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New Year’s Revolutions
Clouds from Above
 

That's not a typo in my subject line. New Year's resolutions are a kind of cliche that we sometimes propose out of guilt or self-delusion, and they usually involve some kind of promise to "do better," like losing weight, drinking less, being a better parent, and so forth. All those are based on the premise that we have failed at something and are weak in some crucial respect. Sure, we can probably all find something to critique about ourselves, but that's not always the most constructive way to proceed on the spiritual path.
 

I prefer to set positive goals and find creative, revolutionary ways to implement them without first beating myself up over what I haven't done well in the past year. A Tibetan Buddhist teacher I know likes to say that self-criticism is one of the biggest cop-outs we can indulge in. Saying "I'm a failure and I'll never lead a truly spiritual life" is a great excuse to stop trying. Instead, choose something you've done that was positive, even if your efforts were halting or limited. Let's say you tried to keep a journal, went out and bought a nice notebook, then made a few entries and promptly stopped. Instead of viewing that as a colossal failure, just see it as a beginning. Writers, artists and musicians often start creative projects that don't go anywhere at first, or that they have to put aside because another project, maybe a "paying gig," is offered to them. Weeks, months or even years later, they return to their initial idea for a story, painting or composition and pick up the thread. They don't think of that as weakness or failure, but as a teriffic opportunity to start with a leg up on a new project. It's a little like drifting off during meditation and realizing that you've been spending the last however many minutes obsessing about something you forgot to do yesterday. You can get angry with yourself for losing focus--or you can bring yourself back to an "awakening," in the sense of renewed enlightenment. (Remember, "Buddha" originally meant "the Awakened One"). And every act of self-awakening is a kind of revolution, a "turning around" of the past and a bold movement forward into a new present. 
 

Sometimes it can be as simple as getting a different perspective on things. As I may have already said to some of you, when I began flying several times a year to CMED workshops in the Chicago area, I found air travel increasingly trying. It's not that I have fear of flying--on the contrary, I love the sensation of speed on takeoff and the sense of soaring above things. But as you know, airports are not much fun, especially O'Hare with its endless, inexplicable delays; and airplanes are not the most comfortable environment. I would feel trapped if I didn't have an aisle seat so I could get up and stretch my legs. But one time when I found myself stuck in a window seat, I pulled out my camera and started taking pictures of the amazing cloud formations that seem so miraculous when viewed from above. I downloaded the images at home and used them as source material for several paintings. Once I started enjoying seeing the clouds from above, I actually began to look forward to each flight, or at least to the time I could spend taking pictures from my tiny window. A change in perspective completely transformed how I feel about the arduous process of traveling by plane.
 

So with that in mind, pick up a thread, even if it was just an intention that you never began to implement, and follow through on it with a sense of excitement and anticipation. It could be a creative project, a domestic improvement, or something related to your spiritual growth. Whatever it is, you can approach it like an adventure rather than a chore or assignment. See how far you can journey with it. (And keep in mind that "journey" and "journal" derive from the same Indo-European root, which is also the root of "diary" and the name of Jove, the ancient god of the bright sky!). Keeping a record of your new project can be a spiritual practice in itself. If anyone would like help with the journaling process, please let me know.
 

Namaste,
Peter 

 

