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Foreword by Bruce Wagner


If you met Joel Friedman, I’m certain he would resemble no physician you’ve ever encountered, personally or professionally.

It’s not that he writes fine, transcendent poetry, nor that he has composed the music accompanying the recordings of his recitations of the great Lao Tzu; not that he’s a superb, intuitive clinician, fluent in both Eastern and Western yet biased toward neither; not that he’s been known xto employ a didgeridoo in healing ceremonies, nor that he famously was Ram Dass’s doctor in the fourteen years before the mystic made his exit. (One of the medicines that Joel surreptitiously offered to Ram Dass was chicken soup with matzoh balls—a ritual that gave the patient endless pleasure but raised eyebrows amongst Ram Dass’s at-home caregivers.)

It’s not that he has a flip phone instead of a smart one.

What sets Joel apart is something else—a pulse that’s difficult to locate with one’s finger. The heart does a better job.

I’ve observed him in all his steely and compassionate, sure-footed permutations. His eyes never blink, nor does his vigilance sleep. I have seen him in the distance, hiking through Croatia or Maui—sans flip phone—dream-dowsing on the riddles of his clients’ problems until accessing solutions that are pragmatic, energetic, xisometimes esoteric, sometimes literally surgical. When it comes to emergencies of the body, the psyche and soul, he is a proven phenomenon.

His laugh is hearty and wild and sometimes bawdy; his charisma (and convivial shock of hair) untrammeled and vibratory; his spirit unshielded. He is modest in the face of both the everyday and the ineffable. Ram Dass often spoke of the Mantra of the Four Words: How Can I Help?—a magnificent question that Joel embodies like an accelerant.

Yet for me, his most essential characteristic is that alongside his confidence as a practitioner exists the shadow of the Unknown. Joel is well aware of that shadow (he honors and delights in its obsession)—the mysterious twin that allows him to access certain areas of interest that remain hidden from traditional physicians.

I should clarify that he contains the traditional but there is no lid. There is even no jar; he threw xiiit to the wind decades ago. Again, let me clarify. Throwing it to the wind is Joel’s way of keeping it, for it still has its sacred, experiential place. He’s not foolish enough to discard the so-called traditional, for such a jar contains mysteries as well. To banish it would be hubris, the mortal enemy of all healers.

A few years before Ram Dass died, Joel invited me to visit the guru’s home in Maui. No chicken soup was served (the caregivers were watching too closely). With great delight, Ram Dass took me to the living room altar. Among garlands of flowers, paintings of the monkey god Hanuman, and photos of his teacher, the great Neem Karoli Baba, sat a bobblehead of Donald Trump. (Ram Dass got a kick out of watching his guests’ reaction.) In his wisdom, the great teacher wanted nothing about the altar to be biased or censorious; such was not its nature. The altar’s only belief system was made of what the mystics call xiii
intent. Inner silence. The only politics it engaged in were those of the heart, of impermanence, and of undying spirit.

All is folly; all is Love; all is Divine.

The letters you are about to read, from Joel to his son, have a stillness bordering on grandeur. The Zen opposite of pontifications or sermons, they are deeply human yet distinctly Other. The one who wrote them is fluid, without the gnawed bones of judgment. They are gorgeous, meditative mantras that subtly unveil mysteries spoken not only to his son but to all readers—and to Joel himself. He would be the first to agree their music and lyrics came from elsewhere.

Crafted in everyday material, the wisdom arrived in one of the containerless containers of the Unknown.

—Bruce Wagner
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Introduction
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Dear Son,

Recently, an acquaintance of ours died in an auto accident while his son survived the impact. This was an accomplished man who was loved and highly esteemed by many in the community. He left behind a son who will never, as an adult, have the opportunity to know and learn from his father.

This brings home the basic truth of living: We never know how long we have to live or when life may be snatched away. Even so, especially in our youth, we act as if we have all the time in the world and put off important projects.

xvi
If I died suddenly, I would want to know that I had given you my best. Up to now, I feel successful in this regard, but as you enter into new phases of your life, you will need new understanding. By writing this book, I will always be there for you. Of course, you will come to many of these precepts on your own, but a little guidance never hurts. To this end, I have shared insights from my mind and heart on the following pages to help you on your way.

I realize many of the topics are of little interest to you now, and much of what I have written may be hard to understand. When the time is right and you begin to question, you will suddenly find the words easy to grasp. It is all a matter of timing. When you find yourself in deep sorrow or disappointment, forsaken or heartbroken, I hope these words will help to bring you home.

Though you are fourteen years old now, I write to the fourteen-year-old, as well as the xviitwenty-year-old, the thirty-year-old, and the forty-year-old you will become. There are insights and explanations that will find fertile ground in your more mature mind. When you ask the questions “Who am I?” and “How can I be happy?” these words will guide and assist you. First questions, then answers. First knowledge, then wisdom.

This book is not meant to be read in one sitting but rather to be picked up and read in small sections: maybe a sentence, a paragraph, or a chapter at a time. Allow what you have read to sink in; reflect on your life. My presentation of these ten principles is intentionally lean. Entire books have been written on each topic. It is not my intention to quote others or provide abundant personal anecdotes but rather to explore ten basic principles genuinely and clearly. This creates a somewhat spartan appearance. I have provided you with a trellis, allowing the stories of your xviiilife to grow and weave through this framework of understanding. The trellis and your budding life need each other, and as you grow with these insights, you will flower eternally.

As I enter my middle and senior years, there may be more chapters. This, then, is my legacy to you, which is far more valuable than any money or possessions I can give. These are the distilled gleanings and wisdom of my life. I offer this to you, that you may become among the wisest and happiest of men. Pass them on to your children, along with your own insights, thus enriching the generations.

Love,

Dad
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10 Guiding Principles to Live By
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–1–

Know who you are–examine your essence.

–2–

Know what you are–examine your individuality.

–3–

Be honest–have integrity in all aspects of your life.

–4–

Work toward an invincible body.

xx
–5–

Cultivate an intelligent, inquisitive, and discerning mind.

–6–

Nurture and encourage an open heart.

–7–

Know the sacredness of all life–act accordingly.

–8–

Love your work–do what brings you joy.

–9–

Strive for harmony–balance all facets of your life.

–10–

Plan for the future, always knowing that it is indeterminate.
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Chapter one
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Know Who You Are—Examine Your Essence
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Know who you are and where you came from.

Use your life force to seek its source.

Discover your essence.

In doing so, you will discover

the source of true and eternal happiness.

It will be the paramount achievement of your life.

You will be fearless,

a beacon of light for all humanity.
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