Matters of Balance
I know I should begin this long-delayed essay with a sentence or two
acknowledging “these challenging times,” with hopes that you’re safe and
healthy and finding ways to cope with the extra stress. Then I should launch
into some sage advice of my own, or at least some humorous or off-kilter
ideas (chocolate, wine, tying all the masks together to use as a jump-rope).
It’s expected; everyone else is doing it, because it’s supposed to help us
feel better. The naming, the acknowledging, helps us feel—if not in control,
then more balanced in the chaotic seas upon which we find ourselves.
But I’m not beginning that way even though I do hope good things for all of
us and even though I know such words can help, because I’ve heard the
same phrases over and over so often that I doubt the sincerity of the words,
even when they’re spoken by people I know and trust.
And because of this matter of balance. Of this belief in balance.
I want to talk about balance—the balance that we long for, that doesn’t
really exist, never has existed, can never exist no matter what selfproclaimed self-help experts claim.
I want to talk about perpetual imbalance, about the wobbling we invariably
do, how we’re built for that wobbliness; about those continual movements,
adjusting and readjusting so that we stay upright (or at least not too far
canted for too long) as we strive to not fall over; about how these
movements keep us strong, healthy, and upright, which means that
imbalance keeps us strong, healthy, and upright.
(I am also questioning why balance always means “upright” and why
balance doesn’t seem to apply when I’m stretched out on my back in the
lush spring grass of my backyard, staring at the clouds competing with blue

sky for their share of the sun.)
I want to talk about how everything is a matter of balance, and that
balance, being a lie from the outset, is impossible to attain let alone
maintain, so how can anything be a matter of balance?
And how, some how, balance matters, it always matters.
I want to talk about how, in my own striving for balance, I am a lost puzzle
piece looking for the place where I fit, the place where the pieces around
me snap cleanly into place, supporting me so I don’t wobble or get lost
under the sofa. I don’t want to get lost, but I also don’t want to be squeezed
in tight on all sides. Maybe I’m an edge or corner piece, a position where I
can have some breathing room, a little space, while still being in touch with
the other pieces of the big picture.
Is balance at odds with ambiguity?
Or is it a necessary, perhaps even crucial, element of it?
Ambiguity is not knowing: the answer, the outcome, the definitive cause,
the certain effect. Tolerance for ambiguity is both innate and learned. As
individuals, we are born with higher or lower levels of tolerance for
ambiguity. We can also learn skills that increase our tolerance for the
anxiety and fear that ambiguity triggers.
Believing we can achieve balance—and maintain it!— is akin to believing we
have all the answers, or that if we just act right now with this decision
(which feels like an answer), everything will be fine, or if not fine, at least
we will have acted, and acting feels like an answer, feels like closure, feels
like we’ve done something measurable, verifiable, productive.
But have we?

I don’t know. Sometimes, sure. Most of the time…probably not as much as
we’d like to believe.
Tolerance for ambiguity—for being off-balance, for being okay with this
sense of not knowing, not controlling, not predicting—is a necessary skill for
creativity and problem solving.
Most of the time, we cannot know. We’re inventing, exploring,
experimenting, sometimes with only a vague notion of where we’re headed
and how we’re going to get there. We have to have a kind of humble faith in
ourselves and our work, and in the purpose that drives us. We have to
nurture our belief that we will figure it out, that we will find the way through,
that something good will come of our labor.
To create, we have to embrace the not-knowing, even on days when what
we long for more than anything else in the world is the assurance that
everything will be okay and that we will all be fine. Especially on those days.
We have to welcome the truth that balance is always precarious and that
we are always wobbling, even during the times when we’re certain it’s safer
(which feels like “wiser”) to hide in the security of certainty. Especially
during those times.

Two good books for this (and any other) time:
Nonsense: The Power of Not Knowing by Jamie Holmes
Why Bother? Discover the Desire for What’s Next by Jennifer Louden

New Stuff on Blog and Social Media: Small Signs of Hope in the

Coming Apocalypse
Part experiment, part determination to remind myself that the world is a
remarkable place filled with wonder, and part “take my own advice to post
more regularly on social media and a blog”
I have launched a project called “Smalls signs of hope in the coming
apocalypse.” Each day (with occasional days off), I’m posting a photograph
with short text (usually but not always haiku) on my new blog and on
Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Tumblr. The posts are all public, so you can
view them if you have access to any of those social media platforms or my
website. (You can also send me a friend request or like the Greenfire
Creative page on Facebook, request to connect on LinkedIn, and/or follow
me on Twitter and Tumblr!)

About the project’s title:

For me, “apocalypse” refers to end-of-the-world scenarios, either real or
imagined, and “coming apocalypse” refers to feelings of impending doom
and the conviction that we must have an answer, must take a specific
action and make specific decisions, right now (instead of tolerating the
anxiety that comes from not knowing). And it’s “coming apocalypse”
because there is always some impending disaster that’s about to happen;
we’re always watching out for the next big one, whatever we think it might
be.
I began this series as a way to shift attention (my own, primarily) away from
focusing entirely on what I/we cannot control to noticing things in the
everyday world that hint at, reveal, or celebrate wonder and joy. Noticing
these things helps my brain remember that we can be okay with the anxiety
and fear that come with not knowing—which is where we are right now,
more than ever.
I hope you enjoy the series—and that it provides some joy in these
challenging times!

Looking for more to read? Need a
little creative encouragement?
Order your copy of the award-winning
book, Electric Lemons: Interpretation

and the Art of Writing
Electric Lemons has won praise from all
corners of interpretation—and from
writers and teachers in other genres, too!
Order your copy today!
Acorn Naturalists
Skysinger Press
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