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            Introduction
      

         

         At times of anxiety, uncertainty, and disruption, we all need something to sustain us. My answer was to reach for my so-called commonplace books: neat little volumes filled from cover to cover with quotes by great thinkers, interesting comments I’d come across, and some reflections of my own.

         Reading through them, I realised that the various entries reflected a lifelong quest: for improved self-knowledge, for a mindset to act as a shield against adversity and misfortune, and for the equanimity that comes with deeper insight.

         The themes are wide-ranging: from building up personal strength to finding one’s place in the world; from the delights of love to warnings of its hazards; from keys to successful relationships to ways of dealing with animosity and rejection. Social concerns are balanced by tributes to art, creativity and imagination. There is evidence of comfort to be had from faith, not necessarily religious, as well as gentle support in the face of death and bereavement.

         It is my hope that the gleaning and subsequent threshing of my own life harvest will serve as inspiration for anyone engaged in the daunting task of making the most of life – of treasuring all that it contains, on whatever terms offered.

         “Relish the shadows you leave behind. They add depth and definition. For expansion, though, look forward: into the dazzling new dimension of the as yet unknown.”

      
   





Chapter One - Being




There is little certainty in life.

Possessions can be lost in an instant,

conditions may change overnight.

A dream could be shattered by an utterance,

and passions turn to ashes when alight.

Your mind can be influenced by others,

until your thoughts are no more your own.

But set against all these variables,

there is one constant:

Your being. Who you are.



The question is: who are you? Who do you think you are? A person’s identity is often shrouded in myth, starting from the moment we are born. The birth myth is the story you’ve been told about conditions surrounding your birth.

It stands to reason that it makes a difference if you were born after three days of protracted labour, so agonising that your mother vowed never to bear another child, and never did…

Or if you were the long-awaited heir hailed as a gift from heaven, whose birth was celebrated in floods of champagne; or the unwanted fruit of a shameful incident, born after a failed termination, to your mother’s bitter grief.

Or perhaps you were the seventh out of ten, who slipped into the world almost unnoticed? So insignificant, even your family can’t recall much about it. Or a weakling saved against the odds amidst much tears and anguish: a triumph of life over affliction?

Often it is nothing but a myth; sometimes quite unfounded. But it still reveals a lot about your own self-image.

To find our essence, it may be necessary to go all the way back, revisit our childhood landscape, and then trace the maze of paths leading up to the person we developed into, identifying and dismissing any false indicators as we go along.

In the words of T.S. Eliot: “The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”

 

Just as important as knowing who you are is to establish who you are not. Even free-thinking, independent individuals, well able to rise above old-fashioned dictates, such as class, convention or religion, are to some extent swayed by views of mass media or the lofty ideals of political correctness. Few of us are impervious to the lure of fashion, advertisers or other influencers, and expectations from employers, colleagues, family and friends are impossible to ignore.

Comfort can be derived from hiding behind a protective guise, especially one that brings admiration and approval. This has become particularly tempting with the rise of social networks. But relying on an image that is not a genuine representation of yourself can be precarious, as you can never be sure that the mask won’t slip to reveal what is behind it: whatever you’ve taken great care to conceal.

Even more dangerous is to create your own mythical persona, based on what and who you think you ought to be; to nurture it in the mistaken belief that it is all you have, all you will ever amount to. As long as everyone else buys into the myth, all is well. But any threat to it will cause great distress, perhaps irreparable damage. There are even those who find that they can’t survive without it.

 

A beautiful birch on our land had toppled over in a storm. It was a pathetic sight: this tree that had stood, tall and majestic, spreading its magnificent crown of rich green foliage, suddenly reduced to a piece of debris.

The reason was plain to see: its roots, torn from the earth and exposed to the light of day, had been far too shallow to support the extravagant growth above ground.

It made me think about roots: the tendency of some to cling to theirs to the point of suffocation, rather than engage in the perilous task of cutting their own furrow; while others triumphantly flee the nest, up, out, and away, never to look back, going as far as to deny their origins for a chance to live life entirely on their own terms; and then, how both these extremes restrict personal freedom. In order to keep developing, we must grow above our roots, but at the same time, we need them in order to realise our full potential.

For if we expand too far, without first tending to the part that connects us to the earth, making sure it’s stable and secure and deep enough to provide an anchorage, we risk ending up like the beautiful birch: felled to the ground by a storm.

 

“How did you manage it?” asked a young friend, who had been suffering from depression. “What did you do to become so…” He wavered, as if searching for a word that wasn’t part of his normal vocabulary. “You always seem so much at ease.”

I had to stop and think. Years of anything but ease flashed by: loneliness, anxiety, terror. How did I manage it? It took me a few days to find the answer.

When I did, I rang him up and said: “I got rid of my baggage. Put it down and walked away. Not an easy thing to do, but I had discovered that the stuff I was lugging around wasn’t really mine, it was debris left over from other people’s travels. They had piled it on to me, but I had no use for it.

“For a while I felt naked – vulnerable, exposed. Much of my identity had been stuffed into those bags. Briefly I feared that I would not be able to manage life without them.

“But then – for want of other options – I took a deep breath and listened. And from the hidden depths of my own being came another note, another truth: A conviction never to be challenged. A sense of belonging extending beyond all limits.

Complete security needing no affirmation beyond the wonder of my own existence.”

 

Even with the best intentions, it is easy, only too easy, to be misled by our emotions, in particular those we don’t know we have. They are the cause of rash, impulsive acts; they drive us to be erratic, distort our sense of judgment.

We apply different techniques to come to terms with feelings that are painful or unworthy. Rationalising them is always tempting but it usually leads us off course. Suppression has an awful lot to answer for in terms of devastation.

Does that mean the other extreme is more healthy? Emotions erupting at short notice, making us scream and shout, laugh or cry, with little or no restraint?

One thing is certain: the more easily a feeling manifests itself, the closer to the surface it is. Using moods to let off steam, indulge ourselves, or even manipulate others, is a means to an end not altogether honourable.

Emotional responses need not affect our conduct. Like spoilt children, they crave attention, but once we acknowledge them, they settle down, leaving us free to accept them as being there, somewhere in the background, though no more important to our life than the twinge you register when a needle pricks your finger.

The purest, most sacred feelings are those we encounter deep inside ourselves in moments of solitude and peace. Such feelings crave no tribute, answer to no needs. They are, in themselves, what we consist of.

 

It’s an illusion that we can get by without difficulty. If it were possible, we’d end up stunted. Adversity gives our character a chance to expand, just as conflict makes it grow. The resilience to cope with exigencies is not a natural ability we are born with. It has to be acquired, earned, fostered.






	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Life Harvest.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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