


M Y  N E W  Y E A R ’ S  R E S O L U T I O N  L A S T  Y E A R  W A S  T O 
B E  B A D .  S M O K E .  D R I N K .  E A T  M O R E  M E A T  R A R E .

Promiscuity was a consideration, but I’m too focused for that. What 
really turned me on was the idea of deleting everything in my inbox. 
Blatant disregard! Relished irresponsibility! Nasty girl hittin’ DELETE!

Clearly, nasty is a relative term. The point is: I was tired of being my 
version of good.

Because I’ve been good. Let me tell you. I’ve meditated. I’ve prayed. 
I’ve cleared my chakras and my ancestral ties. I’ve sent positive 
thoughts, white light, and handwritten thank you notes. And I have 
purified—my oh my, have I purified. Cleanses and sweats, colonics and 
karmic cord-cutting. I got  rid of my microwave. I feng shui’d my shit 
into a transcendental temple. You see, I am a pro at  better-fying. For the 
love of God and Buddha and The Goddess, I am a self-help author.

It’s not  that  I think my metaphysical aspirations have been an escapade. 
(Except for the Ouija board phase. That was dumb.) After a lifetime of 
seeking illumination, I’m not gambling on this “spiritual thing” paying 
off. I’m in. I lust for my God. I want  to throw my legs over light rays of 
consciousness and ride. I have come here to serve, and I’ll probably keep 
coming back to do just that. And baby, I was born this way. Or should I 
say, I incarnated this way.

But spiritual passion can become punishing when it arises 
from the hollowness of our psyches rather than the fullness 
of our Souls.

I think we spend much of our lives dancing in the valley of striving and 
peace.

Striving from a sense of deficiency only fuelled an obsession with self-
improvement  that kept  me running in circlesright ’round what  I was 
looking for: the pulsating, nourishing place of my true nature, which is 
the doorway to fulfilling all my desires.
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THE LIES THAT SPUR US ON

 

                     

Coming of age in the New Age intensified my purification pursuits. 
While I was studying channeled material about  The Law of Attraction 
and reincarnation, I was confessing my sins after Catholic Mass. These 
dichotomies gave me plenty of fodder in psychotherapy in early 
adulthood—with all those conflicting theories, you’re just  never sure 
what to feel most guilty about.

My voracious striving to be spiritually valid only reinforced the thinking 
that I had to earn my keep on the planet, that I wasn’t  quite enough. 
Worse, that someone other than myself knew what was best  for me, and 
if I could access their formula, all would be well. But this is, itself, 
unwell. These are the lies that  dogma, false power, and all kinds of 
commercial industries are built  on. And you might try to build your 
spiritual life on one of these Fantastically Flawed Premises on your 
long walk to true self-acceptance:

The Lie of Inadequacy: 
Y O U  W E R E  B O R N  N O T  Q U I T E  G O O D  E N O U G H
Ha ha! So not  true. Just  trust me—I’m a self-help author—you arrived 
perfectly perfect. But don’t  tell the Catholics that  because they’ve been 
hawking the concept of original sin for quite some time.

The Lie of Authority: 
O U T S I D E  A U T H O R I T Y  V A L I D A T E S  Y O U R  W O R T H

Ha ha! No it doesn’t. This is the “best  thing” about  all the methodologies 
of spiritualization optimization: you can get certified! Or sanctioned. 
’Cause you know, it’s always good to get someone else’s approval about 
your self-realization.

The Lie of Affiliation: 
G R O U P T H I N K  I S  G O O D  T H I N K
Nope, not always. The dynamics of explorative or dedicated groups are 
sticky stuff, particularly when the goal is about, say, personal equanimity 
or compassion. Who’s gonna stand up in the retreat  to say, “The 
workshop leader is being mean to people and this is total bullshit”?
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ROOTING IN LOVE
that I would be loved even when I numb myself
that I would be good even when I am overwhelmed
that I would be loved even when I was fuming
that I would be good even if I was clingy
that I would be good even if I lost sanity
that I would be good
whether with or without you
                  —ALANIS MORISSETTE, “That I Would Be Good”

I was trying on Vipassana meditation, the 7:00p.m. class at a Buddhist 
meditation center in Seattle. And after a few sessions the instructor asked 
how it was going for me. “You know, my mind feels emptier, and I 
suppose that’s good, because you say it  is. But . . .” I said sheepishly, not 
quite understanding my own gravitas at the time, “my heart feels dry.”

I would struggle  in the space  between mental discipline  and 
emotional nourishment, the  intellect and the spirit, for a long time. 
Often, I got stuck in my head and judged myself for the perpetual 
longing for True Love that resided in my heart. I tried to think my way 
through spontaneity.

In my twenties, I was fascinated by stories of spiritual transcendence. 
Ascetics rumored to have sat  in meditation for years, breatharians*, 
wandering yogis, out-of-body experiences, and astral travel. “This is my 
last lifetime here,” I declared to a girlfriend while we hennaed our hands
—Nag Champa in the air, Cocteau Twins* on the speakers. “I’m burning 
some karma, and then I’m outta here.” I planned to assign myself to 
another dimension in the next  life, one that didn’t  have melancholy or 
menstrual cramps. 

I wanted all light, all the time.
Then the miracle of all human miracles happened when I was thirty-four: 
my son arrived. It  was as if a tidal wave of enthusiasm for life washed 
over my spirit. And in what  seemed like an instant, my resistance to the 
human trip began to loosen. And there I washereand I didn’t  want  to be 
anywhere else. Love had stopped me in my tracks. It finally occurred to 
me that perhaps this dimension, this plane where  Love  was Life, was 
the  hottest ticket in the universe, and maybe I should take full 
advantage of being an earthling.

As a means to that end—and here comes another Fantastically Flawed 
Premise—I figured that  if I stayed on the self-improvement track, I 
would certifiably deserve all the flourishing of this existence. Although I 
was feeling profoundly closer to the source of life, I was still firmly 
latched onto the wheel of perpetual betterment. I was going to continue 
to earn my pleasure and ensure my wellness. I was going to try even 
harder to be whole. Turns out that fostering spiritual nobility is kind 
of a drag.
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PLEASURE RULES

I was waking up. I noticed that some very public people preaching 
tolerance were actually profoundly intolerant. I recognized the same 
evangelical forcefulness in the holistic community as could be found at 
any Baptist rally, despite the progressive, rainbow-colored branding. My 
disappointment  and disgust  spurred me to look for authorities who were 
The Real Thing.

Because I was such a self-help keener, I made concessions for the 
general uptightness—and deadly boringness—of many of the teachers I 
came into contact with, which is to say, I sat through a lot  of dry lectures 
feeling odd about being underwhelmed.

As fascinating as they potentially could be, I didn’t find conversations 
about the constructs of reality very useful for decreasing emotional pain 
or increasing my everyday happiness. I deeply comprehend that time is 
an illusion, but my mortgage payment has a due date. And we’re all 
aware that  waiting on a dream feels like forever. Peace started to have 
more appeal than metaphysical cool. When it came down to it, I just 
wanted a sense of ease in my being, not an intellectual challenge.

Note to all you fellow seekers: Ease will elude you if you’re 
forcing yourself to be interested in things you’re not really 
interested in.

I thought that learning to tolerate my foibles and desires was an 
achievement  in self-compassion. But tolerance is not  the same as 
acceptance. Tolerance keeps you on guard—you are, effectively, only 
managing degrees of agitation.

Acceptance is the gesture of surrender that unleashes your real 
power to truly love—and keep on creating more love.

I began to long for another way of aspiring, a fuller way of worshipping. 
I wanted to create an ecology for my life that included the rapture of 
meditation and guilt-free guilty pleasures, a way to live from pure 
intention without  forsaking my primal preferences for, say, telling 
someone off, sleeping in, the occasional smoke after dinner, and staying 
up too late to watch stupid movies. I wanted a sophisticated devotion to 
life without sublimating my human wants—I wanted to lighten up.

We want a path that would not e opposed to our life, 
a life that would not be opposed to our path. We 
want to attain a plentitude without denying life’s 
marvelous effervescence; we want a light and 
moving joy that would bring us to a larger, more all-
encompassing experience of reality.
                           —DANIEL ODIER, Tantric Quest
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I became interested in a different type of spiritual story—the ones of 
departure and rebellion. Zen roshis who loved their liquor, nuns who left 
the convent for romantic love. I was on my twelfth year of vegetarianism 
when I heard that the Dalai Lama had started eating meat at  his doctor’s 
insistence. Rad! I thought.

Enter my favorite dark angel, Leonard Cohen: 

“There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.”

Thomas Merton, a much-respected American Trappist  monk, fell in love 
with a nurse who was tending to him. “I am humbled and confused by 
my weakness, my vulnerability, my passion,” he wrote of their 
connection. After ending the relationship, he recommitted himself to his 
vows.

This got me thinking. What vows have I taken that I am 
unconscious of? What unspoken promises have I made that are 
restraining me? And it dawned on me: “Holy fuck. I’m trying to 
impress God.” Holy fuck indeed.

Fully realizing the absurdity of trying to impress God took a while to 
process. That striving behavior was all tangled up with Fantastically 
Flawed Premises. I knew “God” to be the Life within all things. And that 
being the case, I concluded that  there is no beneficent  being outside of 
myself who is keeping score.

Steadily, as I have given myself permission to want  what I want without 
backing away from the intensity of the desire or apologizing for how it 
could be categorized by others, I’ve stepped into truer inspiration for 
spiritual exploration. Most simply put: I want to know Love, be Love, 
give Love—all for the sake of Love. That makes the metrics  of 
enlightenment pretty simple.
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THE BRILLIANCE OF JOY

There are times to purify, times to rectify, and times to sanctify. We 
should do these things for our consciousness, our bodies, and our 
environment  with faithful consistency. We should seek to be more, but 
only if it is to be more of ourselves and there is rapture in the seeking.

So how do we liberate ourselves from chronic striving for self-
betterment? It’s complexly uncomplicated.

Own your desires.
Make joy a priority.

The journey to sovereignty is spectacularly bloody. That’s why the 
journey calls for a Hero. You will have issues. You will lose sleep. You 
will be tormented with decisions of right and wrong and by worries about 
What  will they think? You will be gutted by loneliness. There will be 
demons of doubt feeding on your insecurities and spitting the past  in 
your face, telling you that you don’t really deserve to be free and that 
bliss is not  possible and that you’ll just fall apart  if you get  it  anyway. 
You’re gonna have to wield your inner light saber to slay those bastards.

When joy is the aim, you will stretch with your whole Soul to reach 
it.Your satisfaction will begin to eclipse your need for approval and 
acceptance. You won’t have time to validate your choices or keep score 
because you’ll be too busy with pleasure.

You will touch joy and suddenly realize that you have never 
felt joy because it requires abandon. It grows from gratitude 
and cannot exist where there is mad cynicism or distrust. You 
will touch this joy and you will suddenly know it is what you 
were looking for your whole life, but you were afraid to even 
acknowledge the absence because the hunger for it was so 
encompassing.
                             —EVE ENSLER, In the Body of the World
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THE POINT OF LIGHT

To be very clear, it’s not the pursuit of illumination that frazzles us, it’s 
the motivation beneath the pursuit. What’s driving your habit  to 
improve? Are you fixing your flaws, or are you exploring your potential? 
Are you inviting the real you to emerge, or are you trying to cure your 
so-called shortcomings?

So many books and blogs and supplements. So many opinions about 
what’s best  for your mojo and your psyche. The “patch up your Soul” 
approach, and the “look everywhere but  at yourself” blundering is part  of 
discovering your authentic spirituality. Traverse the dark to find the light. 
Leave home to return home.

Of course my sense of self became clearer with many of the theories and 
habits I tried on for size. (Except  for some conspiracy theories about 
extraterrestrials; those just freaked me out. And the whole concept of 
Soul Mates—that  screwed up my love life for a while.) But so many of 
my heartfelt preferences and inclinations got muffled along the way. And 
too often I felt  like I was just below the summit of what I was climbing, 
climbing, climbing for: Rapture. Peace. Freedom.

But do I feel free?
This is where, at the juncture of aspiration and the compulsion to 
improve, I asked myself a question of reckoning: Is everything I’m doing 
to be well and liberated actually helping me to be well and liberated?

You can’t seek approval on your way to sovereignty.
You can’t restrain your way to joy.
Freedom does not come from a checklist.
If liberation is a chore, it isn’t really liberation, is it?

Here’s what I’ve always known at  the center of my center, despite acting 
otherwise for long periods of time and paying a lot of experts and 
programs to convince me that the opposite was true:

I am not a problem to fix. And I’m certainly not defective. I am 
fucking glorious. My darkness always circles back to the light. There 
is order to my chaos. My heart is broken on  a daily basis and for that 
I am on-my-knees grateful. I am the  entitled Ruler of My Own Life, 
a tender devotee  of desire, ancient and newborn, a Medicine  Woman 
Priestess  Powerhouse, a Soldier of Love, an Artist of Magnitude. I 
am important—just because. In  a perfect symbiosis of reciprocity, 
the  world needs exactly what I’ve  got to give—which is tremendous. 
My hunger is  fierce, divine, and universal. Moreover, it is insatiable
—and that is good.
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I am a portal to Truth, luminous.

I am as wide-awake today as I can possibly be.

And I am not the only one.

I . . . am . . . not the only one.

                               Truth is a pathless land.

                                      —KRISHNAMURTI

Look, I’m still crazy. I talk to angels all day (not  even kidding). I guzzle 
turmeric tonic. I turn to oracles for business backup. I pray to shine. 
Some of us will live according to our dosha*, or the Quran, or the Gospel 
of Saint John. Some of us will study, go to spin class, cook, juice, fuck, 
marathon, mother, write, create, and fire-breathe* our way to higher 
potential.

Our fulfillment stems from our motives. It’s not how we seek spiritual 
growth; it’s why we seek.

May you seek to know the vastness of your light.

            Endnotes

* Breatharian: A person nourished by light and air who has no need for food or drink. 
(Yes, they are said to exist.)

* Cocteau Twins: An atmospheric band from the ’80s and ’90s, not  actually twins, best 
listened to in the dark, especially while having sex in your dorm room.

* Dosha: One of three mind-body types according to Ayurveda.

* Fire-breathe: A diaphragm-breathing technique from Kundalini yoga for cleansing and 
raising energy.
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