, you have mistaken beginning something with ending something. You have wanted a finality that is earned over time and not won ahead of time as a guarantee. You have denied the process of making art because you are so focused on the product: Will this be a bull’s-eye? We forget that intention is what creates direction. If we aim with the eye of our heart—“That I desire to do”—then we aim truly and well. “Desire,” that much-maligned word, is actually the best guide for our creative compass. Horseback riders who jump the Grand Prix fences of terrifying heights talk of “throwing their heart” over the fence so their horse jumps after it. We must do the same.

Action is eloquence.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

We have attached so much rigamarole to the notion of being an artist that we fail to ask the simplest and most obvious question: Do I want to make this? If the answer is yes, then begin. Fire the arrow.

We take no step unpartnered. We may feel like the fool from the Tarot deck, stepping heedlessly into blank space, but that is not reality. The Great Creator is an artist and he/she/it is an artist in partnership with other artists. The moment we open ourselves to making art, we simultaneously open ourselves to our maker. We are automatically partnered. Joseph Campbell speaks of encountering “a thousand unseen helping hands.” I think of these hands as an invisible web ungirding any creative endeavor. It is like throwing a switch or toppling the first domino—there is a spiritual chain reaction that occurs the moment we act on faith. Something or somebody acts back.

It is when we fire the arrow of desire, when we actually start a project, that we trigger the support for our dream. We are what sets things in motion—people and events resonate toward our fiery resolve. Energy attracts energy. Our arrow is the speeding pickup truck that attracts summer dogs to chase it down the road. We generate the energy and excitement. Then others will give chase. “Build it and they will come.”

Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON

Creative energy is energy. When we are worrying about creating instead of actually creating, we are wasting our creative energy. When we are vacillating, we are letting air out of our tires. Our pickup is not speeding down the road and may never even get out of the driveway. Our project goes flat.

Does this mean we should race off wildly? No, but it does mean that once we have a heart’s desire we should act on it. It is that action, that moving out on faith, that moves mountains—and careers.

The book you are holding now is a book that I am writing on Riverside Drive in Manhattan and in my upstairs bedroom in northern New Mexico—also, in the car and in truck stops as I drive cross-country between the two. None of this behavior matches my drama about being a real writer. In that drama, either I have gone to Australia, where I walk the beaches and beg for inspiration, or else I am freezing in a cabin near Yosemite with nothing to do all winter but shiver and write. When we approach creativity that way, it smacks of the creativity firewalk or the creativity bungee jump—definitely terrifying and not something I’d want to try in the next few minutes or without my will made out. It is one of the ironies of the creative life that while drama is a part of what we make, it has almost no place in how we make it. Even those famous artists who suffered famously dramatic lives were remarkably undramatic in their actual work habits. Hemingway wrote five hundred words a day, wife in and wife out. Composer Richard Rodgers wrote a composition every morning, nine to nine-thirty. His colleague, Oscar Hammerstein, rose at six and put in banker’s hours on his farm in Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Unseduced by glamour or by drama, their output was both steady and prodigious. This argues that we get a lot further creatively by staying put and doing something small and do-able daily in the life we already have.

I expect the gift of good and industrious hours.

RAINER MARIA RILKE

So much of the difficulty with beginning lies in our perception that we have “so far to go.” We have separated art from process into product—“So far to go until it’s finished”—when we think like that and we have also separated ourselves from. God. When we are afraid to begin, it is always because we are afraid we are alone—tiny, like little Davids facing giant Goliaths. But we are not alone.

God is present everywhere. The act of making art is a direct path to contact with God, and we do not need to travel any geographic or psychic distance to experience the grace of creation in the grace of our own creating.

Goethe told us, “Whatever you think you can do, or believe you can do, begin it, because action has magic, grace and power in it.” This was no mere bromide. It was a report on spiritual experience—an experience that each of us can have whenever we surrender to being a beginner, whenever we dismantle our adult’s aloof avoidance and actively seek the Great Creator’s hand by reaching out our own to start anew.

If we stop watching the movies in our head with the scary sound tracks and start listening to things like “Whistle While You Work” or “Zippity Doo-Dah,” we may begin to make a little headway. We need to get into reality. Art is about making art, nothing more dramatic than that. Puccini may have written Madame Butterfly, but he still hummed as he walked on a sunny street. He still ate pasta and he still spent enough time with his friends to concoct a plot the village gossip might handily have provided. High art is made by people who have friends and the need to dine on more than inspiration soup.

TASK:

What the Hell, You Might As Well

Often we experience a sense of powerlessness because we do not see any direct action that we can take to concretely alter our sense of being stuck, in a particular way. At times like this we’d do well not to be so linear. Sometimes, we need to exercise just a little elbow grease in any creative direction that we can find. If nothing else, taking a small creative action moves us out of the victim position. Suddenly, we realize that we do have choices and options and that our passivity may boil down to a stubborn laziness, a sort of tantrum that says “If I can’t make X better right now, then I am not going to do anything.” Instead of a tantrum, try doing this instead:

In Heaven an angel is nobody in particular.

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

Take pen in hand and number down from 1 to 20. List 20 small, creative actions you could take. For example:


1.Paint the kitchen windowsill.

2.Hang lace on my bedroom door.

3.Put the primrose into a good pot.

4.Change the downstairs shower curtain.

5.Buy photo albums and put my dog pictures in one.

6.Send my sister the fudge recipe she asked for.

7.Send my sister fudge.

8.Buy red socks.

9.Wear them to church.

10.Make a computer file of poems I love.

11.Send a great poem to each of my friends.

12.Photograph my current life and send the pictures to my grandmother.

13.Designate something a “God Jar,” a special incubator for my dreams and hopes.

14.Designate something else a “what the hell!” basket for my resentment, annoyances, and fears.

15.Throw a slumber party and request that each guest bring a good ghost story to tell.

16.Make a pot of soup.

17.Give away every outfit I even mildly dislike.

18.Get a CD player for my car and stock it.

19.Go to a great perfume store and get one great perfume.

20.Take an elderly friend to a good aquarium.



Commitment

Very often, calling it professionalism, we become too busy to make art for art’s sake. We are committed to a certain careerist, professional agenda and we tell ourselves that is all we have energy or time for. This is false. When we make the art we love, it makes time and energy available to us for our professional pursuits. Why? Because we feel more vital, and that vitality is assertive energy that makes room for its own desires.

Follow your bliss.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL

When we say “I will articulate my true values, I will express my essence,” that word “will” throws a switch. When we “will,” then we “will.” In this sense we are predicting our future and shaping it simultaneously. Everything is energy. Ideas are simply organized energy, a sort of mold into which more solidified energy can be poured. A book begins as an idea. So does a social movement. So does a building. We cast our dreams and desires ahead of us, and as we move toward them, their content takes on solidity. We cocreate our lives. This is both our responsibility and our privilege. A symphony moves both through and ahead of a composer. As he moves toward it, it moves toward him. In a sense, as artists, we both pitch a ball of creative energy and catch it.

Commit to make something you love and you will find that the needed supplies come to hand. You must “catch” them when they do. A free studio for recording. Use of an editing bank. A windfall of costumes from your aunt’s attic. A church space newly renovated and looking for a worthy cause, like your embryonic theater company. Our creative energy triggers a creative response.

Change everything, except your loves.

VOLTAIRE

Commit to playing the music you love, and the music of life becomes more lovely. Just as making love can quite literally make love, so, too, making art—a form of the verb “to be”—can quite literally make art out of being. The art of creative living, like the actor’s art, is a moment-to-moment receptivity, a harmonious leaning into the unfolding melodic structure of existence such as great string ensemble players use in cocreating chamber music. Those who create for love—like the devotees who practice their spiritual tradition with ardor—give off a certain undefinable something that is attractive, and it attracts to them their good.

When we make art for the sake of making art, we tend eventually to make money. Money is energy, and it follows the path we lay down for it. When we commit that we will do something, the finances that allow us to do it follow. Our committed intention attracts supply. This is spiritual law, if not what we are taught to believe. Money is really a codified form of power. Often we think we need X amount of money to attain Y space, but what we really need is the space itself. Intention creates power, often as money, sometimes as access. Art triggers abundance, but it triggers it in diverse forms. Our cash flow may not immediately increase, but our opportunity flow will increase. So will many benevolent coincidences or synchronicities that will enrich our lives and our art if we let them. Receptivity is key, and that key unlocks the treasure chest.

Faith moves mountains, and when we see art as an act of faith, then we begin to see that when we commit to our art, mountains may indeed be moved as a path becomes clear. Committed to the “what,” we trigger the “how”—needed money may appear in the form of an unexpected bonus, a timely and lucrative freelance job, a surprise inheritance, matching funds, or even a corporate scholarship. When we invest energy in our dreams, others often invest cash. A gifted young pianist receives an unexpected year’s financial backing from an older couple from his hometown who are “betting” on him and his talent. A young actor, similarly marooned in a backwater, is given travel funds to audition for the conservatory that chooses him and gives him a scholarship. As we commit to our dreams, something benevolent commits back. Supportive coincidence can be counted upon. Artist to artist, we can safely have faith in the Great Creator’s interest in our creative pursuits.

How often things occur by mere chance which we dare not even hope for.

TERENCE

Art is a matter of commitment. Commitment is of interest to the Great Creator. When we display the faith necessary to make our art, the Great Creator displays an interest and an active hand in supporting what it is we are doing. We receive supply in all forms.

A composer who works most often on commission for others recorded for himself a small personal work that he thought of as a musical prayer. It is a simple piece of music and a simple, short recording. So simple and so short that the composer looped it four times and considers the resulting twenty-minute version something a person might meditate to—“just something I made for myself, for my own spiritual use.”

Staying a few days as a houseguest at another composer’s house, he played the brief recording for his friend. It happened to be running when the doorbell rang and a prominent record company executive came to visit. “What’s that?” he immediately wanted to know.

“Just a little personal something I laid down to express myself.”

“You mean a prayer?”

“Something like that.”

“I’ve just been made the head of a new division on contemporary spiritual music. Do you think you could build an album around that?”

“Yes, I suppose I could.”

Out of the tiny recording, a large and beautiful album was born. Out of the album, a new direction for the composer’s career was born. He began to work with larger choral groups and to write more music for voice. This new direction was profoundly satisfying.

“I had always loved chorales, and the idea of a modern oratorio expressing our spiritual values was like an answered prayer for me—a prayer I had barely voiced before it was answered.”

To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the only end of life.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

It may well be that the “self” in self-expression is not only the voice of our finite, individual self but also the voice of the Self, that larger and higher force of which we are both subject and substance. When we express our creativity, we are a conduit for the Great Creator to explore, express, and expand its divine nature and our own. We are like songbirds. When one of us gives voice to our true nature, it is contagious and others soon give tongue as well. There is an infallibility to the law that as we each seek to express what we are longing to say, there is always someone or something that is longing to hear precisely what we have expressed. We do not live or create in isolation. Each of us is part of a greater whole and, as we agree to express ourselves, we agree to express the larger Self that moves through us all.

TASK:

Express Yourself

Take pen in hand and number from 1 to 10. List 10 positive adjectives used to describe you, for example:


1.Inventive

2.Original

3.Zany

4.Hard-driving

5.Humorous

6.Articulate

7.Innovative

8.Generous

9.Enthusiastic

10.Active



Take pen in hand again and write yourself a personal ad using the terms you listed to create a positive and provocative picture of your uniqueness, for example:


Experience the laser insights of an inventive, humorous, and innovative creative guide.



It is worth noting here that the point of this tool is not self-transformation but self-acceptance. If you are intense, so be it. There are those who love intense. If your irreverent humor offends the hyperserious crowd, it will be appreciated elsewhere. When we affirm rather than deny the characteristics often singled out, we begin to have a much more accurate idea of by whom, and where, our traits will be appreciated.

Snow

There is a soft and beautiful snow falling outside my window. The ink-black trees in Riverside Park look like a line drawing of trees. The sky is gray and luminous. It’s a day for soup and knitting, if we did that anymore. It is certainly a day for knitting up the soul.

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

We go pell-mell, most of us, and a day like this, when the snow muffles the drumbeat of that insistent sound track that urges us to achieve, achieve, achieve, can come as a relief—the way a bad cold can force us to bed and to getting current with ourselves.

The snowflakes are more than flurries, less than a storm. They fall each with a particular velocity, feathers from a pillow given a firm celestial shake. Higher realms feel very close in a snowstorm.

As a little girl, my bedroom window overlooked our driveway. The peak of our garage had a floodlight, and when it snowed, I would lie in bed and watch the dancing flakes falling in swirls, sometimes rising in a whirl like a great petticoat. I grew up in Libertyville, Illinois, in a house in the country, yellow wood and fieldstone, a kind of overgrown cottage filled with small rooms and odd corners, places for the imagination to play, to stare out the window at the snow.

We all need a window for the imagination. We need a time and a place to stare out the window at the snow. On a day like today, with a great black crow flapping through the dark limbs, it is easy to see how Poe could write his Raven, mere blocks from here, staring at the same snow and some dark bird, a century ago. Artists have stared out of windows and into their souls for a very long time. It is something in the staring-out that enables us to do the looking-in. We forget that.

Genius, in truth, means little more than the faculty of perceiving in an un-habitual way.

WILLIAM JAMES

So often we try to gird ourselves to face a harsh and difficult world when we might instead gentle both ourselves and our world just by slowing down.

We worry rather than ruminate. We fret rather than speculate. Even football teams take time-outs, but it is so hard for us, as artists, to do the same. So often we feel there is so much we yearn to do and so little time to do it in. We could take a cue from music here: “Rest” is a musical term for a pause between flurries of notes. Without that tiny pause, the torrent of notes can be overwhelming. Without a rest in our lives, the torrent of our lives can be the same.

Even God rested. Even waves rest. Even business titans close their office doors and play with the secret toys on their desks. Our language of creativity knows this. We talk about “the play of ideas,” but we still overwork and underplay and wonder why we feel so drained.

A friend of mine, a glorious musician, works on two music faculties and tours internationally. Sometimes his great voice, an instrument of beauty as large and soaring as a pipe organ, reaches my ear haggard with fatigue. His great strength becomes his great weakness. He forgets to rest.

As artists living with the drone of commerce, we have forgotten that “rest” is a musical term, and that to hear the music of our lives as something other than a propulsive drumbeat, driving us forward as the war drums drove men into bloody battle, we may need to rest.

The ego hates to rest. The ego doesn’t want to let God, or sleep, mend up the raveled sleeve of care. The ego would like to handle all that itself, thank you. As artists, we must serve our souls, not our egos. Our souls need rest. This is something my artist-mother knew well.

As artists, it serves us to consciously find windows to the world of wonder—we must locate places that open the trapdoor in our imagination and allow the breath of greater worlds to enter our too-claustrophobic lives. You may find the window for your imagination in the upper cranny of your neighborhood library. There, tucked amid the rafters, amid the high and dusty tomes, you may look out an upper window and sense a world of other writers staring over your shoulder with you. Or you might find your imagination climbing aboard a Persian carpet in an Oriental-rug store, where the leaf-by-leaf turning of intricate patterns, like woven stained-glass windows, might transport you to bygone centuries. A clock store might paradoxically help you step beyond time as you stand amid a small forest of chiming and ticking grandfathers and magical cuckoos.

We are the children of our landscape; it dictates behavior and even thought in the measure to which we are responsive to it.

LAWRENCE DURRELL

For Allison, it was always a visit to a grand plant store that gave her imagination room to breathe. Something in the steamy jungle air, the brightly flaming colors, spoke to her of special worlds. Carolina loved antique-clothing stores. She would handle a vintage frock and feel herself transported to a gentler world. For David, the world of vintage model cars lit up the boy explorer that is his inner artist. He loves the sleek lacquered shells resembling beautiful oversized bugs. Just whizzing a model along a showcase lid gives him a thrill. For Edward, model trains and great toy stores—more for himself than his “excuses,” his young nephews—light up his imagination.

The most visible joy can only reveal itself to us when we’ve transformed it, within.

RAINER MARIA RILKE

The imagination is not linear. It needs to step beyond ordinary time and space. This is why the world of vintage movie posters gives Michael a thrill. This is why Lorraine loves to visit the large, multifloored fabric stores downtown in Chicago’s Loop and the bigger ones over near Greek Town. “I can make anything I want,” she often thrills, and although she may choose a dark navy gabardine for a sensible office dress, she has still fingered a rustling taffeta that she would have worn to a turn-of-the-century tea dance.

For each of us, safety and rest come in myriad and very personal forms. My childhood friend Carolina just sent me a long white antique nightgown that makes me feel cherished. Baking pies makes me feel safe—pie making is a tradition among the women in my family. Making vegetable soup, another family tradition, also soothes and calms my hectic citified, careerified soul. My mother, Dorothy, when overwrought, would retreat to the piano and play the Blue Danube waltz until her soul settled back into three-quarter time.

Jean, in the throes of an unexpected and overwhelming divorce, found herself agitated and adrenalized, afraid of “going under” financially. She needed more hours in a day to frantically do all that she felt should be done. A wise older friend familiar with Jean’s abandoned hobby, doing needlepoint, and familiar, too, with the fact that such a meditative activity would help Jean to quietly tap her deeply creative sources, suggested that Jean return to needlepoint. When she did, she returned also to a sense of optimism and perspective. A stitch at a time, she began to mend her heart and her life—slowing down, she speeded herself toward recovery and creativity.

I am typing on a manual typewriter, looking at the snow from a window I have curtained in white lace. The white lace reminds me of my mother’s love of snow. Maybe because she grew up in a strict wooden farmhouse surrounded by strictly planted fields and level ground, my mother loved a snowy day. Snow brought magic to such landscape, you couldn’t see ten miles to the next red barn and silo. You were back to the enchanted land that must have existed before we cleared the great broad-leaf forests of maple and oak. Before you could see too far and not enough. In the winters my mother sat us down at the dining table and taught us to cut snowflakes from folded paper, stiff and white. We would tape them to the windows to have the delight of snow on winter days that were simply dark and short. Reminding me to rest, the snow reminds me of my mother, resting now, in peace.

The proper use of imagination is to give beauty to the world... the gift of imagination is used to cast over the commonplace workaday world a veil of beauty and make it throb with our esthetic enjoyment.

LIN YÜ-T’ANG

Sometimes on Sundays in Manhattan, my musical colleague, Emma Lively, and I attend a tiny church where the music consists of nineteenth-century Protestant hymns with uplifting and reassuring literary images. “God is a rock, a harbor, a haven, a sanctuary, a fortress.” Above all, God is a place of rest and safety.

TASK:

Do Nothing

This task asks that you do nothing—and that you do it thoroughly for fifteen minutes. Here is how to set your “nothing” up. First of all, cue up a piece of music that is both calming and expansive. Secondly, lie down. Stretch out on your back, fold your arms comfortably, and let your imagination speak to you. Close your eyes and follow your train of thought wherever it leads you—into your past, into your future, into some part of your present that you have not been able, due to busyness, to fully enough inhabit. Listen to the music and to your thoughts gently unspooling and repeat to yourself gently this simple phrase, “I am enough... I am enough...” Stop striving to be more and appreciate what it is you already are.

CHECK-IN


1.How many days this week did you do your Morning Pages? If you skipped a day, why did you skip it? How was the experience of writing them for you? Are you experiencing more clarity? A wider range of emotions? A greater sense of detachment, purpose, and calm? Did anything surprise you
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