Fruits of the Spirit - Sacred Activism:  Being Love in Action


“If you're really listening, if you're awake to the poignant beauty of the world, your heart breaks regularly. In fact, your heart is made to break; its purpose is to burst open again and again so that it can hold ever more wonders.”        
~Andrew Harvey

	
When you are awake to the beauty of the world it is because you are awake to the essence of your being. The only way for this to happen is for all the defenses around the heart of love to be shattered. A heart of love is a heart that beats without constriction. It is wide open, exposed, and vulnerable.
	
Your heart got bruised as a child and so you wrapped it up in protective bandages, which now must come off for the final healing. The process is just like when you scraped your knee as a child. There came a time for the band-aid to be ripped off and the tender spot exposed to the healing air and sun. 
	
I remember this experience well. It was around Christmas, and I had to sing carols in the choir. I had a filthy dirty, frayed and tatty band-aid on my knee. I had scraped and cut my knee badly when I fell off my bike. My mother wanted the band aid off because I stood in the front row of the choir, and she would no doubt have felt shame having a child look unkempt and wounded sticking out conspicuously in the front row. (In my defense, in those days band-aids were heavy duty and stuck tenaciously without any real protective padding.) I remember the ensuing fight: I argued that I would do it myself. She got impatient with me trying to peel it off one half millimeter at a time with great dramatics about how it hurt. Finally, irritated, she grabbed one end and yanked it off.  I wailed and wept and vowed I was wounded for life, even though after a minute or so- and despite a tiny bit of blood where a scab came off- it was minimally sore and healed more quickly exposed to the air than suppurating in the clammy dark under the band aid.
	
At a deeper level, I felt shame for being a sissy and so wrapped my heart in bravado and fearlessness. This bandage too had to come off in later life. I had to feel and know the fear and do it anyway – instead of pretending I was fearless and rushing in where angels fear to tread, further traumatizing my poor mother with reckless and impulsive behavior.
	
This is exactly how you all learned to protect our hearts, too. You felt shame and learned to hide your heart under layers of protection. Children are very vulnerable and what seems like no big deal to an adult wounds the heart of a child. In this instance I got the message that I was a sissy, felt shame, and learned bravado to cover up the shame of being a sissy. 
	
One of the ways we learned to be “good, helpful, and responsible” was to be shamed by being given the message that we were selfish and irresponsible when we did not do what our parents wanted immediately. Think of the times you did not anticipate what a parent wanted and were told, “Can’t you see I need some help here?” Or you didn’t want to share your candy bar or toys with your younger sibling and were told, “Don’t be so selfish, you need to learn to share!” Or you were told when you did not pull your weight with chores, “You need to learn some responsibility around here! Do you think your mother is your personal servant?”
	
It is not that we do not have to learn to share, or meet the needs of others, or be responsible and take initiative. It’s just that now the life task is to rip off the bandage of being “selfless, helpful, responsible, and good” and see how we are compelled into these behaviors to avoid feeling guilt and shame. We have to recognize that our own feelings and needs are not being considered or recognized and so we are externally focused on doing and giving to everyone else but not caring for ourselves. We are living lives that are out of balance and driven by fear and our behaviors are to prevent feeling bad. We are not living our own life. 
	
We do not know how to ask for help or receive from others (including empathy for ourselves). We do not get our own needs met by others or ourselves. We do not acknowledge our own feelings… but at least we ward off feeling “bad.” The tradeoff is that we do not live our own lives, care about our needs, or know our feelings. Instead, we feel self-righteous and resentful for all we do and give. So, who is actually selfish now? We are utterly selfish in our “selflessness.” 
	
The good deeds we do are to protect us from feeling shame and guilt, and they lead to exhaustion and resentment. This translates into the recipients of our “goodness” feeling guilty and shame- as if they owe us. And so, the cycle repeats itself.
	
If we do not know what our own needs are and do not know how to meet them, then we are incapable of meeting the needs of others. If we do not know our own feelings, we cannot empathize with the feelings of others. If we do not listen to ourselves, we are not really listening to others. If we are not present to ourselves, we are not present to others. All the doing “good” is just trying to anticipate what someone else wants so that we don’t get into trouble. We are merely caught in an endless repetition of childhood attempts to be emotionally safe.
	
What is required is a new definition of what selflessness means: Selflessness means becoming empty of the shame and fear rooted in the unmet needs of childhood. Empty of self-limiting definitions of who you are, empty of false identity. “Selfless” means empty of an ego self. Loving yourself is not about repeating a lot of schmaltzy, saccharine, self-aggrandizing affirmations. It is an awareness of all that stands in the way of what IS. It is not filling yourself up with sentiment. Selflessness is a radical emptying of self to realize SELF-hood.
	
It helps to be able to redefine the word responsibility to mean the “ability to respond.” 
To know and express our values, beliefs, feelings, needs, and to set limits with awareness. It means owning our motivations of shame and guilt, not parading around in a fog of denial, blaming others for our choices. Usually in our culture responsibility means yielding to the will of the corporation, the institutions, and the family and friends, mindlessly going through life in a reactive and defended way. The result is that we do not live our own lives, fulfill our own destinies, or complete the life cycle to full realization. It is imprisonment of the most subtle and hidden kind, and you are your own  jail-keeper.

It is rewarding to find someone whom you like, but it is essential to like yourself.
It is quickening to recognize that someone is a good and decent human being,
 but it is indispensable to view yourself as acceptable.
It is a delight to discover people who are worthy of respect and admiration and love,
 but it is vital to believe yourself deserving of these things.
For you cannot live in someone else. 
You cannot find yourself in someone else.
 You cannot be given a life by someone else.
Of all the people you will know in a lifetime, you are the only one you will never leave nor lose.
To the question of your life, you are the answer!
To the problems of your life, you are the only solution.
~J. Coudert
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Have you been willing to accept scraps, leftovers, and garbage in the quest to not be selfish?




Exercise:

Consider the handout below and journal about the ways in which you were taught and unconsciously conditioned to be “responsible,” “selfless,” “helpful,” “sharing,” “giving,” “good” and “loving.”  

Write out a commitment to yourself to take the next step in your development and live into these traits and values with a full understanding of what these words really mean. 

Anticipate the pain of guilt and shame arising in your psyche when you learn to say “no” for the right reason and “yes” for the right reason. The memory of this feeling will arise even if no one else censors or criticizes your decisions, but you may get this external reaction as well. You are now stepping outside of the norm and center of gravity of where the development of the culture is. Can you, like the great prophets, teachers and gurus of the world be true to yourself – even in the face of disapproval, punishment and death? Can you live into the fullness of your loving heart?
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 “When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be. When I let go of what I have, I receive what I need.”		                                         ~Tao Te Ching

Of all the judgments that we pass in life, none is as important as the one we pass on ourselves, for that judgment touches the very center of our existence. No significant aspect of our thinking, motivation, feelings, or behavior is unaffected by our self-evaluation.

The first act of honoring the self is the assertion of consciousness:  the choice to think, to be aware, to send the searchlight of consciousness outward toward the world and inward toward our own being.  To default on this effort is to default on the self at the most basic level.

To honor the self is to be willing to think independently, to live by our own mind, and to have the courage of our own perceptions and judgments. To honor the self is to be willing to know not only what we think but also what we feel, what we want, need, desire, suffer over, are frightened or angered by - and to accept our right to experience such feelings. The opposite of this attitude is denial, disowning, repression, and self-repudiation.

To honor the self is to preserve an attitude of self acceptance, - which means to accept what we are, without self-oppression or self-castigation, without any pretense about the truth of our own being, pretense aimed at deceiving either ourselves or anyone else.

To honor the self is to live authentically, to speak and act from our innermost convictions and feelings.

To honor the self is to refuse to accept unearned guilt, and to do our best to correct such guilt as we may have earned.

To honor the self is to be committed to our right to exist which proceeds from the knowledge that our life does not belong to others and that we are not here on earth to live up to someone else’s expectations. To many people, this is a terrifying responsibility.

To honor the self is to be in love with our own life, in love with our possibilities for growth and for experiencing joy, in love with the process of discovery and exploring our distinctively human potentialities.

Thus we can begin to see that to honor the self is to practice selfishness in the highest, noblest and least understood sense of that word. And this, I shall argue, requires enormous independence, courage and integrity.										             
										             ~Nathaniel Branden
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