PAGE  
1
Fleischmann 


Long Quiet Highway

A Journey Towards Waking Up

Alex Fleischmann
Psychology 303; T/Th

Dr Skip Robinson

March 8, 2009


To go through life without waking up is like to going on vacation and never leaving your room. In Natalie Goldberg’s autobiography Long Quiet Highway she address this idea of waking up. She tells the story of her life and introduces us to the different alarm clocks that awoke her from her sleep. Her story has inspired me to look into my life and discover whether or not I have truly woken up or if I am simply sleep walking through life. In Natalie’s life there were many people places and things that have helped her wake up. Likewise, in my life I have noticed that there were many key events, people and places that stand out when I reflect about the road I have traveled on so far. The book alludes to the idea that some people may even have to push them selves to near death so that they might truly wake up if even for a minute. It is this true dedication to waking up that brings us this sobering truth. To truly wake up we all must look at our own long quiet highway.


Natalie starts out her story by telling us a bit about her childhood years and the time she spent in school. She starts by talking about her teachers and introduces the reader to a few of them that had lasting effects on her. The three main teachers she lists are Mr. Clemente, Mr. Berke, and Mr. Cates. The first teacher, Mr. Clemente, is the teacher she gives the most credit to; he was the one who truly allowed her to open up to the world. He did this by having them listen to the rain one day, he had no reason he only wanted them to listen. At first this experience was far too strange for Natalie, it felt “naked”, “uncontrolled” and went against all the things she thought she knew (Goldberg p.5). But it was powerful and even though she was scared, she “loved it” (Goldberg p.6). Mr. Clemente was a passionate teacher who inspired Natalie to look for something more in her life. The second teacher, Mr. Berke, didn’t have quite the same affect on her but his love for science opened up a new world for her and exposed her to something she loved. Even though he failed to see her true potential she still found joy in his class. Lastly, Mr. Cates was her English teacher he gave her an opportunity to speak. They would speak of things that are “intangible” and gave her something more than the weather to talk about (Goldberg p.11). All these things taught her that thought has energy and that by using it she could become alive.


As she continued to grow up she had a fairly normal life at home. A sister she never really got along with, a mother and father who read “Newsday”, and a culture she didn’t connect to. Her culture was one of her biggest struggles (Goldberg p.23). She was a white Jewish female growing up in a country that had different customs. This culture clash forced her to choose and she found herself turning away from the culture that her past was so strongly built upon. 

She soon found herself graduating from high school and heading off to college. Her departure was never something her family really discussed but it was just assumed it was what she would do. She was the first of her family to go and so when the end of August cam they loaded up the car and headed off to the university she had been accepted at. Once there they helped her unload her stuff gave her a hug and headed out. They had “delivered her to college,” it wasn’t till many years later that she found out that her mom burst into tears only minutes after their hug goodbye (Goldberg p.29). In her own words “her childhood… was over” (Goldberg p.29).      

As she started into her new life at George Washington University she walked around like in a daze, she couldn’t seem to escape the things of her past. She was looking for things that were similar to home but there was no one there to make things alive for her. She did things just because friends did them and no matter what she did she could not pull away from her home. She says that for many years she “walked around like a numb ghost” (Goldberg p.31). In this place, her passion for writing only seemed to push her deeper into her loneliness; it was unforgiving. 

At twenty-four she wrote her first furtive poem and it made her feel free. Writing allowed her to no longer have to fight with the ghosts of any one else’s dreams; she was free. No one in her family before her had done anything like she was doing. The only tough thing for her was physically pushing the pen across the page. But to her Jewish family this career of hers was amazing, thoughts of the psalms circled through all of their heads as they all asked her to make poems featuring them or things from their lives. She goes on to explain that like many other young writers she was only interested in “me, mine, and myself” (Goldberg p.33). 

After Natalie graduated from college she had her next major experience on her journey of waking up. While teaching a sixth grade class, in Taos New Mexico, she unexpectedly had an eye opening vision. One day after lunch the kids started to rush back into the classroom and as she stood up it happened. She says it felt like her entire chest started to open up in a way she had never felt before, it was warm radiating and enormous. She had one simple vision of herself wandering through “autumn fields” (Goldberg p.59). When she got home later, the only way she could describe it was as if the Garden of Eden had opened in her chest. She knew promptly that this classroom was not the calling for her right now and that there was a new calling out there. She soon went to the principal and let him know that she could no longer work there, and he completely understood. This step of following her heart was a giant leap forward on her road to waking up. It would soon lead her into a place that would change her life forever. Her last week with the class was far better than the entire summation of all the other time they spent together. She led them on adventures and taught them the lesson that she had found to be so valuable. And that Friday after a bittersweet goodbye she was done and on her way to a new life.


 A few days later an unnamed friend informed Natalie of a nearby commune that often had many spiritual retreats. She was soon on her way north towards Lama Mountain. When she arrived she parked her car and began to head along the dirt path towards the commune. About half way up she ran into a woman who must of taken Natalie by surprise. The woman was six feet tall, bare foot, wearing white robes, and immediately asked why Natalie had come to Lama Mountain. Natalie immediately blurted out “the Garden of Eden had opened in [her] heart and she didn’t know what to do” (Goldberg p.63). The tall woman immediately replied Natalie must find something to “water” the garden (Goldberg p.63). This statement came as a surprise to Natalie because unlike anyone else this woman understood what she was talking about and where she was coming from. I believe that this experience was the next major experience that helped her wake up. She learned that there were others that had already risen from their slumber and that they could help her on her way.


 While at the lama foundation she learned many things but arguably the most influential was the art of meditation. A man named Siddiq was the first person to show her how to sit for a meditation. For the first time she was noticing her breath and all the different attributes. She was in love with this place and all she was learning from the weekly lecturers. A few weeks into her studies at Lama she received a letter from her mother. Her father had started to have a nervous breakdown and her mother wanted her to leave the commune and all the “Charles Manson’s” and come home (Goldberg p.65). Natalie was in a pickle she was forced to choose between family and the sweet water that had been nourishing her garden. She was distraught but one of the teachers approached her and asked her what she was sad about. She told him that her father was having issues but she didn’t want to leave Lama. He comforted here and told her to stay and that he would pray for her father. This was an experience that comforted her and affirmed her in her conquest of waking up.


A while later after she felt she had gained all she could from the lama foundation she decided to move back to Taos. She started teaching a “writing group” for women of the community (Goldberg p.76). This experience of showing others what she had learned through her own writing and meditation was another important step for her. In these sessions she had people just write to write and then they would take turns reading aloud their thoughts and ideas. Her group was criticism free and because of this it became extremely loved by all the people in it. These events didn’t necessarily help her wake up more, but by teaching the things she had learned, it reinforced them in her life and showed her the importance of writing in her life. She continued to do these workshops and live in Taos until she met a guy and like many people she fell in love and her entire life changed.


She found herself packing her bags and heading north toward Minnesota to get married to a man named Neil. He wanted to move there because it was his hometown and he could easily find work with his father there. Love blinded her and she found herself leaving everything behind and on her way to a new and strange life.


In Minnesota Natalie at first felt very out of place, she spent the first few months in a trance. She would simply walk around and look at the concrete jungle that was her new home. But she soon remembered hearing of a Zen Center that would be nearby and was interested in checking it out. She made plans to go there by bus but when she asked the driver about the Zen Center he surprised her by not knowing what she was talking about. This new environment seemed to know little about the passion that had been growing in her heart since it opened up in front of the sixth grade class. This caused her to look at the Zen Center as a new home, it was much more strict and she understood little of what anyone was talking about but she was determined. Determined to wake up.


The person in charge at the Zen Center was the Zen Master Katagiri Roshi. When Natalie first heard him speak she described him as “beaming” and “vibrant” (Goldberg p.108). She was mesmerized and listened intently trying to soak up every word he was saying but much of it flew straight over her head. She knew immediately that she liked him even though she understood nothing he was inviting and humorous. He talked about life in a way that she had never known it to exist and after only a few sittings she knew she needed him to be her teacher. She made an appointment to meet with him and later that afternoon she found herself sitting with him. She asked if he would be her teacher and he simply and confidently answered “yes” (Goldberg p.110). At that moment she did not know it but he would be the catalyst that would push her forward out of her lazy slumber.


For her he was an amazing teacher, but not in the way that most would expect. He counseled her and advised her in the affairs of her life, but she never received praise and she never had the feeling that he expected anything of her. It was simple, he lived in the moment and she could come and go as she pleased. As he helped her through her life she found her self waking up more and more, she noticed it in her writing, her cultural identity, and her complete life. This relationship was possibly the most important influence towards her waking up. He challenged her, by telling her the truth and making it impossible for her to hit the snooze button any more.


As long as she kept attending she stayed awake and found that she was growing in her writing and learning more and more. However, it is human nature to get lazy and not want to work hard, and she soon noticed that she was “rebelling against [herself]” (Goldberg p.155). The fact that she was aloud to come and go as she pleased suddenly became very appealing. She started losing contact with Roshi and many of her friends expressed feeling of wishing she would come back to Taos. Also with her recent divorce she no longer had any ties holding her down in Minnesota so she spontaneously left for Taos and "barely said goodbye” (Goldberg p.179). 


She left knowing that even though she was leaving the Zen Center the Zen would never leave her. She felt it all around her and she knew that in one moment there is no one right way. She arrived back in Taos but things were different. Many of her friends had moved away and life did not wait for her while she was away. This caused her to eventually settle in Santa Fe, and many things from her years in Minnesota began to fade away. She no longer sat, but she was comfortable and she felt that she was home. She spent time there writing there and it became her new meditation. It kept her going “deep” and it kept her alive but even with this she still had found no one to replace the role Roshi had played in her life (Goldberg p.189). After only a year in Santa Fe she needed to go back for a visit and during a meeting with Roshi she found her self saying, “I need a teacher again” (Goldberg p.189). It is this that I believe is the key to her waking up and staying awake. Her teacher had kept her grounded and with out him she was weak. He did not agree to become her teacher again but told her she could visit any time she wanted. This invitation while not what she was looking for was the temporary caffeine she needed to keep going.


In the book there are two more things that I believe helped Natalie wake up and eventually stay awake. One thing that I believe was essential to Natalie and her development was the fact that she found true love. She found that she had fallen in love with Master Roshi, not in the normal infatuation way, but in the way that she cared about him so deeply that she felt like she would do anything for him. She discovered this after she found out that he might be dieing from cancer, she realized then that she cared about him “more than anyone” she had ever known (Goldberg p.197), this feeling was a key to her waking up. It is shocking, it shows you that there are others in the world and that there feelings matter just as much as us. It causes the person to have to look at the world in an entirely new way. This first action of complete and total love opens a persons eyes and causes them to realize the second thing. It causes them to realize that they have a purpose and a place it makes gives them something to stay awake for.


Natalie’s road to waking up was a road that many people will never travel on. She learns that she cant stay awake on her own and talks about the people, places, and things that acted as wake up calls for her. They caused her to see the world as more than a boringly repetitive cycle that so many of us live in today. Her story is inspiring and causes the reader to look inward at them selves to see what kind of road they are traveling on.


In looking at my life I see myself as a normal nineteen-year-old male college student. I have struggles in my life that cause me pain, but at the same time I also have a lot of successes that I find joy and happiness in. In my life I have goals and ambitions, I have the financial means to provide for myself, and I even have a group of supportive and loving friends. To sum it all up I would say I am happy and content with where I am at in life. But to be honest, I often come back to the ever-present question, “is there more than this?” I think that the greatest way to improve yourself is to come to a better understanding of yourself, and this is only done by waking up and truly seeing whom you are.


As a kid I grew up in a suburban neighborhood, I often went to the park with the kids from my neighborhood and got into all sorts of mischief that young boys get into. I went to school and tried hard but to me it always seemed to be more of a time to just be social and happy where I was at. I did ok in school but I always seemed to get into a bit of trouble for being talkative. The first time I had a moment in which I was stirred from my slumber occurred in about the sixth grade when we had a day trip to a park for a “free day.” As we arrived at the park something caught my attention, a butterfly was flying around some nearby bushes. I walked over to investigate and as I watched it flap around the bush over and over I suddenly had an overwhelming feeling of smallness. This bug was simply going through its life as a part of some bigger picture that my prepubescent mind had no way of grasping. I had gotten a glimpse of something bigger and from that day on my mind was obsessed with looking for something bigger than what I saw.


My home life was a challenge, my sister was born normal much like everyone else but my parents soon noticed that all was not well. She was born with a form of mental retardation and with that diagnosis my entire life was about to change. As my sister started school soon all of my parents attention was shifted towards her and soon I was on my own. If I wanted to succeed I needed to depend on myself and find ways to help myself along. This event caused me to be very independent and when I later faced challenge like ADHD I received little to no help. However, like the saying goes what didn’t kill me made me stronger and by the end of high school I had learned to work with my disadvantages and found my self competing with the kids at the top of the totem pole. As far as waking up this experience taught me not to blindly rely on other for everything but instead to seek after things.


As I grew into high school age I began to think abstractly and had all sorts of thoughts of what it means to be alive and what it means to be human. I had all sorts of ideas and would constantly challenge the tings that we were taught in school. But in retrospect I realize that all these thoughts and ideas were blind and arrogant. I thought I truly knew what it meant to be awake, but in truth I had received a sort of false enlightenment and I was no more awake then the day I was born. I had started in a good place, a place of seeing outside my self, but it became perverted and distorted by my competitive nature. The worst part was that I was blind to my own blindness and the farther I went into darkness the brighter it seemed to be.


I continued to go about my ways I challenged other people in what they believed and forced them to justify what they believe out of pure spite. It was as though I had a personal vendetta against the world. I had many friends who came to me out of love and tried to explain to me what I was doing and how I was acting but my heart was hard and my mind was unwilling to hear. Instead of honor and respect their ideas I would fight them and try to tear them down. In my blindness I had one experience that I remembered rocked my world. In my English class we were debating religion and life. I was exited to get my word in and stir things up, but before I had a chance I heard a girl say something that momentarily brought me back into consciousness. When asked if she would die for her religion she said yes with out skipping a beat and when pushed further by asking what if it were not her life at stakes but the lives of her mother and father she said boldly and faithfully said nothing would ever cause her denounce her love for Jesus. I was astounded, my mind was suddenly a wake but it soon fell back asleep. I played that moment over and over in my head but could not understand why it was so appealing so I soon learned to ignore it.  


 Shortly after that class I began dating an amazing girl who had the same moral and religious beliefs as the girl from my class. As we got to know each other I soon found myself feeling things for this girl unlike anything I had ever felt before. In looking back I realize the thing that was captivating was that she loved and cared for me more than anyone else I knew. She loved me unconditionally on good days, bad days, and all in between. She was giving me something I had never had before and it began to soften my heart. I found myself starting to act differently and I found my self slowly starting to reopen my mind to the world I had seen that day in sixth grade. In thinking about this experience I can now see the thing that I was so intrigued by when the girl in class would not renounce her faith was the love behind her words. When asked that question she was no longer just some kid that went to church she instead became a woman who was madly in love with Jesus and would willing give anything for her lover. In meeting my girlfriend I had been given my first taste of the sweetest of all things; love.


Later in that school year I was at home on a Friday night listening to a CD that had been recommended to me by a friend. As I was listening I heard a story of love and compassion that a creator has for his people. All in a moment my eyes were opened and I knew that I was awake and that there was a place for me in this world. I began to sob over and over, tears falling to the floor, because what I was seeing and knowing was the most beautiful picture of love I had ever seen. That night I decided I wanted to be apart of this love that I wanted to be like the girl in my class and know what it feels like to feel so passionately about someone.


After that day I walked around with new eyes, ones that see and ones that care for others. I knew that I was loved and that I had a purpose in this world. I had waken up and even though from time to time I slip back into a snoozing state I am constantly reminded of the love I experienced that night and I know that I have to get back up and share that love with the world.


To wake up is to truly experience life and for each of us it is achieved in different ways. Some of us may need to push our bodies to there limit and face the brink of death while others need only to smell the sweet pollen of a flower. The path we take makes no difference for the prize at the end is fitting to what we need. The journey may be hard, the journey may be smooth but in the end life is a long quiet highway.
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