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Author	of	the	best-selling	book	The	Overworked	American:	The
Unexpected	Decline	of	Leisure,	Dr.	Juliet	Schor	is	currently	Senior
Lecturer	at	Harvard	and	Director	of	its	Women’s	Studies	program.
She	is	also	Professor	of	Economics	of	Leisure	at	Tilburg
University,	Netherlands.	Her	most	recent	book	is	The	Overspent
American:	Upscaling,	Downshifting,	and	the	New	Consumer.

A	founding	member	of	the	Center	for	Popular	Economics	and	the
Center	for	a	New	American	Dream,	Juliet	lives	in	Newton,
Massachusetts	with	her	husband	and	two	children.	Barbara
Ehrenreich	describes	her	as	one	of	those	few	economists	who	“can
speak	plain	English	and	force	us	to	confront	some	hard	questions
about	who	we	are,	what	we	are	doing,	and	why	we	are	doing	it.”

The	hard	questions	Schor	raises	here	revolve	around	time.	Why	do
30	percent	of	American	adults	report	experiencing	high	stress
almost	every	day?	Why	do	a	majority	of	us	get	between	60	and	90
minutes	less	sleep	per	night	than	optimum?	Why	do	more	and
more	couples	feel	the	need	for	two	incomes,	significantly
decreasing	time	with	their	family?	Why	all	this	in	such	a
supposedly	affluent	culture?	Schor	intimates	that	we	are	actually
impoverished	in	how	we	experience	one	of	life’s	fundamental	gifts
—the	gift	of	time	itself.

∞
Most	economists	regard	the	spending	spree	that	Americans	indulged	in

throughout	the	postwar	decades	as	an	unambiguous	blessing,	on	the	assumption
that	more	is	always	better.	And	there	is	a	certain	sense	in	this	approach.	It’s	hard
to	imagine	how	having	more	of	a	desired	good	could	make	one	worse	off,



especially	since	it	is	always	possible	to	ignore	the	additional	quantity.	Relying	on
this	little	bit	of	common	sense,	economists	have	championed	the	closely	related
ideas	that	more	goods	yield	more	satisfaction,	that	desires	are	infinite,	and	that
people	act	to	satisfy	those	desires	as	fully	as	they	can.
Now	anyone	with	just	a	little	bit	of	psychological	sophistication	(to	go	with

this	little	bit	of	common	sense)	can	spot	the	flaw	in	the	economist’s	argument.
Once	our	basic	human	needs	are	taken	care	of,	the	effect	of	consumption	on
well-being	gets	tricky.	What	if	our	desires	keep	pace	with	our	incomes,	so	that
getting	richer	doesn’t	make	us	more	satisfied?	Or	what	if	satisfaction	depends,
not	on	absolute	levels	of	consumption,	but	on	one’s	level	relative	to	others	(such
as	the	Joneses).	Then	no	matter	how	much	you	possess,	you	won’t	feel	well	off
if	Jones	next	door	possesses	more.
How	many	of	us	thought	the	first	car	stereo	a	great	luxury,	and	then,	when	it

came	time	to	buy	a	new	car,	considered	it	an	absolute	necessity?	Or	life	before
and	after	the	microwave?	And	the	fact	that	many	of	these	commodities	are
bought	on	credit	makes	the	cycle	of	income-consumption,	more	income	more
consumption,	even	more	ominous.	There	is	no	doubt	that	some	purchases
permanently	enhance	our	lives.	But	how	much	of	what	we	consume	merely
keeps	us	moving	on	a	stationary	treadmill?	The	problem	with	the	treadmill	is	not
only	that	it	is	stationary,	but	also	that	we	have	to	work	long	hours	to	stay	on	it…
the	consumerist	treadmill	and	long	hour	jobs	have	combined	to	form	an	insidious
cycle	of	“work-and-spend.”	Employers	ask	for	long	hours.	The	pay	creates	a
high	level	of	consumption.	People	buy	houses	and	go	into	debt;	luxuries	become
necessities;	Smiths	keep	up	with	Joneses.	Each	year,	“progress,”	in	the	form	of
annual	productivity	increases,	is	doled	out	by	employers	as	extra	income	rather
than	as	time	off.	Work-and-spend	has	become	a	powerful	dynamic	keeping	us
from	a	more	relaxed	and	leisured	way	of	life.
Faith	in	progress	is	deep	within	our	culture.6	We	have	been	taught	to	believe

that	our	lives	are	better	than	those	who	came	before	us.	The	ideology	of	modern
economics	suggests	that	material	progress	has	yielded	enhanced	satisfaction	and
well-being.	But	much	of	our	confidence	about	our	own	well-being	comes	from
the	assumption	that	our	lives	are	easier	than	those	of	earlier	generations	or	other
cultures.	I	have	already	disputed	the	notion	that	we	work	less	than	medieval
European	peasants,	however	poor	they	may	have	been.	The	field	research	of
anthropologists	gives	another	view	of	the	conventional	wisdom.
The	lives	of	so-called	primitive	peoples	are	commonly	thought	to	be	harsh—



their	existence	dominated	by	the	“incessant	quest	for	food.”	In	fact,	primitives
do	little	work.	By	contemporary	standards,	we’d	have	to	judge	them	extremely
lazy.	If	the	Kapauku	of	Papua	work	one	day,	they	do	no	labor	on	the	next.	Kung
Bushmen	put	in	only	two	and	a	half	days	per	week	and	six	hours	per	day.	In	the
Sandwich	Islands	of	Hawaii,	men	work	only	four	hours	per	day.	And	Australian
aborigines	have	similar	schedules.	The	key	to	understanding	why	these	“stone
age	peoples”	fail	to	act	like	us—increasing	their	work	effort	to	get	more	things—
is	that	they	have	limited	desires.	In	the	race	between	wanting	and	having,	they
have	kept	their	wanting	low—and,	in	this	way,	ensure	their	own	kind	of
satisfaction.	They	are	materially	poor	by	contemporary	standards,	but	in	at	least
one	dimension—time—we	have	to	count	them	richer.7

I	do	not	raise	these	issues	to	imply	that	we	would	be	better	off	as	Polynesian
natives	or	medieval	peasants.	Nor	am	I	arguing	that	“progress”	has	made	us
worse	off.	I	am,	instead,	making	a	much	simpler	point.	We	have	paid	a	price	for
prosperity.	Capitalism	has	brought	a	dramatically	increased	standard	of	living,
but	at	the	cost	of	a	much	more	demanding	worklife.	We	are	eating	more,	but	we
are	burning	up	those	calories	at	work.	We	have	color	televisions	and	compact
disc	players,	but	we	need	them	to	unwind	after	a	stressful	day	at	the	office.	We
take	vacations,	but	we	work	so	hard	throughout	the	year	that	they	become
indispensable	to	our	sanity.	The	conventional	wisdom	that	economic	progress
has	given	us	more	things	as	well	as	more	leisure	is	difficult	to	sustain.
However	scarce	academic	research	on	the	rising	workload	may	be,	what	we

do	know	suggests	it	has	contributed	to	a	variety	of	social	problems.	For	example,
work	is	implicated	in	the	dramatic	rise	of	“stress.”	Thirty	percent	of	adults	say
that	they	experience	high	stress	nearly	every	day;	even	higher	numbers	report
high	stress	once	or	twice	a	week.	A	third	of	the	population	says	that	they	are
rushed	to	do	the	things	they	have	to	do—up	from	a	quarter	in	1965.	Stress-
related	diseases	have	exploded,	especially	among	women,	and	jobs	are	a	major
factor.	Workers’	compensation	claims	related	to	stress	tripled	during	just	the	first
half	of	the	1980s.	Other	evidence	also	suggests	a	rise	in	the	demands	placed	on
employees	on	the	job.	According	to	a	recent	review	of	existing	findings,
Americans	are	literally	working	themselves	to	death—as	jobs	contribute	to	heart
disease,	hypertension,	gastric	problems,	depression,	exhaustion,	and	a	variety	of
other	ailments.	Surprisingly,	the	high-powered	jobs	are	not	the	most	dangerous.
The	most	stressful	workplaces	are	the	“electronic	sweatshops”	and	assembly
lines	where	a	demanding	pace	is	coupled	with	virtually	no	individual	discretion.8



Sleep	has	become	another	casualty	of	modern	life.	According	to	sleep
researchers,	studies	point	to	a	“sleep	deficit”	among	Americans,	a	majority	of
whom	are	currently	getting	between	60	and	90	minutes	less	a	night	than	they
should	for	optimum	health	and	performance.	The	number	of	people	showing	up
at	sleep	disorder	clinics	with	serious	problems	has	skyrocketed	in	the	last
decade.	Shiftwork,	long	working	hours,	the	growth	of	a	global	economy	(with	its
attendant	continent-hopping	and	twenty-four-hour	business	culture),	and	the
accelerating	pace	of	life	have	all	contributed	to	sleep	deprivation.	If	you	need	an
alarm	clock,	the	experts	warn,	you’re	probably	sleeping	too	little.9

The	juggling	act	between	job	and	family	is	another	problem	area.	Half	the
population	now	says	they	have	too	little	time	for	their	families.	The	problem	is
particularly	acute	for	women:	in	one	study,	half	of	all	employed	mothers
reported	it	caused	either	“a	lot”	or	an	‘’extreme”	level	of	stress.	The	same
proportion	feel	that	“when	I’m	at	home	I	try	to	make	up	to	my	family	for	being
away	at	work,	and	as	a	result	I	rarely	have	any	time	for	myself.”	This	stress	has
placed	tremendous	burdens	on	marriages.	Two-earner	couples	have	less	time
together,	which	researchers	have	found	reduces	the	happiness	and	satisfaction	of
a	marriage.	These	couples	often	just	don’t	have	enough	time	to	talk	to	each
other.	And	growing	numbers	of	husbands	and	wives	are	like	ships	passing	in	the
night,	working	sequential	schedules	to	manage	their	child	care.	Among	young
parents,	the	prevalence	of	at	least	one	partner	working	outside	regular	daytime
hours	is	now	close	to	one	half.	But	this	“solution”	is	hardly	a	happy	one.
According	to	one	parent:	“I	work	11-7	to	accommodate	my	family—to	eliminate
the	need	for	babysitters.	However,	the	stress	on	myself	is	tremendous.”	10

A	decade	of	research	by	Berkeley	sociologist	Arlie	Hochschild	suggests	that
many	marriages	where	women	are	doing	the	“second	shift”	are	close	to	the
breaking	point.	When	job,	children,	and	marriage	have	to	be	attended	to,	it’s
often	the	marriage	that	is	neglected.	The	failure	of	many	men	to	do	their	share	at
home	creates	further	problems.	A	twenty-six-year-old	legal	secretary	in
California	reports	that	her	husband	“does	no	cooking,	no	washing,	no	anything
else.	How	do	I	feel?	Furious.	If	our	marriage	ends,	it	will	be	on	this	issue.	And	it
just	might.”	11

Serious	as	these	problems	are,	the	most	alarming	development	may	be	the
effect	of	the	work	explosion	on	the	care	of	children.	According	to	economist
Sylvia	Hewlett,	“child	neglect	has	become	endemic	to	our	society.”	A	major
problem	is	that	children	are	increasingly	left	alone,	to	fend	for	themselves	while



their	parents	are	at	work.	Nationwide,	estimates	of	children	in	“self—or,	more
accurately,	“no”—care	range	up	to	seven	million.	Local	studies	have	found
figures	of	up	to	one-third	of	children	caring	for	themselves.	At	least	half	a
million	preschoolers	are	thought	to	be	left	at	home	part	of	each	day.	One	911
operator	reports	large	numbers	of	frightened	callers:	“It’s	not	uncommon	to	hear
from	a	child	of	six	or	seven	who	has	been	left	in	charge	of	even	younger
siblings.”	12

Even	when	parents	are	at	home,	overwork	may	leave	them	with	limited	time,
attention,	or	energy	for	their	children.	One	working	parent	noted,	“My	child	has
severe	emotional	problems	because	I	am	too	tired	to	listen	to	him.	It	is	not
quality	time;	it’s	bad	quantity	time	that’s	destroying	my	family.”	Economist
Victor	Fuchs	has	found	that	between	1960	and	1986,	the	time	parents	actually
had	available	to	be	with	children	fell	ten	hours	a	week	for	whites	and	twelve	for
blacks.	Hewlett	links	the	“parenting	deficit”	to	a	variety	of	problems	plaguing
the	country’s	youth:	poor	performance	in	school,	mental	problems,	drug	and
alcohol	use,	and	teen	suicide.	According	to	another	expert,	kids	are	being
“cheated	out	of	childhood…	There	is	a	sense	that	adults	don’t	care	about	them.”
13

Of	course,	there’s	more	going	on	here	than	lack	of	time.	Child	neglect,	marital
distress,	sleep	deprivation,	and	stress-related	illnesses	all	have	other	causes.	But
the	growth	of	work	has	exacerbated	each	of	these	social	ailments.	Only	by
understanding	why	we	work	as	much	as	we	do,	and	how	the	demands	of	work
affect	family	life,	can	we	hope	to	solve	these	problems.
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The	Spirituality	of	Everyday	Life

by	Cecile	Andrews

At	sixteen,	Cecile	Andrews	read	a	passage	in	Thoreau’s	Walden
expressing	the	desire	to	live	deliberately	and	“not,	when	I	came	to
die,	discover	that	I	had	not	lived.”	Those	words	particularly	stood
out	to	her:	when	she	was	eight	years	old	her	father	died,	so	she
knew	that	life	could	be	over	in	a	second.	Her	concern	for	“alive-
ness”	led	her	to	the	idea	and	practice	of	simple	living.	She	is	the
author	of	The	Circle	of	Simplicity:	Return	to	the	Good	Life	and	is	a
community	educator	giving	workshops	on	Voluntary	Simplicity,
Simplicity	Circles	and	Finding	Your	Passion.

Though	she	doesn’t	mention	this	much,	Andrews	has	a	Doctorate
in	Education	from	Stanford	University.	She	worked	in	the	South	on
civil	rights	and	poverty	with	the	American	Friends	Service
Committee,	and	directed	women’s	programs	and	continuing
education	at	North	Seattle	Community	College.	She	was	born	in
the	Puget	Sound	area	and	presently	lives	with	her	husband,	Paul,	in
Seattle,	Washington.	Her	two	children	are	now	grown.	The
voluntary	simplicity	movement,	which	now	has	adherents
nationwide,	first	caught	fire	in	Seattle;	Andrews	was	(and	is)	a
very	significant	spark	igniting	that	fire.	Cecile	loves	to	read
mysteries,	play	her	flute	and	hang	out	in	cafes	talking	with	friends.

Andrews	begins	this	chapter	of	her	book	with	“Some	cultures
embody	spirituality	in	everything	they	do.	In	our	culture…there	is
simply	no	room	nor	time	for	the	spiritual	life	when	you	are
preoccupied	with	getting	ahead,	making	a	profit…managing	your
investment	portfolio,	answering	the	phone,	shopping	or	watching
television.”	This	excerpt	begins	with	her	thoughts	on
“mindfulness”	(being	fully	alive	and	living	in	the	present).
Practicing	mindfulness,	being	open	to	God’s	voice,	is	made



difficult	by	the	“time	anxiety”	we	so	often	feel.	But	slowing	down
gives	us	time	to	notice	things:	from	impulse	buying	to	a	friend’s
smile	or	the	smell	of	spring.	Noticing	such	gifts	of	everyday	life
engenders	gratitude,	whereas	so	much	of	our	lifestyle	engenders
“discontent	and	resentment.”

∞

Mindfulness
…What	all	this	is	about,	remember,	is	trying	to	feel	fully	alive,	to	keep

ourselves	and	the	earth	alive.	And,	as	Thoreau	was	to	say	in	so	many	ways,	that
means	living	fully	in	the	present.	For	most	of	us,	our	attention	is	constantly
diverted.	We’re	rarely	aware	of	what	we	are	doing.
Take	food.	Food	is	probably	one	of	the	best	symbols	of	our	American	way	of

life.	Food	is	meant	to	nourish	us,	but	it	is	also	meant	to	be	enjoyed.	And	the	only
way	you	can	enjoy	it	is	to	pay	attention	to	your	eating.	But	we	never	do	that.	Our
contribution	to	world	cuisine	is	fast	food.	What	does	it	mean	to	have	drive-
through	windows	to	get	our	food?	We	have	invented	food	that	can	be	eaten	with
one	hand	while	we’re	doing	something	else.	It’s	pathological.	We’re	not	tasting
the	food;	we’re	not	getting	any	real	pleasure	or	even	nourishment	out	of	it.	And
with	all	the	chemicals	and	petroleum	involved	in	our	food	production,	our	way
of	eating	is	destroying	the	planet	as	well.	In	other	words,	we’re	trashing	the
planet	for	something	we	are	not	even	enjoying.
So	one	way	of	being	mindful	is	paying	attention	to	and	savoring	what	you	eat.

When	you	eat,	focus	on	enjoying	eating.
In	living	mindfully,	we	pay	attention	to	whatever	we’re	doing	and	“suck	out

all	the	marrow,”	as	Thoreau	said.	We	become	deeply	absorbed	in	what	we	are
doing,	appreciating	the	people	we	are	with,	being	conscious	of	the	wind	on	our
face.	It	means	paying	attention	to	what	you	are	doing,	and	not	doing	ten	things	at
once.	Taking	the	time	to	notice,	slowing	down,	sitting	peacefully,	and	just	being.

Time	Anxiety
Being	mindful	is	hard	for	us	because	we	are	always	anxious	about	time.	Just

as	we	never	feel	we	have	enough	money,	we	never	have	enough	time.	In	fact,



maybe	it’s	because	we	feel	we	don’t	have	enough	money	that	we	feel	that	we
don’t	have	enough	time.	Since	we	measure	everything	in	terms	of	money,	that
sense	of	scarcity	pervades	our	whole	life.	Learning	that	we	have	enough—
money,	time,	love—may	be	our	most	important	lesson.
Even	when	we	eliminate	the	apparent	obstacles	of	working	and	consuming	too

much,	we	still	have	trouble	relaxing	and	enjoying	the	present	moment.	So	the
problem	is	not	just	the	scarcity	of	time,	it’s	our	attitude	toward	time.	That	little
voice	always	creeps	in,	You’d	better	hurry,	you’ve	got	a	lot	to	do,	you’re	not
getting	enough	done,	time	is	running	out.	What	does	this	mean	in	terms	of
feeling	alive?	Surely,	if	things	keep	on	this	way,	when	we	come	to	die,	we	will
discover	that	we	have	not	lived.
We	live	in	constant	anticipation	of	the	future,	regret	and	guilt	over	the	past:	we

can	hardly	wait	for	the	weekend,	for	summer	vacation,	for	the	kids	to	be	grown
up,	until	retirement.	We	might	as	well	say,	“I	can	hardly	wait	until	I	die.”
In	the	past	I	read	books	that	told	how	to	get	more	done	during	the	day,	how	to

find	that	extra	hour	so	you	could	study	French	or	learn	photography.	I	would	try
to	do	as	many	things	as	I	could	at	one	time.	Now	I	focus	on	doing	less	and
slowing	down.	I	try	to	stop	rushing,	to	practice	mindfulness,	to	practice
meditation.	I	keep	working	at	it,	but	still	I	have	that	nagging	feeling—hurry,
hurry.
We	get	upset	at	everything	that	gets	in	our	way.	We	yell	at	other	drivers,	using

language	that	shocks	us.	We	switch	checkout	lanes	in	the	grocery	stores,	we
click	through	TV	shows,	we	hurry	our	kids.	Once,	in	a	frantic	effort	to	get	ready
for	a	birthday	party	for	my	kids,	I	tried	to	blow	up	balloons	while	I	was	driving.
Is	it	the	universe’s	revenge?	We,	who	have	ruined	the	earth’s	resources,	have

had	our	only	true	resource,	time,	ruined	for	us.	We	are	a	caricature	of	a	whirling
dervish.	We	have	made	a	mockery	of	so	many	of	the	world’s	spiritual	traditions
—all	of	which	warn	against	excessive	greed—that	we’ve	been	set	spinning,
unable	to	stop	and	enjoy	life.
I	try	not	to	rush	and	to	move	slowly	as	I	clean	the	kitchen.	But	my	husband,

who	doesn’t	think	about	these	issues	as	much	as	I	do,	who	is	still	in	a	traditional
job,	undergoes	a	personality	change	every	Monday	morning—starting	to	frown,
starting	to	be	impatient,	intent	on	beating	the	clock.	As	Thoreau	said,	“As	if	we
could	kill	time	without	injuring	eternity.”	And	we	are	killing	time.	That	used	to
mean	just	sitting	around;	but	now,	in	our	frenzied	activity,	we	really	are	killing
time.	So	much	of	our	time	is	spent	in	ways	that	kill	our	spirit,	our	capacity	to



enjoy	the	moment,	to	experience	the	depth	of	the	moment.	Americans,	who	are
so	egocentric,	think	we	have	built	the	best	possible	civilization,	but	we	have	no
time	to	enjoy	it.
And	why?	Because	time	has	become	money.	What	a	joke.	We	value	money

above	all.	We	measure	our	most	precious	commodity,	time,	in	terms	of	money,
and	find	that	we	can’t	enjoy	time	at	all.	A	Faustian	bargain.	You	want	to	have	all
the	money	in	the	world?	Okay,	you	can	have	money,	but	no	time	to	enjoy	life.
Sometimes	I	will	go	into	my	husband’s	study	as	he	sits	there	writing	on	his

computer	and	say	to	him,	“Well,	this	is	it!	This	is	your	life!	It’s	probably	not
going	to	get	any	better!”	How	else	can	I	remind	him,	and	myself,	to	take	time
seriously,	to	not	let	it	slip	away.

Moving	Slowly
…Why	should	we	live	with	such	hurry	and	waste	of	life?

—Henry	David	Thoreau

To	live	mindfully,	to	appreciate	your	time,	you	have	to	move	slowly.	There’s
nothing	more	difficult	for	Americans,	and	we	have	gotten	worse	in	the	last
twenty	years.	Court	reporters	find	that	we	talk	faster.	We	walk	faster,	our	movies
are	faster.	MTV	is	the	perfect	example.	Just	as	you	start	to	focus	on	an	image,
the	camera	moves	on.
What	is	this	addiction	to	stimulation?	Sometimes	I	feel	addicted	to	my	own

adrenaline.	If	I’m	not	rushing,	feeling	pressured,	I	feel	like	I’m	missing
something.	Is	this	the	only	way	we	can	feel	alive	now—by	rushing?	Are	we
mistaking	the	rush	of	caffeine	for	a	feeling	of	vitality?	Does	rushing	make	us
feel	like	we	are	doing	something	important,	that	we	are	important	people?	Are
we	all	engaged	in	such	meaningless	work	that	we	can	only	feel	important	if	we
feel	pressured?	Do	we	have	to	convince	ourselves	and	others	of	the	importance
of	our	work	to	justify	our	existence?
Here	is	where	mindfulness	comes	in.	You	must	pay	attention	to	your	speed

and	consciously	slow	down.	Maybe	make	that	your	mantra—slow	down—
saying	it	very	slowly….	of	course,	in	our	rushing,	we	have	no	time	to	talk	with
people,	so	we	get	lonelier	and	lonelier.
In	rushing,	we	have	no	time	for	reflection,	no	time	to	notice	what	is	going	on

around	us.	We	can’t	reflect	on	warning	signals	that	come	to	us—warning	signals



such	as	early	signs	that	something	is	wrong	with	our	health.	Signs	that	you	are
starting	to	drive	too	fast.	For	instance,	whenever	I	have	a	near	miss	in	my	car,	I
always	say	to	myself,	Ahh,	a	message	from	the	universe,	and	I	slow	down	and
become	more	careful	in	my	driving.
Once	I	walked	in	on	a	man	in	the	process	of	robbing	my	house.	On	my	walk

up	to	the	door	I	had	noticed	several	little	things	I	later	realized	should	have	told
me	what	was	happening.	But	I	ignored	them.	I	escaped	unharmed,	but	once
again	I	thought	to	myself,	You	ignored	the	signs.	You	didn’t	pay	attention.
When	we	rush,	we	are	much	more	likely	to	consume	because	we	are	ignoring

the	little	voice	asking	us	if	we	really	need	this	new	thing.	Impulse	buying	is	what
corporations	depend	on.
I	think	that	little	voice	is	always	there	speaking	to	us,	telling	us	the	right	thing

to	do,	but	we	ignore	it	because	we	are	rushing	and	have	no	time	to	listen.

Gratitude
This	is	what	I	would	like	to	feel	more	than	anything.	Gratitude.	How	else	can

you	really	enjoy	your	life?	To	feel	gratitude	is	to	look	at	everything	in	your	life
and	appreciate	it,	be	aware	of	it,	pay	attention	to	it.	Our	lifestyle,	of	course,
engenders	discontent	and	resentment.	Because	more	is	always	better,	you	can
never	be	satisfied	with	what	you	have.	Because	commercials	are	constantly
showing	us	ecstatically	happy	people	with	lots	of	stuff,	we	always	feel	that	we’re
just	not	quite	making	it.	Then,	when	we	see	how	much	money	rich	people	have,
we	feel	envious.	All	of	these	feelings	make	you	discontent	with	your	life,
causing	you	to	fail	to	be	grateful	for	what	you	do	have.
So	each	morning,	I	consciously	think	about	what	I	am	grateful	for	and	repeat

e.	e.	cummings’s	words	to	myself:

i	thank	You	God	for	most	this	amazing
day:	for	the	leaping	greenly	spirits	of	trees
and	a	blue	true	dream	of	sky;	and	for	everything
which	is	natural	which	is	infinite	which	is	yes

Excerpt	from	“The	Spirituality	of	Everyday	Life,”	as	submitted	from	The	Circle	of	Simplicity	by	Cecile
Andrews.	Copyright	©	1997	by	Cecile	Andrews.	Reprinted	by	permission	of	HarperCollins	Publishers,	Inc.



Entering	the	Emptiness

by	Gerald	May

Now	a	grandfather,	Gerald	May	cannot	remember	a	time	when
relationship	with	the	natural	world	was	not	an	essential	part	of	his
life.	During	the	five	years	following	the	completion	of	his	book
The	Awakened	Heart,	he	spent	many	hours	alone	in	the	mountains
and	forests.	The	internal	changes	brought	about	by	those	times	in
solitude	helped	him	face	cancer	treatment	in	1995.	Since	1973	he
has	worked	at	the	Shalem	Institute	of	Spiritual	Formation	in
Washington,	D.C.,	as	an	Associate	Faculty	member,	Director	of
Spiritual	Guidance	and	Director	for	Research	and	Program
Development.	He	also	established	and	supervised	their	wilderness
retreats.	In	addition	to	his	work	at	Shalem,	Dr.	May	has	taught	and
practiced	psychiatry,	and	held	numerous	adjunct	faculty
appointments	(including	Wesley	Theological	Seminary	and	Union
Graduate	School).	May	currently	lives	in	Columbia,	Maryland	with
his	wife.	He	has	four	children	and	four	grandchildren.

In	this	beautifully	reflective	piece,	May	writes	of	the	holiness	of
“spaciousness”:	spaciousness	of	form,	time,	and	soul.	He	gives
practical	advice	on	creating	spaces	of	quiet	in	our	lives.	He	also
recognizes	the	difficulties	associated	with	opening	ourselves	to
such	spaciousness:	doing	so	challenges	the	idols	of	efficiency	and
productivity	that	we	discussed	in	the	introduction;	doing	so
sometimes	requires	us	to	face	those	unpleasant	things	we	keep
from	our	awareness.	May	reveals	that	in	our	tendency	to	fill	up	any
open	space	in	our	days	we	are	“addicted	to	fulfillment.”	It	is	his
belief,	however,	that	the	emptiness	we	experience	when	we
embrace	spaciousness	or	quiet	is	actually	our	never-completely-
satisfied	“yearning	for	love.”	This	yearning	draws	us	to	God.

∞



You	have	made	us	to	be	toward	Yourself,	O	Lord,	and	our	hearts	are
restless	until	they	rest	in	You.

—Augustine	of	Hippo

∞
Every	risk	we	take	for	love,	each	step	we	take	toward	greater	consecration,

leads	us	deeper	into	the	spaciousness	of	love.	I	have	described	many	kinds	of
spaces	and	emphasized	the	necessity	of	space	for	consecration;	now	we	must
seek	a	glimpse	of	the	nature	of	spaciousness	itself.	In	biblical	Hebrew,	the	letters
yodh	and	shin	combine	to	form	a	root	that	connotes	“space	and	the	freedom	and
security	which	is	gained	by	the	removal	of	constriction.”	From	this	YS	root
come	words	like	yesha	and	yeshuah,	referring	to	salvation.	When	you	think
about	it,	it	makes	sense	that	space	would	be	intimately	associated	with	salvation.
Space	is	freedom:	freedom	from	confinement,	from	preoccupation,	from
oppression,	from	drivenness,	and	from	all	the	other	interior	and	exterior	forces
that	bind	and	restrict	our	spirits.	We	need	space	in	the	first	place	simply	to
recognize	how	compelled	and	bound	we	are.	Then	we	need	space	to	allow	the
compulsions	to	ease	and	the	bonds	to	loosen.	In	the	Hebrew	sense,	our	passion
needs	elbowroom.	To	the	extent	that	space	is	permitted	by	grace	and	our	own
willingness,	we	discover	expanding	emptiness	in	which	consecration	can
happen,	room	for	love	to	make	its	home	in	us.14

It	seems	to	me	that	spaciousness	comes	to	us	in	three	primary	ways.	First,	it
appears	as	spaciousness	of	form:	physical,	geographic	spaces	like	the	wide
openness	of	fields,	water,	and	sky	and	the	welcoming	simplicity	of	uncluttered
rooms.	Second,	it	comes	as	spaciousness	of	time:	pauses	in	activity	when	we	are
freed	from	tasks,	agendas,	and	other	demands.	Third,	we	encounter	spaciousness
of	soul.	This	is	inner	emptiness,	the	room	inside	our	hearts,	the	unfulfilled
quality	of	our	consciousness.	Depending	upon	how	we	meet	this	soul-space,	we
may	experience	it	as	open	possibility	or	void	nothingness,	as	creative	potential
or	dulling	boredom,	as	quiet,	peaceful	serenity	or	as	restless	yearning	for
fulfillment.15

The	Trouble	with	Spaciousness
People	in	our	modern	developed	world	are	ambivalent	about	all	three	kinds	of

spaciousness.	On	the	one	hand,	we	long	for	space;	in	the	midst	of	overactive



lives	we	yearn	for	peace,	stillness,	and	freedom.	We	look	forward	to	vacations,
and	we	yearn	for	our	minds	to	be	free	of	preoccupation.	On	the	other	hand,	we
are	liable	to	become	very	uncomfortable	when	such	spaces	do	open	up.	We	do
not	seem	to	know	what	to	do	with	them.	We	fill	up	our	vacations	with	activities
and	compulsions;	we	fill	up	our	minds	with	worries	and	obsessions.
Perhaps	I	am	being	romantic,	but	I	think	there	was	a	time	when	we	could	sit

on	the	front	porch	and	simply	enjoy	the	breeze	or	watch	the	sun	go	down.	I
remember	soft	evenings,	sitting	on	my	grandmother’s	lap	on	the	front	porch—
not	a	word,	barely	even	a	thought.	That	was	simple	appreciation.	But	today
many	of	us	have	been	so	conditioned	by	efficiency	that	such	times	feel
unproductive,	irresponsible,	lazy,	even	selfish.	We	know	we	need	rest,	but	we
can	no	longer	see	the	value	of	rest	as	an	end	in	itself;	it	is	only	worthwhile	if	it
helps	us	recharge	our	batteries	so	we	can	be	even	more	efficient	in	the	next
period	of	productivity.
Now,	on	a	soft	evening,	I	may	retire	to	my	deck	(my	modern,	efficient	house

does	not	even	have	a	front	porch),	and	I	can	just	barely	recover	the	old	sense	of
spaciousness	and	peace	I	felt	with	my	grandmother.	It	does	not	last	for	long.	A
few	brief	blessed	moments,	and	then	my	mind	wants	to	go	back	to	the	work	I
have	yet	to	do	and	the	worries	I	feel	I	must	keep	picking	at.	Then	I	am	likely	to
pour	myself	a	drink.	My	grandmother	never	drank;	she	thought	it	was	a	sin.
Also,	I	think,	she	did	not	want	to	fill	up	her	space.
The	ancients	knew	the	value	of	spaciousness	for	its	own	sake.	The	Hebrews

ritualized	the	Sabbath	in	keeping	with	God’s	rest	on	the	seventh	day	of	creation.
God	did	not	take	that	day	of	rest	simply	to	recoup	energy	to	begin	creating
another	universe	during	the	next	workweek.	Resting	was	valuable	in	its	own
right.	Spaciousness	was	holy.
The	fourth	commandment	for	Jews	and	Christians	is	to	remember	the	Sabbath

and	keep	it	holy.	Many	other	religions	and	denominations	continue	to	provide
for	such	times	of	space	and	rest,	but	the	meaning	has	often	been	twisted.	Sabbath
was	meant	to	be	a	day	of	spaciousness	in	form,	time,	and	soul.	It	was	to	be	an
uncluttered	day,	a	day	not	filled	up,	a	day	of	rest	and	appreciation,	a	day	of
freedom	just	to	be.	Now,	religious	Sabbath	is	apt	to	feel	like	restriction	rather
than	freedom,	confinement	rather	than	space.	Instead	of	freedom	from	having	to
work,	Sabbath	came	to	mean	not	being	allowed	to	work.16

I	grew	up	with	this	kind	of	reversal.	There	was	a	long	list	of	things	we	were
not	permitted	to	do	on	Sunday.	A	similar	thing	was	true	of	silence:	silence	meant



you	were	not	allowed	to	speak.	I	shall	never	forget	the	liberation	I	felt	when	I
first	went	on	a	silent	retreat	and	the	leader	said,	“The	real	meaning	of	silence	is
that	you	are	free	from	having	to	speak.”	Many	years	later,	I	came	across	the
following	insight	from	a	Tibetan	Buddhist	text:	“Freedom	is	not	the	opposite	of
determinism,	but	of	compulsion,	of	having	to	act.”	17

We	have	clearly	lost	something	when	we	are	no	longer	free	just	to	be,	when
we	must	always	be	active,	doing	some	things	and	refraining	from	doing	others.
Something	is	missing	when	we	have	to	force	our	pauses,	carve	out	our	spaces,
and	then	feel	we	have	to	justify	them.	As	a	result,	recreation	often	means
engaging	in	more	pleasurable	work,	not	freedom	from	having	to	work	at	all.	The
pastor	of	our	church	took	a	sabbatical.	He	sent	regular	reports	to	the
congregation	about	what	he	was	learning.	Apparently	he	felt	he	had	to	assure
people	that	he	was	making	good	use	of	his	time.	Something	is	amiss	when
wasting	time	is	something	we	feel	ashamed	of,	when	we	must	ask	a	quiet	person,
“What’s	wrong?”	It	is	as	if	a	piece	of	the	heart	has	been	cut	out;	our	capacity	to
be	easeful	with	inactivity	has	been	thrown	away	and	forgotten	without	our	even
realizing	it.
Think	about	yourself.	How	are	you	when	there	is	nothing	to	do?	When	you

have	a	moment	of	freedom,	what	do	you	do	with	it?	Try	to	take	such	a	moment
now:	no	agenda,	nothing	to	accomplish,	just	be.	Stay	with	it	as	long	as	you	can.
What	happens?	Does	it	feel	freeing	or	confining,	peaceful	or	anxious?	Was	it
different	when	you	were	a	child?	Did	it	come	more	easily	and	feel	more
comfortable	then?	If	so,	what	do	you	think	accounts	for	the	change?
Most	of	us,	most	of	the	time,	just	fill	our	spaces	up	or	dull	our	awareness	of

them.	We	grab	a	book,	run	to	the	television,	work	on	a	project,	socialize,	have	a
drink.	I	used	to	think	women	were	more	comfortable	with	space	than	men;	nowa
days	I	am	not	so	sure.	Women	perhaps	feel	more	guilty	about	taking	time	in
freedom	for	themselves,	while	men	feel	more	anxious.	But	it	is	a	tiny	difference.
Either	way,	real	space	can	be	very	unpleasant.
We	somehow	must	realign	our	attitudes	toward	spaciousness.	We	must	begin

to	see	it	as	presence	rather	than	absence,	friend	instead	of	enemy.	This	is	the
most	important	practical	challenge	we	face	in	being	consciously	in	love.	It	will
not	be	easy,	because	we	have	come	to	associate	space	with	fear,	emptiness	with
negativity,	lack	of	fulfillment	with	dysfunction.	The	seventeenth-century
philosopher	Benedict	de	Spinoza	said	that	nature	abhors	a	vacuum.	Modern
science	has	shown	he	was	wrong.	There	is	far	more	space	than	stuff	in	the



universe.	The	atoms	that	make	up	all	matter,	including	our	own	bodies,	consist
of	vast	distances	of	space	between	tiny	subatomic	particles.	No	matter	how	solid
we	may	feel,	we	are	much	more	space	than	substance.	If	any	nature	abhors	a
vacuum,	it	is	human	nature—and	that	only	because	our	nature	has	been	so
adulterated	by	conditioning.
I	would	ask	you	again,	now,	to	give	yourself	a	little	space.	Take	a	moment	and

just	sit,	just	be.	Waste	some	time.	See	and	hear	what	there	is	around	you,	and
notice	what	happens	within	you.	Do	not	expect	any	particular	experience,	and	do
not	contrive	anything.	How	does	it	go?

Space	and	Repression
It	is	an	addiction	of	the	first	order	that	we	feel	we	must	always	be	filling	up

our	spaces.	It	goes	along	with	our	addictions	to	work,	to	productivity,	to
efficiency.	Sometimes,	though,	we	do	not	like	spaciousness	because	of	what
appears	to	us	within	it.	Ever	since	Sigmund	Freud’s	work,	psychology	has
understood	that	human	beings	try	to	keep	unpleasant	things	out	of	awareness.
The	psychoanalysts	called	it	repression	or	suppression;	a	more	modern	term	is
selective	inattention.
At	any	given	moment,	we	all	have	a	number	of	worries,	fears,	guilt	feelings,

bad	memories,	and	things	we	are	procrastinating	about	that	we	are	simply
putting	out	of	our	minds.	The	difficulty	with	space,	especially	interior
spaciousness	of	soul,	is	that	it	allows	such	repressed	and	suppressed	annoyances
back	into	awareness.	When	I	pause	for	a	moment	and	let	my	mind	settle	down,
what	comes	in?	The	things	I	have	put	off,	the	worries	I	have	been	avoiding,	the
bad	feelings	I	have	stifled.	Space	is	like	sunlight	and	fresh	air	toward	which	the
buried	uglies	of	our	souls	crawl	in	search	of	healing.	It	is	a	very	healthy	thing.
Space	is	not	only	potentially	restful	but	also	therapeutic.	But	like	many
therapeutic	processes,	it	can	be	painful.	And	in	matters	of	healing	consciousness,
as	in	love,	there	can	be	no	anesthesia.
I	know	what	it	is	to	try	to	escape	from	space.	A	few	springtimes	ago,	I	was

feeling	very	overextended	and	oppressed	by	my	work.	I	longed	for	space.	A
Saturday	morning	came	when	there	was	no	one	at	home	and	my	desk	was
momentarily	clear.	Ah,	I	thought,	now	I	have	a	chance	to	just	sit,	just	be	for	a
while.	Although	I	was	alone	in	the	house,	I	closed	the	doors	to	my	study.	I
unplugged	the	telephone,	put	my	cushion	on	the	floor,	and	lit	a	candle.	I	sat



down,	took	a	breath,	looked	out	the	window,	and	for	the	first	time	in	days
noticed	the	beauty	of	the	trees	and	sky.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	noticed	a
continuing	drivenness	deep	within	me,	running	on	its	own	momentum.	I	tried	to
relax,	but	couldn’t.	I	prayed.	I	did	some	stretching	and	exercise,	and	then	sat
down	again.	But	there	was	no	peacefulness.	My	mind	was	yammering—no
thoughts,	just	silly,	meaningless	noise.	I	tried	to	let	the	tension	and	the	noise	be.	I
prayed	some	more.	This	is	the	way	it	is,	I	thought,	and	I	just	have	to	sit	through
it.	My	eyes	opened,	again	to	seek	the	sky.	I	noticed	that	the	door-knob	was
crooked;	I	could	see	from	where	I	sat	that	the	screws	had	come	loose.	My
toolbox	was	nearby.	When	I	next	thought	about	seeking	space,	it	was	an	hour
later,	and	I	had	the	entire	door	dismantled,	off	its	hinges,	screws	and	knobs	all
over.	That	afternoon,	when	my	wife	came	home	and	asked	me	how	the	day	was
going,	I	said,	“Great.	I	fixed	the	door.”
It	is	also	possible	to	create	fake	space,	in	which	we	force	our	minds	into

stillness	and	keep	everything	repressed.	In	fact,	it	is	this	fake	space	that	most
people	associate	with	meditation	and	concentration—a	forceful,	effortful	attempt
to	keep	the	mind	silent,	focused,	and	without	“distraction.”	But	this	is	not	space
at	all.	It	is	instead	a	kind	of	trance,	a	deadening	of	sensitivity,	a	stifling	and
restriction	of	awareness.	It	is	anesthetized;	there	is	no	openness	in	it,	no
willingness,	no	participation.	True	space	is	encountered	only	with	the
willingness	and	courage	to	experience	things	just	as	they	are.
When	people	tell	me	they	have	trouble	taking	time	for	prayer	or	meditation,	I

often	ask	them	what	unpleasant	things	they	might	be	wanting	to	avoid.	I	often
ask	myself	the	same	question.	My	answer	right	now	is	ironic;	the	thing	I	most
want	to	escape	from	is	my	longing	for	love.	It	hurts	too	much,	more	than
anything	psychological	I	have	ever	experienced.	There	are	many	times	I	would
escape	it	or	anesthetize	it	if	I	could,	but	it	will	not	go	away.	Or	perhaps	I	cannot
go	away.
It	is	a	blessing	when	love	is	so	relentless,	because	the	more	we	repress,

suppress,	procrastinate,	or	anesthetize,	the	more	resistant	we	will	be	toward
space.	Conversely,	the	more	true	space	we	give	ourselves,	the	less	we	will
repress.	And	to	the	extent	that	we	consecrate	our	spaciousness,	intend	it	for	love,
point	it	toward	love’s	source,	space	will	be	merciful.	The	unpleasantness	of
space	will	never	be	more	than	we	can	bear.	Our	increasing	availability	to	the
truth	happens	gradually,	gently,	with	grace.	It	happens	in	keeping	with	our	own
unique	personalities;	we	are	given	what	we	need	as	we	need	it.	Space	becomes
brutal	only	if	we	try	to	force	it,	make	it	a	project,	or	demand	that	it	meet	our



expectations.

The	Myth	of	Fulfillment
I	have	described	two	basic	difficulties	we	human	beings	have	with	space.	In

the	first,	we	are	addicted	to	filling	up	every	kind	of	space	we	encounter.	We	are
addicted	to	fulfillment,	to	the	eradication	of	all	emptiness.	In	the	second
difficulty,	we	fear	what	spaciousness	will	reveal	to	us.	We	would	rather	have	the
anesthetized	serenity	of	dullness	than	the	liberating	dis-ease	of	truth.	Together,
our	addiction	to	fulfillment	and	our	flight	from	truth	weave	a	harsh,	desperate
barrier	against	participation	in	love.
Back	in	the	days	when	I	was	doing	a	lot	of	psychotherapy,	a	Roman	Catholic

priest	came	to	me	with	this	concern:	“I’m	nearly	fifty	years	old,	and	I	still	don’t
have	my	sexuality	resolved.”
My	response,	perhaps	a	bit	too	flippant,	was,	“Join	the	crowd.”
“No,”	he	said,	“I	mean	it.	I’m	not	satisfied	with	my	relationships,	and	I	can’t

make	peace	with	celibacy.	I	can’t	find	any	serenity	with	my	desires	for
intimacy.”
I	still	felt	it	sounded	quite	normal,	but	he	wanted	to	work	on	it.	So	for	several

months	we	explored	whether	psychological	problems	were	causing	his	distress.
He	had	not	received	perfect	love	and	support	from	his	parents	when	he	was	a
child,	but	I	thought,	“Who	does?”	He	had	been	traumatized	in	a	variety	of	ways
by	early	sex	education	and	experiences.	I	wondered,	“Aren’t	we	all,	to	some
degree?”	I	couldn’t	escape	my	conviction	that	he	was	a	very	normal	example	of
the	male	of	the	human	species.
A	middle-aged	mother	told	a	story	not	unlike	that	of	the	priest.	“I	should	be

happy	with	the	way	things	are.	I	have	a	fine	marriage,	two	wonderful	kids,	a
good	career.	Yet	I	keep	feeling	something	is	missing.	I	have	these	dreams	about
romance.	Deep	down	I	am	restless;	I	want	something	more.	I	think	my	sex	life	is
at	least	as	good	as	the	next	person’s,	but	there’s	some	kind	of	intimacy	I	long	for.
I	think	perhaps	I	am	repressing	something.”
I	asked,	“Is	there	any	particular	reason	you	feel	this	is	a	problem?	Could	it	be

that	many	other	people	have	similar	yearnings	for	something	more?”	(This	was
my	attempt	at	a	gentler	version	of	“Join	the	crowd.”)
She	paused	for	a	long	time.	“No,	I	do	not	believe	other	people	have	these

feelings.	I	know	a	lot	of	people	who	are	perfectly	happy	and	fulfilled.”



“Do	you	think	they	really	are?	Or	is	it	maybe	just	the	way	they	act	and	talk?	I
know	I	hear	this	kind	of	thing	from	many	people.”
“Well,	you	talk	to	a	lot	of	strange	people.	I	have	some	close	friends	who	never

seem	to	feel	the	way	I	do.	If	they’re	kidding	themselves,	they	are	doing	a	good
job	of	it.	They	really	feel	contented	with	their	lives.”
“Have	you	talked	to	them?	Have	you	told	any	of	them	how	you	feel,	to	see

what	they’d	say?”
“No,	I	haven’t.	They	wouldn’t	understand.	And	I’d	feel—I	do	feel—as	though

there’s	something	wrong	with	me.	They’d	give	me	advice,	and	that’s	the	last
thing	I	need.	I	already	feel	too	incapable.”
So	we	explored	her	psychology	for	a	while.	As	with	the	priest,	there	were

imperfections,	but	again	I	kept	thinking	that	all	experience	is	imperfect.	And	I
kept	wanting	to	say,	“What’s	wrong	with	feeling	unfulfilled	and	restless?	Isn’t
there	something	basically	right	about	it?”
With	both	these	people,	as	with	so	many	others	who	have	confided	in	me,	the

real	problem	was	believing	that	their	sense	of	inner	restlessness	and	lack	of
fulfill	ment	indicated	psychological	disorder.	They	had	swallowed	the	cultural
myth	that	says,	“If	you	are	well	adjusted,	and	if	you	are	living	your	life	properly,
you	will	feel	fulfilled,	satisfied,	content,	and	serene.”	Stated	conversely,	the
myth	says,	“If	you	are	not	satisfied	and	fulfilled,	there	is	something	wrong	with
you.”
The	myth	is	so	widespread	that	the	majority	of	adults	in	our	culture	accept	it

without	question.	There	are	three	ways	we	act	out	this	belief:	We	may	try	to
“fix”	ourselves,	our	life	situations	and	our	relationships	because	we	feel	there	is
something	wrong	with	them.	Or	we	may	repress	our	restlessness,	trying	to
appear	to	ourselves	and	others	as	if	we	had	achieved	perfection.	Failing	this,	we
dull	our	concern	altogether,	seeking	to	lose	ourselves	in	work,	food,
entertainment,	drugs,	or	some	other	escape.	Ironically,	all	three	ways	easily
become	addictions	in	themselves;	addictions	to	self-improvement,	to	perfect
adjustment,	or	to	various	means	of	escape.
The	myth	has	pervaded	virtually	every	aspect	of	our	society.	Popular	religion

promises	peace	of	mind	if	only	we	will	believe	correctly.	If	we	are	not
completely	happy,	it	maintains,	it	is	because	we	are	somehow	not	right	with
God.	Perhaps	we	are	too	sinful,	or	our	faith	is	insufficient,	or	we	have	missed	the
one	true	doctrine.	Countless	people	believe	the	religious	myth,	even	when	a
cursory	reading	of	the	lives	of	saints	reveals	great	agony,	doubt,	and	struggle



within	themselves	and	with	their	world.	A	slightly	deeper	probing	of	spiritual
growth	shows	that	as	people	deepen	in	their	love	for	God	and	others,	they
become	ever	more	open:	not	only	more	appreciative	of	the	beauty	and	joys	of
life,	but	also	more	vulnerable	to	its	pain	and	brokenness.
Popular	psychology	promotes	the	myth	as	well.	It	promises	peace	of	mind	for

only	two	categories	of	people:	those	who	grew	up	in	perfectly	functioning
families	and	those	who	use	modern	psychology	to	rise	above	the	scars	of	their
dysfunctional	families.	Countless	people	believe	this	psychological	version	as
well,	even	when	the	knotted	lives	of	our	most	successful	citizens	are	continually
displayed	in	the	media	for	all	to	examine	and	when	no	such	thing	as	a	truly
functional	family	can	be	found.
Although	it	is	very	right	to	treat	our	real	disorders	and	maximize	our	health,

we	make	several	great	mistakes	if	we	think	life	should	or	even	can	be	resolved	to
a	point	of	complete	serenity	and	fulfillment.	To	believe	this	is	to	commit
ourselves	to	a	fantasy	that	does	not	exist	and	that,	if	it	were	true,	would	kill	our
love	and	end	in	stagnation,	boredom,	and	death.	It	is	also	to	remove	our	concern
from	the	real	issues	of	our	life	and	world,	to	transfer	our	energy	to	a	vague,	self-
serving	agenda	that	must	be	carried	out	before	we	can	get	on	with	the	business
of	living,	loving,	and	creating	a	better	world.	Further,	the	myth	perpetuates	the
willful	delusion	that	we	human	beings	are	objects,	like	machines,	to	be	built	and
repaired,	meant	for	efficiency	rather	than	love.	Most	importantly,	the	myth	of
fulfillment	makes	us	miss	the	most	beautiful	aspect	of	our	human	souls:	our
emptiness,	our	incompleteness,	our	radical	yearning	for	love.	We	were	never
meant	to	be	completely	fulfilled;	we	were	meant	to	taste	it,	to	long	for	it,	and	to
grow	toward	it.	In	this	way	we	participate	in	love	becoming	life,	life	becoming
love.	To	miss	our	emptiness	is,	finally,	to	miss	our	hope.

The	Secret	Hope	of	Emptiness
Emptiness,	yearning,	incompleteness:	these	unpleasant	words	hold	a	hope	for

incomprehensible	beauty.	It	is	precisely	in	these	seemingly	abhorrent	qualities	of
ourselves—qualities	that	we	spend	most	of	our	time	trying	to	fix	or	deny—that
the	very	thing	we	most	long	for	can	be	found:	hope	for	the	human	spirit,	freedom
for	love.
This	is	a	secret	known	by	those	who	have	had	the	courage	to	face	their	own

emptiness.	The	secret	of	being	in	love,	of	falling	in	love	with	life	as	it	is	meant



to	be,	is	to	befriend	our	yearning	instead	of	avoiding	it,	to	live	into	our	longing
rather	than	trying	to	resolve	it,	to	enter	the	spaciousness	of	our	emptiness	instead
of	trying	to	fill	it	up.
It	has	taken	me	a	long	time	to	learn	this	secret,	and	I	continue	to	forget	it

many	times	each	day.	Befriending	emptiness	is	mostly	a	tender	thing,	requiring
such	immediacy	and	vulnerability	that	my	heart	is	rendered	very	delicate.	I
cannot	maintain	it,	and	it	is	only	through	the	empowerment	of	grace	that	it
comes	to	me	at	all.	Yet	nowhere	else	am	I	more	truly	myself.	In	no	other	way
does	the	woven	tapestry	of	love	and	addiction	spring	into	vibrant,	colorful	life.
Some	recovering	addicts	have	discovered	the	secret	as	they	realize	that	the

awesome,	terrifying	space	left	by	their	relinquished	addiction	is	like	that	of	an
empty	vessel,	devoid	of	substance	yet	full	of	possibility.	The	recovering	heroine
of	Erica	Jong’s	Any	Woman’s	Blues	finds	that	“I	was	not	a	victim	of	fate.	Yes,
God,	Goddess,	the	Higher	Power,	the	Holy	Ghost,	worked	through	me;	I	was	a
human	vessel	for	a	divine	energy	force.	But	to	be	a	vessel	was	not	the	same	as	to
be	a	victim	or	a	pawn.	Life	flowed	through	me,	and	therefore	my	body	and	mind
had	to	be	respected.”	18

Some	artists	have	discovered	the	secret	as	they	endure	what	Etty	Hillesum
called	the	battlefield	of	our	inner	space:	“To	turn	one’s	innermost	being	into	a
vast	empty	plain,	so	that	something	of	‘God’	can	enter	you,	and	something	of
‘Love’	too.”	Etty	Hillesum’s	life	came	to	an	end	in	the	concentration	camp	at
Auschwitz,	but	her	hope—and,	most	amazingly,	her	joy	and	gratitude	for	life—
lived	on	for	us	through	her	oppression.19

Oppression	by	other	human	beings,	like	the	oppression	of	our	own	addictions,
can	teach	the	secret.	But	we	can	learn	it	only	if	we	have	the	courage	to	face	our
emptiness	with	undefended	clarity.	In	nineteenth-century	Maryland,	the	young
Frederick	Douglass	was	confronted	with	his	own	emptiness	as	he	learned	to
read.	“It	opened	my	eyes	to	the	horrible	pit,	but	to	no	ladder	upon	which	to	get
out.”	Douglass	was	a	man	of	great	courage,	most	obviously	in	risking	his	life	for
freedom	for	his	brothers	and	sisters.	But	beneath	this,	before	this,	there	was	a
deeper	bravery.	He	was	willing	to	experience	the	pain	of	his	own	longing.	He
chose	not	to	run	away	from	his	truth.20

We	can	perform	service	to	others	for	a	variety	of	reasons.	We	can	do	good
deeds	because	of	fear,	guilt,	or	the	desire	to	inflate	our	egos.	But	if	we	really
want	to	be	loving,	if	we	truly	wish	to	respond	to	the	call	of	justice	and	freedom,
we	must	first	have	the	courage	to	look	into	our	own	emptiness.	We	must



somehow	even	come	to	love	it.	The	poet	Rilke,	a	late	contemporary	of	Douglass,
advised	a	young	friend	to	“be	patient	toward	all	that	is	unsolved	in	your	heart
and	try	to	love	the	questions	themselves.	Live	the	questions	now.	Perhaps	over	all
there	is	a	great	motherhood,	as	common	longing.”	21

We	all	have	experiences	of	emptiness.	Some	of	these	experiences,	like	losing
love,	youth,	or	health,	or	feeling	compassion	for	the	pains	of	others,	are
universal	for	the	human	race.	They	are	expressions	of	what	Rilke	called	the	great
motherhood	of	common	longing.	But	some	experiences	are	always	uniquely	our
own,	carried	in	the	secret	places	of	our	hearts,	touched	only	in	solitude.	Anyone
who	faces	emptiness	becomes	contemplative	in	that	very	moment,	for	then	the
truth	is	seen—just	as	it	is.
It	is	the	contemplative	saints,	however,	who	most	know	the	fear	and	pain	as

well	as	the	joy	and	freedom	of	entering	emptiness;	they	have	chosen	to	confront
that	which	has	to	be	thrust	upon	the	rest	of	us.	They	have	stretched	and	yielded
themselves	to	experience	cleanly	and	clearly	the	hunger	and	brokenness	of	their
own	hearts	and	of	our	world.	They	have	willingly	sought	to	deprive	themselves
of	anesthesia.	They	have	claimed	their	desire	to	bear	the	beams	of	love,
regardless	of	the	cost.
At	the	turn	of	the	fifteenth	century,	Julian	of	Norwich	wrote,	“I	learned	to	be

afraid	of	my	instability.	For	I	do	not	know	in	what	way	I	shall	fall.	I	would	have
liked	to	have	known	that—with	due	fear,	of	course.	But	I	got	no	answer.”	She
faced	her	fear	and	was	able	to	continue:	“Both	when	we	fall	and	when	we	get	up
again	we	are	kept	in	the	same	precious	love.	The	love	in	which	God	made	us
never	had	beginning.	In	it	we	have	our	beginning.”	22

Spaciousness	is	always	a	beginning,	a	possibility,	a	potential,	a	capacity	for
birth.	Space	exists	not	in	order	to	be	filled	but	to	create.	In	space,	to	the	extent
we	can	bear	the	truth	of	the	way	things	are,	we	find	the	ever-beginning	presence
of	love.	Take	the	time,	then;	make	the	space.	Seek	it	wherever	you	can	find	it,	do
it	however	you	can.	The	manner	does	not	matter,	and	the	experience	you	have
there	is	of	secondary	importance.	Seek	the	truth,	not	what	is	comfortable.	Seek
the	real,	not	the	easy.
Perhaps	you	already	have	an	intentional	rhythm	of	prayer,	meditation,	or

reflection.	If	so,	the	form	may	not	need	to	change	at	all.	Just	review	what	you	do
and	what	seems	to	happen.	Does	your	practice	allow	some	real	space,	or	has	it
become	completely	filled	with	spiritual	activity?	Is	it	a	time	of	immediate
presence	for	you,	in	which	you	can	just	be?	Or	has	it	become	a	routine	in	which



you	find	more	dullness	than	wakefulness,	more	focused	attention	than	openness
to	what	is?
In	my	experience,	all	routines	sooner	or	later	become	habits	I	begin	to	hide

behind.	I	can	take	the	best	of	disciplines—those	that	are	most	likely	to	really
enable	spacious	presence—and	turn	them	into	doings.	Then	I	go	through	the
motions	of	the	practice	and	escape	the	space	altogether.	For	this	reason,	I	find	I
need	to	bring	a	certain	freshness	to	all	my	spiritual	practices.	This	time	of	prayer
or	meditation	may	be	something	I	am	very	used	to	doing,	but	why	am	I	doing	it
now?	What	is	my	real	hope?	Can	I	reclaim	my	desire,	form	my	intent	afresh,	so
that	I	enter	each	time	as	if	it	were	the	first?	Can	I	claim	my	hope	that	it	will
indeed	be	a	beginning?
If	you	do	not	already	have	such	a	rhythm,	I	encourage	you	to	try	to	establish

one.	If	you	are	at	all	like	me,	this	will	not	be	easy.	But	I	am	convinced	the
struggle	is	worth	it;	success	or	failure	do	not	matter—the	attempt	is	worthwhile
in	and	of	itself.
The	first	step	is	to	look	for	spaces	that	occur	naturally	in	your	life.	We	all	have

them,	and	they	can	tell	us	something	about	what	is	uniquely	right	for	us.	Perhaps
you	find	little	natural	spaces	after	you	have	completed	some	work,	times	that
you	stretch	and	look	around	and	just	be	for	a	moment.	Could	times	like	that	be
expanded?	Could	you	savor	them	a	little	longer?	Or	maybe	you	sometimes
indulge	in	a	long,	hot	bath,	or	find	yourself	in	stillness	just	before	you	go	to
sleep	or	wake	up.	Possibly	you	find	space	in	nature	or	gardening,	in	music	or
exercise.	Take	a	while	to	go	over	a	typical	day	in	your	mind—where	are	the
most	likely	moments	of	spaciousness?	Are	there	some	such	moments	that	you
usually	immediately	fill	by	watching	television,	reading,	drinking,	or	some	other
activity	that	dulls	you	even	though	you	call	it	recreation?	Might	you	be	able	to
just	be	present	a	while	longer	in	some	of	those	moments	before	you	move	to	fill
or	dull	yourself?	Might	some	of	them	be	expanded	and	made	more	intentional
without	causing	them	to	feel	too	contrived	or	artificial?
In	addition,	you	should	probably	at	least	try	to	set	aside	some	regular	time

each	day,	in	the	morning	or	evening	or	both,	that	is	simply	and	solely	dedicated
to	just	being.	In	the	beginning,	these	times	may	be	only	a	few	minutes	long.
(Many	of	my	times	are	still	only	a	few	minutes	long,	after	over	twenty	years	of
experience.)	A	friend	of	mine	began	each	morning	with	only	the	time	it	took	her
coffee	to	percolate.	I	think	there	is	little	value	in	staying	there	longer	than	you
can	remain	fresh	and	present.	When	busy-ness	and	dullness	take	over,	it	is



probably	best	to	move	on	and	come	back	again	later.	On	the	other	hand,	don’t
run	away	when	the	first	repressed	unpleasantness	surfaces.	Try	to	let	it	be;	stay	a
little	longer	with	what	is.
A	set-aside	time	in	the	morning,	however	brief,	can	establish	a	kind	of

attitudinal	posture	(disposition	is	the	classical	word)	for	beginning	the	day.	It	is	a
time	when	you	can	consecrate	the	day	and	yourself	for	the	day,	offering	your
prayer	for	greater	presence	in	love.	Likewise,	evening	times	can	include	a	little
reflection	on	the	day.	Where	were	the	moments	of	space?	What	times	seemed	to
contain	real	presence?	What	glimpses	of	being	in	love	were	you	given?	What
enterprises	or	situations	kidnapped	you	and	held	you	hostage	to	functioning	or
fear?	And	where	is	the	spaciousness	right	now,	in	this	moment	at	the	end	of	the
day?	What	do	you	seek	there?	What	is	the	deepest	desire	with	which	you	might
drift	into	sleep?
Finally,	keep	an	eye	open	for	longer	spaces.	Consider	extended	spiritual

retreats,	quiet	days,	or	contemplative	prayer	or	meditation	groups	where	you	can
spend	some	dedicated	and	less	distracted	time	just	simply	being.	Bear	in	mind
that	I	am	not	speaking	of	the	talk-	and	activity-filled	conferences	that	are
sometimes	called	retreats	or	spiritual	groups	but	of	periods	in	which	people	truly
seek	stillness	and	deepening	alone	or	together.	Experiment	with	whether	you
find	space	more	easily	alone	or	with	other	people.	Look	to	your	own	Sabbath—
is	it	possible	to	claim	some	time	like	that	for	yourself,	when	just	being	is	truly	an
end	in	itself?	What	sort	of	support	might	you	need	from	other	people	to	help	you
pursue	this?
I	have	proposed	that	you	seek	three	kinds	of	spaces	in	your	life:	little	moments

in	the	midst	of	work	and	play,	regular	set-aside	times	each	day,	and	periodic
longer	times	of	authentic	retreat.	In	all	these,	and	in	the	rest	of	your	time	as	well,
I	hope	you	will	seek	the	spaciousness	of	the	immediate	moment:	the
spaciousness	of	presence.	In	this	one	single	moment,	here	and	now,	all	three
kinds	of	spaciousness	come	together:	form	because	it	is	here,	time	because	it	is
now,	and	soul	because	aliveness	is	birthed	in	immediacy.
You	will,	as	I	do,	find	yourself	resisting	the	spaciousness	of	presence.

Sometimes	you	will	know	that	you	simply	do	not	want	to	face	into	it;	it	may
seem	too	painful,	or	it	may	require	too	much	letting-go	of	other	investments.
That	is	all	right.	Do	not	try	to	force	it.	If	you	fight	for	presence	simply	because
you	think	you	should,	you	will	only	stifle	yourself.	True	presence	never	comes
through	coercion.



But	there	will	be	other	times,	increasingly	frequent,	when	you	know	that	in
spite	of	your	resistance	you	really	do	desire	presence;	you	want	it	deeply
regardless	of	the	pain	it	holds	or	the	relinquishment	you	must	endure.	When	it
happens	to	me,	I	pray	for	help:	“God,	you	are	here	now;	help	me	be	here	now.”
Or	I	repeat	one	of	the	precious	phrases:	“present	moment,	wonderful	moment,”
“pure	and	total	presence,”	“practice	the	presence,”	“continually	renewed
immediacy,”	“be	here	now,”	“be	still	and	know,”	“come	unto	me,”	“bear	the
beams.”
I	also	try	to	remind	myself	of	what	I	know	from	experience:	the	two	most

important	facts	about	the	spaciousness	of	the	present	moment.	No	matter	how
full	of	wonder	or	how	empty	and	barren	the	moment	seems,	it	is	always
sufficient.	And	no	matter	how	much	exquisite	joy	or	pain	I	may	feel	in	the
moment,	it	will	never	be	more	than	I	can	bear.
The	emptiness	of	the	spaciousness	of	the	present	moment	is	sufficient.	It

contains	everything	that	is	needed	for	lovingly	beginning	the	next	moment;	it
seeks	only	our	own	willing,	responsive	presence,	just	here,	just	now.	And	we	can
bear	whatever	experience	we	have	in	the	spaciousness	of	this	present	moment.	If
we	project	it	into	the	future	it	may	seem	impossible,	but	just	here,	just	now,	it	is
not	too	much.	There	are	no	exceptions—not	in	physical	pain,	not	in	psychiatric
disorder	or	emotional	agony,	not	in	relational	strife,	not	in	war,	not	in
oppression,	not	in	loss,	not	in	spiritual	aching,	not	in	dying.	Love	is	too	much
with	us	for	there	to	be	any	exceptions.
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