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Buddha once said, “Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, concentrate the mind on the present moment.” For the past twenty years I have been living, learning, breathing, and thinking. I have experienced many obstacles and triumphs that have molded me into the person that I am today. Natalie Goldberg explains her own life experiences, and how they have affected her in the book “Long Quiet Highway.” Life is full of unexpected adventures, encounters, and changes that lead us to who we are. In the past twenty years I have changed and evolved due to these things, yet I am still me. I am still the girl I was at six years old playing with her Barbie Dolls in her bedroom. The only things that have changed are my surroundings, appearance, and experiences. Natalie Goldberg writes, “Once you’re in this life, it’s the only life”(pg.94). To wake up is to realize that who you are is who you have always been.

My highway began on July 12th 1988, the day I was born. I was brought into this world by two young newlyweds who emigrated here from Russia. They were scared, nervous, and naïve. From the moment I was born the only thing I knew for sure was that I was loved. My parents showed me unconditional love and affection. I never knew any of the hardships they had to face whether it be financial or otherwise. They protected me from the world and wanted to make each day better than the one before. Like Natalie Goldberg I am Jewish in the cultural sense. I always knew that I was Jewish growing up, but I never fully understood what it meant until much later in life. 

Natalie Goldberg described how embarrassed she felt when her grandmother made her chopped liver sandwiches for lunch, but also how it symbolized who she was, “That sandwich held my whole heritage.”(pg.7). There were symbolic things like that in my life, which gave me ideas of who I was; like the menorah my mother had or the Russian books my father read. I knew I was Russian and Jewish, but I did not understand it. 

I grew up in a household that spoke two languages. When I was younger I was fluent in Russian, and it was exciting to know that I could be in public with my mother and speak to her in a language that most people did not understand. I could tell her secrets out loud, and no one would understand. It never rendered with me that being able to speak this language was my heritage and culture. It seemed so insignificant to who I was. It took me many years to realize how important this language was to who I am. It takes Natalie Goldberg many years to understand who she is and how the teachings, ideas, and experiences fit into her life. 

Growing up in San Francisco, California gave me a colorful perspective of the world, and the people that lived in it. Just as Mr. Clemente, Mr.Berke, Mr. Cates, and even Madame Dujac taught Natalie about thinking and the world, so did San Francisco for me. I was like a sponge, and I soaked up everything around me just as Natalie Goldberg, “Everything taught me, everything became my teacher, thought at the time I was not aware…” (pg.19). The avenues, streets, stores, playgrounds, schools, friends, teachers, and even pets helped me understand who I am, and how I fit into this world. They are the pieces to the puzzle of who I am. 

At four years old I had figured out that I wanted to be a doctor and save the world. 

I was going to wear a white lab coat and stethoscope and heal all the sick people in the world. This idea of being a doctor was implanted into my head by a doctor’s kit I had received for my birthday. It was just so much fun to play with! I wanted to have that much fun for the rest of my life. Things were so simple back then. You could just want  without knowing that were consequences and obstacles to your wants. I was pure and naïve back then, I felt like Natalie Goldberg did when she asked Katagiri Roshi to be her teacher, “I wanted something and wasn’t sure of what it was I wanted. I just had energy, a direction and determination.”(pg.106). My determination at the age of four to be a doctor was not really to be a doctor, but it was to be happy and have fun with my life. I equated being a doctor as something that was fun, enjoyable, and that made me happy. I was determined to be happy. 


I had found a piece of my puzzle by the age of four. I wanted to be happy in whatever I decided to do. Natalie Goldberg explains how difficult it is to say or even understand what you want, “It takes great power to say, ‘I want that,’ and great clarity.” (pg.38). I secretly knew at the age of four that all I ever really wanted is to wake-up and understand who I am, and to be happy with it. 


The dream of being a doctor faded within months, but my desire of fulfillment and happiness never faded. I searched for this by doing all sorts of different activities like dance, acting, and even singing (even though I cannot carry a tune). I was hungry for knowledge and experience. I was free back then. The world was mine, and I could truly feel the wind on my face, smell the life in the earth, and taste the sweetness of the air. 

I could eat that piece of cake without worrying about the calories, or jump off a rock without worrying about how a scraped knee would look in a dress. I was pure, and I was free. 


When I was thirteen my parents decided that it was time to purchase a house and move to a nearby town. My life was turned upside down, and I had to adapt to a new environment, friends, and life. I started my freshmen year of high school in Pacifica, California, yet I carried my life in San Francisco with me just like Natalie Goldberg and Farmingdale, “I carried my life in Farmingdale within me wherever I went.”(pg.30). My High School experience was like a volcano eruption; for it was scary, exciting, beautiful, and dangerous. I was getting older and experiencing things that were opening me up to who I was. I was meeting new people and forming bonds with them that allowed me to be confident in myself and make decisions that were more thoughtful and conscious. These people were helping me wake up to who I was, like Natalie Goldberg explains, “Whether we know it or not, we transmit the presence of everyone have know, as though by being in each other’s presence we exchange our cells pass on some of our life force, and then we go on carrying the other person in our body…” (pg.74).


Katagiri Roshi and Zen Buddhism were the catalyst that woke Natalie Goldberg up to who she is, and who she has always been. She found herself through Zen Buddhism, which then led her to understanding her relationship with writing. She always felt the need for writing in her life, but she never fully understood it until Katagiri Roshi and Zen entered her life. She stated that,” Eventually, I think something chooses us and we shut up, surrender, and go with it.”(pg. 191). 

Things happen in our lives all the time that we do not understand, but then we realize that it was exactly what we are looking for. This happened to me during my senior year of high school. I somehow ended up in an Advanced Placement American Government class. I honestly do not understand how or why I ended up in this class. I remember hearing about it then for some reason submitting a writing sample, and then getting an acceptance into the class. Prior to this I had no interest in government and entered the class with a blank face, and a detached mind. From the first day of that class until the very last, I lived and breathed that class without even knowing it. I was curious, interested, and for the first time explored a different way of thinking. I applied this new perspective on almost everything I did, but I did not know it at the time. Like Natalie Goldberg explained, “We think we know what’s going on, that we have control of our lives; we make plans, have date books and schedules, and then we turn around to see ourselves and realize our lives have their own composition, their own movement.” (pg.110). Looking back I now can start to understand the impact that, that class had on waking me up. I was beginning to get it. I was gathering the pieces to my puzzle.


I did not realize what that American Government Class did to me until almost two years later. My freshmen year at Sonoma State University was a crazy, fun, exciting, disastrous mess. I was exploring and searching for everything but at the same time finding nothing. I felt like that six year old child who was free and knew nothing of consequences. I decided to disregard all rational thought and go for whatever was fun and felt right at the moment. This carelessness was fun and exciting, and even though it lead me down paths that were not always pretty; I learned a lot. 

I had taken detour on my highway, but I had found a way to create a different path. This path would eventually lead me back to what was true and real in my life. 

Natalie Goldberg explained how Buddha was awakened sitting under a bodhi tree, and how his existence told her it was possible to be awakened, yet she had to find her own way, “I had to make my own human effort to realize now what it meant to be a human being on earth; I had to come to my own clear vision.”(pg.97). I was searching for this by rebelling, making mistakes, and letting go of my rationale. 


I tasted the forbidden fruit and now it was time to get serious. I did what I wanted for an entire year, and now it was time to deal with the consequences. I was a sophomore at Sonoma State University, and on academic probation with no idea of what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I was lost, and all of the puzzle pieces that I had spent my life gathering were slowly slipping away and getting jumbled in the mess. I was not present, and I felt like Natalie Goldberg did when she saw how present Roshi was when he was taking care of the pink orchid, “I didn’t know anything, but for a moment I knew I didn’t know anything, and that was a great opening.” (pg.112). I knew that I needed to be present without actually knowing what it was at the time. 


We all know who we are. It is deep down inside of us just waiting to be uncovered; just waiting to be woken up. I woke-up when I took Political Science 200 in the fall semester of my sophomore year. That class brought back the memories of the American Government class I took my senior year of high school. It was like my mind snapped back into reality, and I was understanding what it was like to have faith in who I am. I honestly cannot say why these classes have affected me in such a way. 

The only way to explain it is that I felt comfortable and confident in myself when learning the concepts in these classes. I was happy knowing that I was good at something and actually enjoyed it. I was someone; I was me. Political Science led me to understanding that I had a direction in life, and I always knew it. My path is now leading me to go to law school, which will hopefully continue my journey in discovering who I am. Like Natalie Goldberg says, “Things are unpredictable; lives unfold as days do, and have their own composition.”(pg.142). I was and still am a puzzle. I am constantly finding and collecting pieces that put my puzzle together.

