Are We There Yet?
Imagine this scene: We see a tribe riding camels across the desert.

The sun is burning; the wind is blowing; the wilderness stretches
out before them. A boy riding on a camel next to his dad is whining, “Are we there yet?” The father calmly trudges on through the

wilderness. In the next frame, the young boy repeats his question,
and you get the feeling that he’s been asking this same question all
the long day. Finally, his father turns toward his son and in exasperation shouts, “For God’s sake, we’re nomads!”

To realize that we’re nomads is to know the double truth that

we’re not there yet… and yet it is possible to know that we are

always there, arriving wholly in this moment, fully present in this
step, alive to the miracle of the journey.
We are there whenever we are awake.

The Gully:

My Training Ground for a Life of Travel
Back in the 1950s, when my parents came to northern

New Jersey, they probably thought they were moving to
the country. Our neighborhood was surrounded by farms
and woods. As I grew up, just about all those farms and

all those woods gave way to shopping malls and housing

developments. By the time I was 8 or 9, there was just one
precious plot of wild land left in Paramus right behind our

back yard. We called it The Gully, and it was saved from

development because it belonged to the Elks Club. This
tiny scrap of wilderness was put to use for their annual picnic. The rest of the time it was my world, my place for ad-

venture, exploration, clandestine pleasures and play. Well,

not just mine: All the neighborhood kids played there. If
you built a fort, some mean kid was sure to tear it down.
Every tree, rock, or bush had a name. I had my hideouts,

my secret places of refuge, portals to other worlds, places
where my imagination could run wild.

The Gully was not without its dangers. I often came

home scratched up and bleeding after fighting my way

through blackberry bushes, or covered with the spreading
itch of poison ivy. One time my brother and I were hopelessly stuck in mud (sure that it was quicksand), and once

my boot came off in the snow and I limped home, numb

with frostbite. I was serious about my play, and remember

being indignant when my mom called me in for dinner.
“But I’m playing!” I’d protest. Being an explorer was my
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job, my identity, my destiny.

The Gully was a microcosm of the whole wild world that

awaited me, beyond the shopping malls, beyond the suffocation of school, outside the confines of suburban banalities. I refused to settle for ordinary. “I’m not from here,” I
insisted. “I’m from an island off the coast of Madagascar.”

(This was the most exotic place I could imagine.) By playing in the Gully, I developed a taste for adventure; I had

a glimpse of the endless expanse that was hidden in plain
sight.

The Gully was the outer scene for my inner explorations.

I remember being fascinated by the phenomenon of déja

vu. I would make up elaborate explanations that involved
other dimensions and parallel universes. I devised intricate

and elegant stories that gave me reasons to be both fascinated and terrified.

“If you fell into the crack between moments you might tumble

into eternity and never come back!” And in spite of my terror,
how I yearned to fall!

“I knew that at the moment of my birth, another soul was

also born on the other side of the world, who was also me. How
we yearned to be reunited! And yet if we were ever to meet face-

to-face, the whole universe as we know it would be destroyed!”
In the Gully I explored these yearnings and these ter-

rors, while nibbling sweet peas, blackberries and wild scallions. My adventures in the Gully prepared me for a life

of travel. This tiny patch of land, bordered by backyards,

a cement factory, a highway and The Elks Club was my

training ground. The roar of trucks on Route 17 was the
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roar of the world, calling me.
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It felt like the most natural thing in the world to claim

the whole wide world as my own, to exult in mobility and
follow my impulse toward new horizons.

I designed a life for myself that would allow me to travel

and see the whole world as my teacher and friend. And

I wanted a life where I could be continually challenged,
so that each new challenge might send me to call on the
resources that were buried inside me.

Often, my friends or acquaintances see my travel sched-

ule and then turn to me with a look of pity. They say, “Oh

it must be so hard,” or, “When are you going to stop trav-

eling so much? It must be terrible to be on the road like
that.”

And I say, “Traveling is my practice.”

I wrote this book to explain what it means to make trav-

eling a practice, to learn from the road and surrender to
each step of the journey, and then make that step my home.
I meet so many people on the road who seem only to

want to get where they’re going. “Are we there yet?” Well,
yes. And, no.

Yes. The spiritual practice of travel teaches me how to be

there in every step, to fully inhabit the multi-dimensional
experience of this moment. Through travel, I am learning

how to show up and make myself fully available and receptive to the gift that God (the Great Mystery) is giving
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me just now.

And, no, I will never get there because the destination

is a dynamic force calling me onward with the roar of the
world, opening me up, sending me always toward my ever-expanding potential.
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The Path of Pilgrimage
In 1980 I hitchhiked through Europe with a guitar, a

change of clothes, a tent and a sleeping bag. I was learning the Art of the Road. I was learning to open my eyes. I

traveled without a set itinerary, determined to open myself to a new adventure each day. Daily, I was forced to

let go of expectations, and I encountered generosity in the
most unexpected places. I kept making plans, only to see

them dissolve in the light of startling synchronicities and
unforeseen encounters. Every place of rigidity in me was
forced to bend or soften.

As I stood at the tip of the Greek mainland, at the Tem-

ple of Poseidon, I heard the call of Jerusalem. I decided to

make my journey into a pilgrimage. I imagined standing

before the Western Wall of the ancient Temple and bringing the force of my whole life’s longing as my offering to
lay before God. I imagined standing before that Wall with
so much love that all the walls between myself and God
might be shattered.

In that moment of Intention, my journey was trans-

formed. At one level I still looked like a sightseer, enter-

tained by history and strange customs. Yet I also knew that
as a pilgrim, each step of my journey had the power to

strip me bare, so that I might finally stand before God and
know myself.

It was a wonderful and dangerous journey. The military

had recently taken over the government in Turkey; there
was a civil war going on in Syria; and then the Iran/Iraq
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War broke out, with Syria and Jordan taking sides against

each other. I was learning about the subtle arts of survival,
bargaining and bribery. I was, for the first time, stepping

out of the Western world-view, learning new rules and unlearning so much that I had believed certain.

Meanwhile, I was keeping a meticulous journal of my

inner life. I knew that each strange scene I confronted was
reflecting back to me some aspect of my inner landscape

that I had till that day been ignoring. I was determined
to use each step of my pilgrimage as a vehicle for self-discovery. I was determined to see each person I met as a

messenger who had come to teach me something essential.

I arrived at the Wall in Jerusalem in the middle of the

night in the pouring rain. I was tired but more alive than

I had ever been. Each outward step toward Jerusalem had

also been an inward step of uncovering the complexities of
my own heart. The daily Jewish prayer says, LiYerushalay-

im ircha, b’rachamim tashuv. To Jerusalem Your City, you
will return with Compassion.

As I approached that ancient holy wall, I tried to keep

my heart steady with compassion. The sound of rain
against stone seemed like the tears of all my ancestors

flooding me now… and then I heard a voice, calling me.

“Hey Baby, come here and kiss me!” I could not believe it.
The voice was coming from the guard booth at the edge
of the courtyard where a bored but insistent Israeli soldier
was beckoning to me.

I turned to him, exasperated. I sighed and thought, “I

can’t believe you’re ruining this historic moment!”
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Turning back toward the Wall, I tried to compose my-

self and focus my intention to be wholehearted before

God. The whole time I stood there praying, the soldier
kept yelling through the rain, “Kiss me, Kiss me!” And I
couldn’t help but laugh.

Many years later I studied the Song of Solomon whose

opening line says, “Kiss me with the kisses of your mouth,
for your sweet loving is better than wine.”

Finally, I am able to receive the hidden message of my

pilgrimage. That obnoxious Israeli guard who only knew a
few words of English was my messenger, my angel, come
to tell me:

God is calling you to intimacy with the Reality before you.

“Kiss me,” Life says. “Open to the truth of God in this moment.
Open to the fullness of pleasure and pain. Every time you turn

toward the past or toward an abstract idea, I will call you back
to Me through a simple yet profound engagement with Life.

Your sweet loving is better than wine, better than an abstract
ideal, better than getting high, better than fame, better than

sex, better than knowing a lot, better than success. Kiss me, Kiss
me!”

To embark on a pilgrimage is to be open to the message

that you have spent your whole life resisting. To embark on
a pilgrimage is to be willing to leave behind the familiar

comforts, habits, addictions and self-definitions, and walk
straight into the Truth of who you were meant to be.

yyy
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When I travel, I am learning to be a pilgrim rather than

a tourist. A tourist goes someplace in order to get something: a beautiful view, an interesting experience, perhaps
some souvenirs to bring home.

When I can transform my journey into a pilgrimage,

then with each step I am opening to the blessing of this
place; and with each step I am bringing blessing to this

place. The giving and receiving of blessing gives me a pur-

pose that changes the quality of my presence. As a pilgrim
I lose my interest in shopping, and it even feels a bit awk-

ward to take pictures. As a pilgrim, I am allowing myself
to be moved. I am honoring this place as the doorway between this finite world and the infinite mystery. I am hon-

oring this moment as the culmination of all the moments
I have lived thus far. I am also honoring all the beings who
have trod this ground beneath my feet as I receive the accumulated bounty of their devotion and experience.

A pilgrimage begins the moment I realize that I need

this, and I resolve to go. I need a pilgrimage when I have

stopped seeing the world before me. I need a pilgrimage
when my world has shrunk too small, or my habits have
overshadowed my spontaneity. I need a pilgrimage when
I realize that a chapter of my life has ended, yet the new

chapter remains shrouded. I need to step out of the flow

and momentum of my life in order to get some perspective
on the whole journey.

A pilgrimage requires me to bring an offering, and then

open wide to receive a gift of that place. A pilgrimage

requires me to receive that gift on behalf of my family,
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friends, communities and kindred souls… and then to
bring it back to them.

I was once invited to a celebration of a Bedouin tribe at

the edge of the ancient city of Petra, in Jordan. It was there

that I learned the meaning of pilgrimage. They slaughtered a goat and roasted it over a fire at dusk. The whole

tribe gathered. They were clearly overflowing with joy and
generosity. One of their tribe had taken a pilgrimage, a

long and dangerous journey to a far-off shrine, and he had

come home safely. What I understood from this celebra-

tion was that everyone in the tribe had been honored and
blessed by the success of this one man’s journey. He had

journeyed on their behalf, and the whole community knew
themselves to be raised up in stature in the eyes of God.

Though I politely declined to partake of the goat, I did

devour the joy and was sated with celebration. I danced

with the Bedouins and shared in their grateful celebration.

By the end of the night we were covered with dust kicked

up in the dance and ashes that wafted out from the fire.
The pilgrim rested in the embrace of his community, and
they had been honored by the gift of his return.

This set me to wondering, “Who would celebrate my re-

turn? How might I travel on behalf of others? What could

I bring back from my journeys that would benefit my beloveds back home?”

Just asking these questions changes the way I travel.
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Driving
I love to move. Walking, skipping, jumping, swimming,

flying—they all point me toward freedom. Every kind of

movement helps me come unstuck, and reminds me that I
am part of a larger dance. Gabriel Roth, the great teacher
of Ecstatic Practice, challenges us, asking, “If you don’t do
your dance, who will?”

Sometimes I call God the Great Choreographer. I am tak-

ing direction, listening for the call to move that sings from
deep within my heart and body wisdom.

All of those impulses toward movement send me to a

deeper stillness. And then in that stillness, I can hear even
more clearly the subtle messages of the Great Choreographer.

In the Book of Genesis, our ancestor, Abram (later his

name became Abraham) hears a call to step forth into the
dance of his destiny. “Get going,” God tells him. “Leave

the land of your birth and family. Leave everything that

you know and step into the unknown place that I will show

you. Then I will bless you and you will become a blessing.”
As a teenager in suburban New Jersey, I heard this same

call to “get going.” Somehow, I knew that to fulfill this

Divine command, I would need a car. The only way for

me to “do my dance” was to get out of my parents’ house.
For me, a car meant freedom, independence, mobility,

self-determination and autonomy. While my Bat Mitzvah

might have been the beginning of claiming my identity,

getting a car was truly my rite of passage into adulthood.
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I got a job in a candle factory and worked full time after

school, from 4:00 pm till midnight, coming home each

night smelling like one of those scented candles—cinna-

mon, jasmine, lemon, pine or rose. I worked the wicking
machine, listening carefully to all its clicks and whirring.
I learned how to fix the machine when it broke down, because I knew every part of its song.

Finally, I earned enough money to buy a used, slight-

ly beat-up Plymouth station wagon with a push-button
transmission. To my eyes, she was beautiful.

I learned to drive from my older brother, Harold, who

was unflappable. He met my nervousness with calm, my
high drama with cool reasonableness. He made driving

look easy. His easy-going nature was contagious. I set out
to learn the lessons of the road.

To drive safely I needed to learn two important skills,

and those skills have served me everywhere, both on and
off the road.

The first skill was learning to drive with the awareness

that there is a blind spot; you must accept that there is

something that you do not yet see. When you know about

the blind spot, you drive (and live) differently; you’re always a bit doubtful of your own limited perspective. You
learn to be both relaxed and alert.

Now that’s how I always want to be. Being relaxed

means continually letting go of tension and worry. When
I’m in a state of constriction, I can’t receive the blessing
that God is trying to give me, and it’s a state that I can’t
sustain without doing damage to myself or others. Being
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alert means that I am continually moving in the direction
of more awareness. I’m awake and continually awakening
to the depth and scope of this life’s adventure.

Knowing that I have a blind spot keeps me humble,

keeps me seeking and learning.

The second skill I learned from driving, but apply to the

whole of my life, is this: You must maintain a dual attention. Even as you focus on the road ahead of you, you

establish a wider field of awareness. The low beams keep
you focused and the high beams open your perspective to
the bigger picture. You keep your eyes on the road, but

you’re also scanning the periphery, noticing a stray dog
that might dart into the highway, seeing that motorcycle

out of the corner of your eye, watching for anomalies in
the pattern of traffic flow.

This skill of dual attention is so very useful as a traveler. I

can be completely focused on this moment, present in this
step, enjoying it with my whole being—and yet I am also

taking in, and being blown away by, the whole adventure

of my life in all its vast dimensions and depths. In fact,
it is my perception of the whole that sends me to a state

of exquisite presence as I navigate each small step on the

journey. And when I can really focus my attention on this
step in all its miraculous detail, then I am gifted with a

sense of my whole journey unfolding as part of the Divine
Choreography.

With my newly acquired driving skills, I was ready for

the next adventure. My Argentine artist boyfriend and I
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found an attic apartment in a house just ten miles away, in

a wooded neighborhood that bordered on farmland. We
set the date for moving and started packing.

My mother was adamantly opposed to my plan. The pre-

scribed pathway for leaving home was going to college,
living in a dorm, then getting married, finding a job, buying a house, and having kids. That was totally not my plan,

not my path. She threatened to disown me. My poor dis-

traught mother begged, cajoled, and pulled out all her best
guilt-inducing ammunition … to no avail.

I remember that cool Spring day so clearly and my

mother’s last words to me echoing through the house as
she left for work. “I forbid you to do this.”

After packing my car, I sat for a moment in front of

my childhood home, savoring the elixir of courage and joy
that flooded my body. Then I turned the key, and pushed
the button marked D for DRIVE.
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The Sense of Danger
A Sense of Danger opens the way to aliveness, surprise

and awareness, rather than fear, complacency and timidity.

I don’t mean the adrenaline kind of danger. I don’t mean
taking unnecessary risks. For the traveler, every step is a

risk. And I take that step from the known into the un-

known as a way of cultivating a heightened awareness of
how precious, how fragile, and how significant is this very
moment. A sense of danger can become the inspiration for
honing intuition and paying exquisite attention.

As a young teenager, I would take the bus from New

Jersey into New York City on weekends, just to wander
around. I’d get lost and then try to find my way back. I

remember following a man who was whistling and then

finding myself somewhere unfamiliar, somewhere I never
would have found, feeling that I had been led there for a
reason. Many of those city streets were not safe. This was

during the time of the heroin epidemic in New York. So I

learned to follow the voices within that warned, “No, not
this one. Take the next block.” Because I was interested,

curious, and not in a hurry, I seemed to be a magnet for
what I called “crazy people.” But I also listened to the voice

inside me that said, “Better to avoid this one.” My keen

sense of danger allowed me to expand my perspectives be-

yond my white, middle-class roots, and beyond ideas of
what was deemed “normal.”

I witnessed a lot of suffering, had some close calls, made

stupid mistakes—but through it all I kept on learning. I
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learned to keep one pocket of change just for panhandlers.

As soon as I put that money in my pocket, I knew that it
was no longer mine. It belonged to those people on the
street.

I enjoyed having nowhere to go, which meant I could

end up anywhere.

One of the great lessons of travel is: Don’t get too at-

tached to your plan, and leave some time for wandering.

When I was 19, my Argentine artist boyfriend and I

were invited by a renowned sculptor to live and work in
an artist colony is southern France. It was such an honor
to be included in a community of artists. We thought that

it was a dream come true! I would compose music and he

would paint. It was such a good plan. But when we arrived there, the dream went sour. We didn’t feel welcome;

people weren’t friendly at all; neither of us knew a word of
French. So, after about three days we left and found our

way to Ibiza, an island off the coast of Spain. There we
squatted in a stone hut on the grounds of an abandoned
orchard, and were joined by adventurers from all over the

world. We shared our humble quarters with a Mexican
prince and Marcel Marceau’s son.

I learned that by giving up my plan I became vulnera-

ble. That vulnerability forced me to connect with others.
A sense of danger accompanied me on my journey—the

danger of not knowing what would happen next. In surrendering to that state of not-knowing, every encounter
became a meaningful, surprising and magical teaching.

I learned that if you play it safe, you’ll miss out on the
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surprise. Sometimes you just have to leap.

yyy
The more I cultivate a sense of safety inside me, the eas-

ier it is to face the necessary risks of travel and the dangers

that are inherent in a life of ever-expanding, ever-deepen-

ing adventure. The leap I am able to take depends on the
degree of firmness of the rock on which I stand. For me,

that rock is my basic trust in Reality, a deep knowing that

I am held, and that I am ultimately going to be okay, no
matter what. “Even Death is safe,” my soul whispers.

The more I can cultivate that sense of being held, the

more I can let go of tension and rigidity, and just relax into
the expanded moment of what is. The more I can relax, the
more I can enjoy and receive the unique gift of this mo-

ment. If I walk around feeling that I am the one holding
my world together, then all my effort goes into that holding. When I relax and lean back into the Divine Embrace,
then all that energy I was using to just hold on tight can be
redirected into my creative life.

And so, the practice that supports and sustains me in

travel is to cultivate and nurture my basic trust. One way

to do this is by planting glimpses. We all have moments of

knowing, moments of remembering that we are perfectly
connected, inextricably bound to all of Creation. In that

small moment, all is right with the world; we are given a
glimpse of perfection.

And then that moment fades. We fall back into the so-
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called real world of struggle and harsh dualities.

But I have found that if I can bring awareness to the

very moment of knowing and deep connection—the mo-

ment when the boundaries of self and world dissolve—I
can use that awareness to plant that glimpse like a seed.

Every time I touch that feeling of connection and Oneness,

I am nurturing that seed, growing my sense of basic trust
in the universe that holds me.

Then, when it comes time to let go of my plan, step out

of my outgrown identity and step into a new and wilder
possibility, I have the firmness under my feet that will allow me to leap.
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Finding Laughter
Nearly a year after the breakup of my marriage, I was

just beginning to feel alive again, glimmers of hope peeking out from the shadows of despair that had fallen over

my heart. I was teaching in Holland and I had a free week
between workshops, during which time I had hoped to

play and perhaps free my broken heart from some of its
burden. It was a cold and rainy July and the weather per-

fectly mirrored my dark mood. As I walked the streets of
Amsterdam a glossy picture of a sunny beach in Greece
caught my eye. I stepped into the office of a travel agency
and said, “Please, get me out of here!”

Well, it just so happened that there was a special week-

long excursion leaving the next day for the island of Corfu, which included airfare and lodging at an amazingly
affordable price.

I joined a group of Dutch tourists who were all avid, ar-

dent soccer fans. None of them spoke English, and even if
they had, would only have wanted to talk about the World
Cup. We were taken to a remote hotel on the northeastern
coast of Corfu, a stone’s throw from the forbidding coast

of Albania. Surrounded by Dutch soccer fans, my sense
of aloneness was magnified; so I retreated to my room,

which had a balcony that spilled out onto the rocky beach.
For three days I sat and watched the waves tumble over

white, sun-bleached stones. I wrote in my journal while I

let the rhythmic sea, astonishingly blue sky, gentle breeze
and bright sun heal me. I let myself rest and feel held. I let
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the turmoil of my heart settle into calm. By the third day,
I felt a lot better. That morning I wrote in my journal, “I’m
beginning to feel grateful again for my life. But there’s just

one thing. I haven’t found my laughter.” I remembered
what it felt like to laugh, and I longed to feel that humor
and lightness of spirit again.

That day I decided to take the bus into the nearest vil-

lage to have lunch. The only restaurant was crowded with
both locals and tourists, so I waited on line. The only other

English speakers in the crowd waited with me, and when
a table became available we agreed to share it.

While we waited for our lunch, the young man intro-

duced himself as a pastor in a church in the north of En-

gland. Well, of course I told him that I was a rabbi, and
we fell into an animated conversation about our ministries.
He said, “Mine is a laughing church.” He explained that

one day, the Spirit just captured the entire congregation

and sent them all into uncontrollable laughter. Some people laughed so hard they fell on the floor and had to be

carried out to their cars at the end of the service. Appar-

ently, this was a phenomenon that was spreading across

the world. No one really understood it, but it was received
as a great blessing and was revitalizing his church.

When our food came, the three of us held hands, and

then both the pastor and his wife prayed for me, that I
might receive the gift of Laughter.

My laughter did gradually return, and now I know it as

an essential part of who I am. And yes, there are messengers everywhere. They will find me when I am ready.
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Burnt Bagel Breakthrough
Walking up 7th Avenue in New York City on a sunny

winter morning, pulling my suitcase toward Port Authority Bus Station, my mood was expansive, and I was feeling

grateful for the leisure that would allow me to choose the
quintessential New York breakfast place. I saw a sign that
shouted, “Breakfast Special $3.45. 2 eggs, toast and home
fries,” and I knew this was the place.

I schlepped my suitcase to a back table and then wait-

ed on line at the cafeteria-style counter while I watched a
sweet, diligent, extended family of workers who I imagined were Guatemalan farmers transplanted to the city.

They were flipping eggs and juggling plates in perfect

communication with each other. Their wide-open faces
concentrated on the task of feeding hundreds of busy tourists, office workers, and shopkeepers on their way to work.
The young man behind the counter offered me a smile

as he handed me my breakfast special. I had asked for a
bagel and was looking forward to a real New York bagel.

Living in New Mexico I never could trust the bagels of the
Southwest. What do they know from bagels?

Well, the eggs were fine, the home fries plenty, but the

bagel was burnt! I hesitated for just a second and then car-

ried my tray back to the table. A little background here:
I’ve always hated burnt toast. I always order carefully at
restaurants. “Lightly toasted please,” I demand as clearly
and as nicely as I can.

But this time, holding this burnt bagel, my whole life of
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wanting what I want, asking for what I want and getting

what I want comes into question. The me that likes some
things and hates other things suddenly recedes—and I am

quite simply grateful for the breakfast special that God,
the Universe, the Guatemalan family has made for me. I
bless and eat this blackened bagel. I am fully present to

receive its unique taste and texture. Suddenly there is no
judgment. All of my preferences are gone. It tastes exactly

like a burnt bagel, but my whole story about what I like

and how I like it is gone. With every bite, I think, “This is
so interesting.” I feel so light.

And I know that I have tasted Freedom.

yyy
There is a part of me that is always seeking pleasure and

comfort, while trying to avoid pain and relieve discomfort.
And from this urge toward pleasure and away from pain, I
can build up a fixed set of preferences that are rarely questioned or challenged. With my preferences, I build a world
that I imagine to be safe.

When I travel, I notice that part of me that is looking

for the familiar and seeking comfort. It’s amazing how

my brain registers that Starbucks green goddess symbol
far down at the end of the concourse, and a smile inch-

es across my face in anticipation of that familiar comfort
before I even realize what’s happening. Or I become posi-

tively giddy with anticipation of a hot shower as I emerge
from a wilderness journey.
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I also notice that when I can step outside my comfort

zone, I am often rewarded with an experience of surprising depth and transformative realization. My sense of entitlement (I deserve this; I paid for it; life should be what I

want it to be) is often the main obstacle to gratefulness for

this moment exactly as it is. Gratefulness is a quality that
connects me with the Source, allowing me to relax and
receive the gift that I am being given just now. In Gratefulness, I am filled with energy, inspiration and generosity.
I don’t expect I’ll ever lose my preferences. I still like my

bagels lightly toasted. But when I travel, I learn again and
again that it’s my attachments to those preferences that
will make my journey complicated and difficult.

In my constant argument with Reality (what is)—Real-

ity always seems to win.
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