Crossing the Abyss to Spiritual Opportunity

Thomas Merton Brightman

On Augus 24,1984 | spentmy last day asa
corporate employee. | had resigned in July. | did
nothave anew job. It didn’t matter. | wasn’t sure
where | was going, butanywhere might be better
than where | had arrived some nineteen years after
setting out with my high hopes and thefamily’ sfirst
college degree.

No promise of pay, power or perks could changemy
decison. | would notwaiver for thewants or wishes
of anyoneelse. Thepan of remaining the same was
clearly greater than any pan | could imaginefrom
change Thedecisoncame fromadepththa | coud
not begin to explain. People often comment onthe
courage of my choice. | remember its necessity. My
action seemed drastic to mog, but my spirit was
amazingly calm, even peaceful.

On onelevel it wasthe cam after thestorm. Much :

of my life had been awhirlwind. Thebull had onepiece of chinaleft in theshop, himself, and
something told him notto break it. Why would | want to doto myself tha which | lamented
aboutothers doingto me? Fate had morein storefor me. Thestorm wasn’t over. | wasresting
in its eye. God had given me a brief respite before moving me to alevel tha defied my
comprehenson.

My own arrows had woundel me as much as thos of anyoneelse. Thebowfromwhich my
parents released me was not pefect, butmy own attempts to course correct were as faulty. One
remaining option was to accept that course correction would come from the greater bow that
sendsall of usforth into thefray. My pat wasto allow that to hgppen. | wasto trug in myself
andin God.

| could surrende or continuesalf-inflicted suffering. | could keep living for others or begin to
live for mysalf. | needed to get outof my own way. | felt likel was aboutto lose everything
because | was onthevergeof loangme. Something blessed inadewasn’t willingto let me
disintegrate. | knownowthat | had everythingto gan, notlose, by letting go of thefalse self in
which | had so much invested. | meticuloudy crafted this self as a subditute for loss of my true
self throughraising my paents.
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| had fashiond illusoninto dduson as had my ancestors. Hope energy and will had barely
weakened theweb, cutting perhgpsa single thread. | was still wearing mog of the masks
devised to protect thevery core that was nowin imminent dange. Something was missingin the
receipt. | needed to trash the masks not me.

To escape my sentendng to asodety of false faces, | needed to let go of identification with
objects and paterns Onesign of progress was that life' s material thingswere aboutas
interesting to me as they would beto spirit tha had jus departed abody. Objects nolonge
computed. Wha I’ d received throughthingsand thinking had left me hollow. It wastimeto
leave the outer world and cross the abyssto theinner.

Beyondstopping what | was doing, | wasn’t surewhereto start. To others, my lights still
appeared to beon, butl knew that thehous was empty. It was evident tha no onecould find
me, butme. | had climbed to thetop of aladde only to discover that it was againg thewrong
wall. A cartooncorrection of flipping to another wall wasn’t an option. My descent was at
hand.

| regjected thevery thingstha those aroundme aspired to have. My finefeathered friends
fatered oneby one They needed to make me wrong or at least discountme if they were to hold
onto thar bdiefs, thar masks, thar false faces.

They doughed off, staying behind wherel left my withered skin. Some were eager to try it on
for size andfill thespace tha | had vacated. Pity and greed were the purview of mod. “Poor

Thomes, hereally ishavingahad time. Passthepotatoes please.” Turningin my rose-tinted
glasses let me see clearly.

Wha noneof them could see and wha | did notunderstand, wastha | had thislittle smile
ingde an infant glow. A peaceful sense of awakening was beginning to emerge. | was beyond
thekind of fears that had driven me untl now. | had begunmy hedling.

There would be new depthsof fear and much tribuation ahead, but| was given the serenity of
shodk which takes over when the unpleasant truths of onéslife can nolonge bedenied. | had
been told most of my life tha the protestationsof others were for my own good. It sure didn’t
look that way fromwhere | stood.

In metaphor, | was approaching thewoodlandsof the western mystery tradition. | was entering
thewoodsaone at apointwhere | had never gonebefore. Thequest was begunat forty-one
“A bit old for such an athletic journey,” | thought But then | wasn’t listening much to my
thoughs these days, | was following my heart andit was almog empty. Therewas jud alittle
loveleft for myself and tha had to last thewhole joumey.

Thefirst step was to quit work. Thesecondstep was to sit till. Thethird step was to begin to
feel. Thefourth step wasto stay alive. Thisishow it went, step by step, moment by moment,
left foot, rightfoot, left foot There mug have been atwin spirit onthe other sdewho took over
much of thetime.
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How did | get into thismess? | had lots of hdp. Some highlights may give you a glimpse of
how | arrived at this precipice. And, thefind accountability was all mine even asresponsbility
was widdy shared among care givers who passed on ther inequities.

| had many worthy and worthwhile thingsto my credit. These were thedaling demonsof my
denial. | wouldn't even sneak a pesk at theugly behavioral creatures of the degp, those neon
denizenstha adapt to our darkest depths Themore | hid outin thelightthelonge the shadow |
cast. When findly felt thebreath on my neck and turned to faceit, | amog died a sudden
death.

| had a history of serial addictionand seria (almos) monogamy. Thelast timel left home, | was
taken in where alcoholwas away of life. | drank untl blackouts scared me sobe. Next, | ate
myself to 235pounds Then, | soughtthesolutionin sex. At last, | foundtheddightof capitalist
democaracy —work. | lovedit. If | did enoughof it, no oneor nothing else mattered. Now, | sat
in my wreckage

| was sodety’ s shining child of abuse, alcoholism, overeating, sex addiction, and workaholism.
Sound like theshadow America you know? Perhgosthere is someoneclose to youtha noone
wants at thefamily reunion, church gathe'ing, boad meeting, or political convention? Tha was
me. | madethem very uncomfortable. Thereis something abouta closet tha makes a skeleton
terribly restless.

| escaped by the skin of my teeth from thingstha could have sunk me soone. But thistime, |
went down. | was left with ningy days pay, acar, afew bdongingsin asmall apartment, and
the debts of asecond failed marriage. | had collected baggagefor forty years. My bag had burst.

| called my daughters and told them they would have to goto a state collegeas| could not afford
private school tuition now that | was setting up my own busness. My youngest daughier
touched my heart deeply. She sensed my hard times and wanted to encourage me. Children are
so naurally hopéul.

Shesad, “Dad, don’t worry, your name is going to be a houshold word any day now.” “It
should beso easy,” | thought | had oneor twenty hurdlesto leap. Her spontaneousspak of
hopewas a welcome companion to thefaintly flickering flame left inade Her comment fuded
thebeginning of anew firein my bdly.

Ningy days later, Januay 2, 1985,| spentthefirst day with my first private client. The
agreement assured me tha | could service my debt, have foodto eat and clothesto wear. It had
been so longsince | had lived onso little, | had forgotten that it doesn’t take much to live if one
only needsthebasics.

Theextras are wha get expensve. They can grow until onés upkesp isthar downfall, or until

gross habits cannotkeep pace with net income. Wow, | forgat tha | used spending as a solution.
Darling denial is so diligent. She salways available.
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| crafted this particular box in themovie tradition of War of theRoses. Remember my “amog”
of afew paragraphsago? | had co-created an affair as a cowardly way outof amarriagetha was
increasingly maddening. | donotclaim to beavictim as| chos themarriageand the affair.

But, | surely pad ahigh price.

Yet, | can podulate tha withou that panful price, | might have goneonto even more dire
depthsbefore waking, wide-eyed, to new possibilities. It often took alot to get my attention.

Don’t mistake my humor for insengtivity. Inthemidg of themadness there was not much at
which | could laugh. Today’s humor isrooted in playful acceptance of full persond
accountbility. | wentto a planebeyondthevictim-rescuer-persecutor trap tha plagued me from
the moment | began to watch my paents play this ghestly and grisly game.

In another context, relationdhip is an andent and revered spiritud path. For me, relationship
pitfalls and potholes almos awakened me to theinsanity of languishingin lethd lifeloops Asa
dow learner, | wasto go onto athird marriage before | completed the curriculum. The second
was nearly impossible. | needed athird tha was totally impossible. | gotit. Godisso
coopeative in giving me wha | need to grow.

The seconddivorce spilled into my jobin a seditiousway. My wife solicited a senior vice-
president who had recently been fired after atwo year political batle with me. When events got
too much to stomach for oneof my detractors, he confessed to me tha my wife had called the
fired employee to ask if he haed me enoughto hdp her g& me. Hejoined her venddta and they
got another officer who supevised the mailroom to have clerks send all my mail to him for
opeaning before | gotto seeit.

They findly foundonepesond letter tha could be stretched to infer arelationship with another
person. They made copies and sent oneto the president, my mentor. The president’ s secretary
came into my office, closed thedoorand showed me theletter. Evenin hardbdl corporate
politics this seemed a bit much. But | had alife conditioned to naveté tha censored subtiety.
No power greater than myself had yet restored me to sanity.

These events were followed by legd maneuvesin thedivorce tha led to home foreclosure, loss
of retirement and profit sharing, rising legd bhills, and alooming collective family debt. All of
these were logical consequences of thedrama. Society, family, friendsand enemies alike were
al trying to hold me accountble in away that served thar interests. | decided to become fully
accountblein away tha served me.

S0, Augusg 25, 1984 became thefirst day of therest of my life.

| remember asonglyric tha echoed in my mind those fierce and fateful first days. “Aslongas
you have yourself, thereis nothing they can steal.” Now, I'd changetha to, “Aslongasyou
have your heart, thereis nothing they can steal.” A preciouspart of me, in the center of my
heart, knew tha if | wasto bein this much pan, the payoff had to bemore tha what I’ d gatten
fromlife thusfar. | began anew and had lots of questions
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Humpty Dumpty sat onawall. Humpty Dumpty had a great fal. Yet, all theking’s harses and
all theking’s men could notkeep Humpty Dumpty fromrising agan.
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