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For the one still pushing the door that opens by pulling —

set down your hand.

The door has been waiting for you to stop.
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“The river does not push.”

“It arrives.”

— Tianzhi
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The Tired One
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It is a Tuesday. The clock says 11:47 p.m. You have brushed your teeth. You have set the alarm. You have done the small careful things that the small careful person inside you has been doing for many years.

You are lying on your back.

The ceiling is the same ceiling.

You cannot sleep.

It is not the body. The body is tired. The body has been tired for so long that tired is no longer a feeling — it is the weather inside your bones. It is not the mind, either. The mind is doing the same loop it did last night, and the night before, and the night before that. The loop has a shape. You know it well. The loop is:

I am doing everything right.

Why am I so tired?

What am I doing wrong?

You do not yet know that the third question is the prison. You do not yet know that the third question is the door. You do not yet know that the question itself — the very asking — is what has been keeping you awake.

I want to tell you something gently, before this book begins.

You are not doing anything wrong.

You are not lazy. You are not weak. You are not broken. You are not undisciplined. You are not behind. You are not the only one. You are not the problem.

You are simply tired in a particular way that no amount of sleep will heal — because the tiredness is not in your body. The tiredness is in the forcing.

For years now — without quite knowing it — you have been pushing a door that opens by pulling. You have put your shoulder into the door. You have leaned. You have prayed. You have read the books on doors. You have made vision boards of the room on the other side. You have hired coaches to teach you new techniques for pushing doors. You have woken up before sunrise to push the door earlier than other people are pushing theirs.

The door has not opened.

The door has not opened because the door does not open the way you have been pushing it.

This book is about the door.

This book is about the small slow ancient art of letting go of the handle.

This book is about a way of being alive that the world has forgotten — that your great-grandmother knew, that your bones still remember, that has been waiting underneath the forcing all these years for you to finally stop long enough to feel it.

The ancients called it wu wei. It is a Chinese phrase, two small syllables, from a small old book written twenty-five hundred years ago by a man who walked away from his job at the court because he had grown tired of forcing the world to be other than what it was. He rode out of the city on a water buffalo. He stopped at the gate. The gatekeeper asked him to write down what he knew before he disappeared into the mountains. He wrote a small thin book. Five thousand Chinese characters. Eighty-one short chapters. The book is called the Tao Te Ching.

It is the most translated book on earth, after the Bible.

And it is mostly, when you strip it down, about one thing.

It is about how to stop forcing.

I am going to walk with you, in these pages, into a way of being that you have not been allowed in your one short life so far. I am not going to give you a new strategy. I am not going to give you a morning routine. I am not going to give you a new ten-year plan. The strategies have been the problem. The routines have been the problem. The plan has been the prison.

I am going to give you, instead, something older.

I am going to give you back the part of yourself you put down somewhere a long time ago — the part that knew, when you were three years old and lying on a kitchen floor watching dust move in a beam of light, that nothing needed to be done. The part that knew, when you were six and your grandmother held your face in her two hands and said you are a good child, that being was enough, that doing was not the price of love. The part that knew, before the world taught you otherwise, that you were already whole.

The world taught you otherwise.

I am going to teach you back.

By the last page of this book, you will know what you are about to know, slowly, over the next two hundred pages. You will know that you have been running a race that no one ever entered you in. You will know that the prize at the end of the race was not a prize. You will know that the road you have been on has not been your road for a very long time — perhaps not ever.

You will know what to do about it.

You will not become a different person. You will become — for perhaps the first time since you were small — the person you actually are, unhidden under the long layer of forcing that you mistook, all these years, for yourself.

I am going to be gentle. I am not going to ask you to do anything difficult. I am not going to ask you to overhaul your life on a Tuesday. The forcing will not be solved by more forcing. The way out is not another door to push.

The way out is sitting down.

The way out is the breath you have been holding since you were nine.

The way out is older than every plan you have ever made.

Before we begin, I will tell you one true thing about myself.

I have not always known these things. I am a man, like you are a man or a woman, and I have spent decades of my one life forcing what could not be forced. I have lost things to the forcing. I have lost a marriage. I have lost a friend. I have lost — for stretches of years at a time — the small simple sweetness of my own daily life, while I pushed the door of some larger life I thought I was supposed to be living.

I am sixty-three years old now.

I have stopped pushing the door.

I am telling you, with the small worn certainty of a man who has been where you are, that what is on the other side of the door is not what you have been told.

What is on the other side of the door is your actual life.

It has been waiting for you.

There is a chapter ahead. It is the first one. We are going to begin in the country of the forced life — the country you are living in now, the country whose air you have been breathing so long that you no longer know it is the air of forcing. We must walk this country first. We must walk it together, slowly, so that you can see it — really see it — for the first time.

Only what you can see can you set down.

We will see it. We will set it down.

For now — close this book a moment. Look up from the page.

Notice the room you are in.

Notice that the breath has been happening, without your management, the whole time you have been reading.

Notice that you are still here.

We are about to begin.
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“You do not need a new life.”

“You need to stop abandoning the one you have.”

— Tianzhi
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The Forced Life
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“He who stands on tiptoe is not steady. He who strides forward does not go.”

— Laozi, Tao Te Ching
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It is Saturday morning. It is 7:14.

Your alarm has not gone off. Your alarm was set for seven-thirty, because seven-thirty is what you decided last night was the optimized hour to begin a Saturday — not so early that you would feel deprived, not so late that you would feel lazy. You found, several months ago, an article on the internet that suggested seven-thirty as the ideal weekend wake-time. You have been waking up at seven-thirty on Saturdays ever since.

But your eyes have opened at seven-fourteen.

You did not ask them to.

You lie in the bed. You look at the ceiling. You feel, immediately — before you have done anything, before you have stood up, before you have brushed your teeth — the small low hum begin. The hum is in the center of your chest. The hum says: you are already behind.

Behind what, you do not exactly know.

There is no meeting on Saturday. There is no deadline. There is no one waiting for you. The hum is not about anything. The hum is just the hum. The hum has been the soundtrack of your Saturdays for as long as you can remember.

You pick up your phone.

You have been awake for forty seconds, and the phone is already in your hand.

You did not decide to pick up the phone. The hand decided. The hand
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