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You Must Change Your Life

a journey toward love and kindness

Kathleen M. Kuehn

ABSTRACT This essay offers a reflection on the author’s personal experience 
with the global pandemic, which was experienced as an unrooting of self from a US-
borne identity to one committed to the “Be Kind” politics of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
The author discusses how Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s call to kindness triggered 
the author’s desire to center love as a personal-political project through the contempla-
tive practices encouraged by the spiritual discipline of sadhana. The ensuing “pandemic 
story” is thus a journey of what the author thinks a politics of love requires: self-con-
templation, reflection and transformation, and the recognition that liberation hinges on 
our obligations to others. The process revealed how separation normalizes inequality 
and abuse and ultimately reaffirms the need for a “new normal” that prioritizes a poli-
tics of love and collective compassion.

My story starts with a flashback that aptly captures my life before COVID: 
it’s an image of me driving to work, maybe at a red light, scrolling through 

Facebook—one of the many routine wagers I’d put on safety to feel accomplished 
before 9 am. It’s the moment I learned that New Zealand would be going into 
full, socially isolated lockdown in just 48 hours’ time. I saw the news in a post 
made by my gym of all places, inviting members to take some equipment home 
for the duration. “Shit,” I thought, “I’d better get there early for the 12.5 kgs 
dumbbells,” and then I mentally rearranged my day to make that happen. (It did.)
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Our then-still-relatively unknown Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern (2020), had 
formally outlined the government’s medically advised COVID-19 crisis plan, 
taking just six minutes to reassure an anxious population that everything would 
be okay. She had closed her speech with what would become the nation’s med-
itative mantra over the weeks that followed: “We may not have experienced 
anything like this in our lifetimes, but we know how to rally and we know how 
to look after one another, and right now what could be more important than 
that? So thank you for all you’re about to do. Please be strong, be kind and unite 
against COVID-19.” While we knew this might be coming, the idea of house 
arrest for the unforeseeable future seemed a bit, well, precautionary. Selfishly, 
though, it also felt a bit exciting. As a small nation so far from everywhere else 
it had been difficult to feel like we were even part of the pandemic at all. We’d 
had only 52 total confirmed cases earlier that week, which seemed barely worth 
a byline compared to the mediated hysteria about places like China, the US, and 
the UK. Many of us had arrogantly sat back and said what we always do: “Jesus, 
those places are crazy.” Now, it seemed, we’d become part of that crazy, too.

And while we kind of did, we also kind of didn’t—it depends on who you ask. 
There are lots of reasons things transpired so differently here than elsewhere—
size, cultural attitudes, history, government response—but how those differences 
played out were stark. At the time, the overriding message—be strong, kind, 
united—didn’t sound like anything I heard coming from other parts of the world. 
As then-US President Trump leveled up on scarcity—hoarding medical supplies, 
promoting intra-state competition, boasting about being the “first” and “best” at 
recovery—Ardern put her discursive efforts into kindness. She also secured bor-
ders and introduced wage subsidies and strict isolation measures, but the kindness 
rule seemed to supersede all. Ideally, extending kindness towards your neighbor 
goes without saying, but we live in anything but ideal times. I doubt few would 
deny the value this brings to making the world a better place, but as Sharon Salz-
berg (2005) rightly notes, a “kind heart [ranks] awfully low in cultural desirabili-
ty, well after a sound head, a sharp wit, invulnerability, power over others, a fine 
sense of irony, and countless other qualities” (5).

Salzburg’s observation underscores just how disassociated matters of the heart 
and politics have become in recent decades. So perhaps that’s why, against the 
backdrop of looming insecurities brought by the pandemic, Ardern’s call to kind-
ness triggered such a profound and unsettling realization—the recognition that, 
for many reasons, I simply didn’t have the energetic space for what true kindness 
actually requires: patience, non-judgment, acceptance, and most of all, love. But 
I believed in its power, and that’s what woke me up.

My pandemic story thus tells of a journey of waking up to the Self; it is a story 
in which the personal and political collided as my privileges enabled lockdown to 
serve as an opportunity to reflect on how the life I’d been living no longer served 
me or the calls to solidarity the pandemic engendered. Ardern’s call to kindness 
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prompted this unexpected journey home through the spiritual discipline of sad-
hana, the Sanskrit concept for any routine practice performed in the pursuit of 
personal growth. Much of what transpired since has really been a meditation on 
what a politics of love requires: self-contemplation, reflection and transformation, 
and the recognition that liberation hinges on our obligations to others. In many 
ways the pandemic makes clear how our separation normalizes inequality and 
abuse. It reaffirms the need for a “new normal” that prioritizes a politics of love 
if we are to find solidarity in a global experience that is anything but commonly 
shared.

He waka eke noa

A canoe which we are all in with no exception. — Māori proverb

Whilst scowling at the driver who’d impatiently honked when the light turned 
green as I sat scrolling Facebook, I irritably thought: tomorrow can’t come soon 
enough. No more traffic, no more meetings (I’d hoped!), no more peopling. As 
someone who’s functioned on overdrive for 40-plus years I felt giddy at the pros-
pect of having nowhere to go and nowhere to be for an undetermined period of 
time. I felt ashamed of it, knowing how privileged I was to feel that way, and so 
it wasn’t something I openly shared. But it’s the truth, and I sometimes pine for 
it now.

From day one I totally bought into the “Be Kind” magic on the most superfi-
cial of levels, completely and uncritically, high on the excitement of nowhere to 
go/nowhere to be. Never mind all those years I’d spent silently eye-rolling my 
US compatriots who wore yellow ribbons or gave up eating “French” Fries after 
9/11, here I was in a foreign land answering the same call to solidarity and I was 
all in. And it wasn’t just me. In that 48 hours before our first major lockdown, 
“Be Kind” suddenly appeared everywhere: empty storefronts, people’s windows, 
church signs, bus tops, graffiti tags. Rallied by a spirit of kindness and compassion, 
generosity poured out, too: gyms emptied stock to members, businesses gave 
away food and services, community Facebook pages crowd-sourced solutions 
to everyone’s last-minute needs and problems. It seemed like nearly all of New 
Zealand took part in the “Great Kiwi Bear Hunt,” an effort to entertain children 
and spread a little joy by placing teddy bears in the windows of any building 
visible from the street. It had an overwhelming effect, all those button-eyed, ear-
torn stuffed animals just sitting there looking out, rooting you on from behind 
the glass.

On the first day of lockdown I broke down in tears midway through my after-
noon jog, overwhelmed by the collective effort of cheer. When I returned home 
I promptly put the only teddy bear I owned in my own bedroom window, as 
well—Old Blue, stitched together from a pair of blue-plaid felt boxer shorts that 
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Figure 1

Graffiti on a Wellington, New Zealand, street.
Credit: Emily Greenbank.

my best friend made me for my 16th birthday. He’s still there, in fact, looking out 
at the joggers and the sea, even as all his neighborhood friends have been taken 
down and put back to wherever they “belonged.”

Warmed with gratitude I felt both proud and extremely lucky to be here. No 
armed militias stormed city hall, no one seemed mad, and neither government 
nor the media did any hideous finger-pointing at China. As conspiracy theories 
circulated about Anthony Fauci’s “plandemic,” New Zealand’s Director-General 
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of Health Ashley Bloomfield became a beloved internet meme for his soft-spo-
ken, no-nonsense delivery of less-than-ideal COVID updates. You can now buy 
boutique bath towels embroidered with his face surrounded by hot pink love 
hearts. America burned over George Floyd, Breoanna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery 
and other Black Lives Taken, while Jacinda tucked us in each night on Face-
book Live after putting her daughter to bed, reassuring us into sound sleep not 
to worry, we would get through this together. On my neighborhood street, kids 
scribbled “kia kaha” (“be strong”) all over the footpaths; in New York’s streets, 
refrigerated rigs that once hauled palates of packaged salads, cheese, zoo penguins, 
and bereavement lilies now chilled the dead, because when thousands of people 
die at once and there’s no room for their bodies, “their remains become your 
new neighbors” (Cherelus 2020). It felt like an incredible act of both resistance 
and privilege to sit with such ease in the face of so much suffering. I’d been le-
gally mandated by New Zealand to stay home and be nice, while thousands from 
my mother country were dying, local economies and social structures collapsing.

With moratoriums placed on housing evictions and panic buying, we were re-
assured no one would go homeless or hungry. An economic recovery plan swiftly 
rolled out wage and business subsidies to all income-earners and firms affected by 
the pandemic’s forced closure of, well, nearly everything. These payments kept a 
significant part of the nation afloat and for many un(der)-employed citizens, still 
do. New Zealand’s public health system added to the pandemic safety net, as any 
fear one might have had about catching COVID didn’t come with the added 
worry of unpayable medical bills. Unlike America, New Zealand’s heavily sub-
sidized health-care system covered those expenses, too. To live in a country that 
describes its health system as “built on Kiwis’ inbuilt need to see that everyone 
gets ‘a fair go’ in life” (NZ Immigration 2021) did not escape me in the way it 
might have for nationals raised to see health care as a right instead of a privilege 
(although detractors certainly exist). Even just one of these things, like health 
care for instance, is enough to send many of my American family and friends into 
worry-overdrive.

While neither perfect, exhaustive, nor universally experienced, our COVID 
crisis plan alleviated some of the burdens I saw many non-New Zealanders carry. 
So kindness and togetherness came easy because, for once, I had the space for 
it. As a white, middle-class, single woman with a well-paid academic gig living 
alone with no kids, pets, or complicated plants, I had few material concerns. I had 
been promised I wouldn’t go hungry, homeless, hurt, or broke. I had a boyfriend 
down the road I could “bubble” with on weekends (more on this later), but I 
intentionally chose alone. Should shit really hit the fan like it had for friends and 
family in other parts of the world, I trusted I would be cared for. Looked after. I 
felt like I suddenly belonged to something much bigger than myself—or maybe, 
just that I even belonged to some place at all. I don’t mean for this to read as a 
turncoat critique of “mean America,” but it’s simply the truth that the respec-
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tive responses between here and there marked the beginning of my pivot, of an 
unrooting of self from my national-borne identity to one committed to the “Be 
Kind” politics of Aotearoa.

This wasn’t as easy as I’m making it sound, of course. If you haven’t lived 
under, or broken from, America’s pledge-of-allegiance conditioning, it might 
be hard to understand why this felt like a death of self, even though the breakup 
was a long time coming. I felt marred by a confusing mix of grief and relief, like 
the decoupling of lovers bound by habit or blind loyalty after years of sleeping in 
separate beds. This new sense of belonging didn’t replace one exclusive love-of-
country nationalism for another, either. It felt more like the permission to finally 
accept what I have felt since the moment I set foot on this land eight years ago. In 
Māori culture, there’s a concept called tūrangawaewae, meaning a “place to stand.” 
It refers to places of connection, one’s foundation, or sense of place in the world. 
Coming home. It felt like that.

In those early days my privileges and the sheer luck of living here at all made 
it fairly easy to turn a blind eye to the fact that things weren’t all fluffy bunnies 
for everyone—certainly not for the 10% of the population who suffer from food 
insecurity in normal times, or those supporting an entire extended family on 
one income stream through a job that probably no longer existed. Compulsory 
distancing measures that prevented collective mourning, tangihanga (a traditional 
Māori funeral rite) and burial rituals disproportionately affected Muslim, Māori, 
Pasifika people, and other groups whose deeply held cultural values and customs 
around death and dying couldn’t be honored. Early border closures, strict securi-
ty, and quarantine measures meant many were shut out or trapped in. Thousands 
of tourists, foreign workers, and expats trying to get home lived in uncertainty for 
months, as flights with an inflated ticket price precariously opened and closed at 
a moment’s notice. Meanwhile, citizens stuck overseas were able to reenter after 
quarantining for two weeks in a state-run Managed Isolation Facility at a $3,000 
NZD per person price tag. In the end, those who wanted to leave got out and 
those returning got in, but only if they could afford to pay for the privilege. If 
there’s one thing COVID has since made clear, it’s that the solidarity discourse 
obfuscated the very real social and economic inequalities that have shaped how 
some populations experienced the pandemic over others. But for people like me? 
Easy.

Beginnings

Why are you knocking at every other door?
Go, knock at the door of your own heart. —Rumi

There’s no linear trajectory to my unraveling and rebuilding, which makes it a 
challenging story to tell. I mostly remember it now like a holiday for my soul. 
However, there’s one distinct memory that sticks out from the second day of 
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Level 4 lockdown in March 2020 that illustrates how my surrender to kindness 
started changing things. Sitting on my couch looking out over the cerulean sea 
swelling across the street, I reflected on an uncharacteristically emotional email 
I had just sent my mother. I had written it with the raw tenderness of an open 
heart, confessing my gratitude, my desire to move in love, my connection to 
place, and the underlying shame I felt for finding joy at these realizations in the 
context of so much suffering. I imagined how uncomfortable my sentimental 
unraveling would make her feel, especially where I thanked her and my father 
for everything they had done, even their well-intentioned mistakes, because each 
brought me to this point, to this place, to this moment. My mom and I don’t talk 
like this. (Like literally, not at all. We barely hug.) But there it all was, floating in 
the internet’s ethereal space, packets of 1s and 0s waiting to be reconstituted upon 
waking up into her own morning 16 hours behind mine. Having just released all 
of those thoughts and feelings to the most unlikely of recipients, I felt a palpable 
sense of fissure, a God-ray breaking through the passing cracks of a cloudy sky at 
dawn, shining the light of awareness into the darkest corners of my being. An in-
explicable calm stretched across my chest, my feet firmly rooted into the ground. 
I had extended a sort of kindness to my mother in a way I had never done before. 
Days later, she responded with an email that matched my vulnerability with her 
own. Our relationship hasn’t been the same ever since.

With my attention no longer held captive by the 27 different things that 
would normally structure my day, my morning meditations (formerly known as 
“planning time”) became remarkably quiet. Pre-COVID, what little time I had 
I gave to everything else, which often left me empty, exhausted, and resentful. I 
had been conditioned to thrive in a hyper-competitive culture, running circles 
around life in a constant cycle of “productivity,” and I often found myself, as 
many of us do, routinely centering “Doing” at the expense of just “Being.” “I 
don’t know how you do it,” people would say with a mix of pity and admiration 
at my endless cycle of squeezing in and rushing through just this one last thing.

A career in academia suited my deeply rooted tendencies towards overwork 
and overwhelm, since a healthy degree of self-loathing is both a prerequisite for 
the gig and a sure-fire indicator that you’re doing things right. I’ve thrived in the 
academy’s ambiguous metrics of “never enough,” and in fact I only pursued a 
PhD in the first place because a former supervisor suggested I couldn’t. I some-
times wonder how my life might have been different had I lived my own truth 
instead of one I wrote to defy someone else’s.

But now, sitting on that couch in the absence of my usual distractions, I felt 
the heaviness in the cavity of my chest melt like ice into water, vapor to gas; in 
later days, the chronic pain I had carried in my hamstrings for two years—no 
doubt a product of continuous fight-or-flight cortisol spikes—abandoned my 
body without tension or trace. There was so much spaciousness—mental, physi-
cal—in all my surroundings. I had nothing and no one to answer to, nowhere and 
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nothing to be, since the very infrastructures enabling my usual junctures were on 
lockdown, too. Just me with me, in stillness. In silence. I want to feel this way for 
the rest of my life. Weeks later, I would tearfully confess my fears about returning 
to the so-called “new normal” to my boyfriend, who gently responded, “But 
why do you think you can’t have the simplicity of lockdown all the time?” It 
had never even occurred to me that I could. The thought landed with the force 
of being shaken into consciousness while not realizing I had even been asleep.

Then came the death of George Floyd. Again, I found myself on the couch, 
only this time looking out at the mediated spectacle of a deeply divided Red 
Sea: anti-racist protestors, Black Lives Matter supporters on one side, and equally 
relentless counter-protestors, apologists, and extremists on the other. I felt dev-
astated, conflicted, but my reflections on kindness took new urgency even as I 
questioned what good “Be Kind” served in such an unjust world. That world 
may not change any time soon, I realized, but I could.

Being locked down with nothing but my thoughts revealed the ugly truth of 
how the life I had been living actually didn’t leave much space for prioritizing 
the kind of universal compassion and kindness Ardern seemed to be calling for; I 
couldn’t even give that to myself! The exchange with my mother and the death 
of George Floyd brought my attention to the need for outward compassion and 
kindness, while my mental and physical health evinced the need to extend these 
same gestures towards myself. The spirit of the cultural moment was speaking 
to my heart, insisting I awaken. As it did for the observer in Rainer Maria Ril-
ke’s poem “Archaic Torso of Apollo” (1908), the same instructive urgency cut 
through the silence of my reflective solitude: You must change your life. It would 
mark the first of many awakenings.

On Love and Kindness

The unexamined life is not worth living.—James Baldwin

But why kindness? What is its power? As “compassion in action” (Salzberg 2005), 
kindness is like the gateway drug to a much broader and powerful weapon—love. 
Kindness is not just rooted in love but is also a way through which love forms. 
Practically speaking, prioritizing kindness as a political response does little to 
challenge the normative belief in top-down sovereign power; Ardern certainly 
didn’t cede the state’s authority in asking everyone to be nice. This is somewhat 
different, then, from a politics of love that, at the risk of being reductive, breaks 
free from sovereign power’s control over others to one that forefronts the wellbeing 
of others. Many writers have explored what a “politics of love” means in both 
practical and theoretical terms, and the import of this concept seems to be grow-
ing in the context of so much polarization and unrest. It is partly because of this 
vast and varied terrain that I hesitate to philosophize about love as a political 
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project or where kindness necessarily fits in. So I’ll leave it at this: while I regard 
kindness as an essential practice for extending and receiving love, it can’t really be 
the end game for societal transformation. Instead, kindness is a prerequisite for a 
politics of love, or at least as a way of moving us in that direction.

When speaking of love, I’m referring neither to eros, intimate romantic love, 
nor agape, a neighborly love which tends to assume a “sameness” that belies free-
dom’s much-needed honoring of difference. Rather, I think, love in a political 
sense lies somewhere between these formulations, perhaps within, across, and 
beyond. But again, I’m not here to operationalize love through impressive theo-
retical conceptualizations. My experience in this personal-political transformation 
has been largely guided by my own intuition as opposed to an analytically rig-
orous positioning, yet it is loosely informed by a mish-mash of influences: from 
the academic works of bell hooks, Sonya Renee Taylor, James Baldwin, and 
Michael Hardt, to the more pragmatic teachings of Buddhist, Hindu, and yogic 
philosophies that guide my own spiritual practice. While these works differ, a 
commonality that persists is the idea that love is just as much about the self as it is 
about others. Borrowing the psychiatrist M. Scott Peck’s definition, hooks (2001) 
defines love as a willingness “to extend one’s self for the purpose of nurturing 
one’s own or another’s spiritual growth” in which the “spiritual” refers holisti-
cally to physical, mental and social well-being (4). Hardt warns, however, against 
focusing on “love of the same,” a tendency that dangerously coopts love to cre-
ate in-group/out-group or us/them associations, as in the case of nationalism, 
religious fundamentalism, white supremacy, and other forms of exclusion based 
on similitude. He thus presents a political definition of love as “a love that loves 
the stranger, a love that functions through the play of differences, rather than the 
insistence on the same” (Schwartz 2008/2009, 813). As a political notion, then, 
love requires a respect for—or at least a realization of—the humanity that both 
binds but also distinguishes us.

Love isn’t just a feeling, either, although it can be that, too. It is an action, a 
form of power, as hooks maintains, that is rooted in one’s personal experience of 
loving and having been loved—sometimes badly, wrongly, inadequately, or with 
great dysfunction, which is what makes the need for self-inquiry, self-love, and 
self-care so essential to a loved-based political project. Related to this point, love 
cannot be given freely or with total abandon; there is some degree of self-pro-
tection or boundary-setting that is required in order to guard oneself from being 
victimized, overrun, taken advantage of, exploited, or used up. While selflessness, 
selfishness and self-care can sometimes seem like a delicate dance, the bottom 
line, as hooks (2001) reminds, is that where an ethic of love prevails, “domination 
cannot exist” (98).

Love is the very basis of our constitution, writes Sonya Renee Taylor (2018), 
and self-love is the necessary condition for extending love to others. As lockdown 
dragged on, my newfound sense of belonging, openness, and the fairly simple call 
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to be kind in the context of multiple pandemics presented to me a quite basic but 
uncomfortable truth: I had to begin giving to me the very thing New Zealand was 
asking I give to everyone else: kindness, compassion, and most of all, love. To 
change the world, as they say, I really would have to start with myself.

Sadhana

I’ve been (re)awakening since the beginning of this lockdown. It feels like, in my 
skin: an overwhelming desire to disconnect, be alone and to avoid meaningless 
small talk and pointless noise. I like this version of myself much better. . . . I feel 
calm, grounded. I need less.—The break-up email, April 27, 2020

It feels like I am starting all over again.
I make lists.
Early on I magnetize “I Show Up For Myself By . . .” onto my fridge. It hangs 

over a photo of me and my then-boyfriend holding jumbo-sized vegan chilidogs 
with our hoodies up in the rain, making the best of a wet and dreary situation.

 1. Make the bed
 2. Meditate & Breathwork
 3. Journal
 4. No email before 9am.
 5. Plan the day
 6. Keep things tidy
. . . . . .
13. Remember, you didn’t do anything wrong!
14. Set clear boundaries.

In hindsight, it surprises me that “Stop buying clothes without pockets” didn’t 
make the cut, but these were just the first things that came to my mind, and I 
stopped writing when nothing else arose.

I had written my list after waking up one morning from a martini-fuelled on-
line quiz night hosted by my gym, but it hadn’t been my first—or my second—
hangover that week. I had also just broken up with my boyfriend, who I’d shared 
a bubble with over the first two weekends, because he watched too much TV. 
I couldn’t cope with the cacophony of noise, or the constant schadenfreude he 
relentlessly expressed in response to CNN’s 24/7 Trump coverage, which always 
seemed to be on. I didn’t find any of it funny, and I just wanted some peace. I lay 
there with a terrible hangover, cycling through one of my old-school crash-and-
burn shame spirals, a broken record of negative self-talk that won’t quiet because 
there’s no satisfactory reply that can silence one’s own self-loathing.

But there amongst the self-shaming came the voice of Rilke’s headless Apol-
lo—a message from the heart, screaming from the inside. Start showing up for 
yourself. So I got up and made the list.
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It’s a small moment that marked the formalization of a journey to Self that 
had already begun. The self-disappointment I felt that morning was really my 
recognition that “slowing down and taking stock” hadn’t magically reigned in 
my tendency towards “too-muchness,” which often functions simultaneously as 
both catalyst and coping mechanism for stress, anxiety, loneliness, and anger. For 
whatever reason, these 14 sadhana became the basis of my spiritual discipline: the 
keys to my new universe; to balancing Doing and Being, my Too-Muchness and 
Not-Enoughness; to clearing space for self-love, compassion, and kindness; to 
show up for myself so I could start showing up for others. I would like to believe 
that it’s the simplicity of these daily practices and affirmations that spoke to their 
power, but I’m not sure. We don’t always choose how the lessons arrive; some-
times, God just shows up in ways your consciousness will recognize.

In the weeks that followed, I got up every day committed to doing the work, 
forging a basic mindfulness practice by completing these small commitments that 
would go on to inspire and nurture much bigger internal changes. Sadhana en-
ables practitioners to connect to themselves, to remember their “why,” their 
purpose; to be present without avoiding the task at hand or wishing things were 
another way. Through meditation, I began to see how putting space around 
my thoughts and feelings allowed me to make better choices about how I re-
spond to life’s unpleasantries and triggers. As opposed to unconsciously shooting 
straight from the hip—my default response when operating under the constraints 
of time/space/resource scarcity—I began to tap into the crucial moment of pause, 
which presents the opportunity to make a choice: to either consciously respond 
from a place of love and compassion or unconsciously react in anger, frustration, 
or abuse. As the Buddhist nun Pema Chodron (2016) describes, “The more we 
witness our emotional chain reactions and understand how they work, the easier 
it is to refrain. It becomes a way of life to stay awake, slow down and notice” 
(36). Put differently, the choices we make when we respond to the world are 
enough to exact change, because every interaction becomes one that decides: 
“Am I going to practice peace or am I going to war?” (12). We can choose to add 
more aggression to an already angry and aggressive world, perpetuating this cycle 
forever, or we can slow down, notice our reactive desires and our impulses, and 
proceed from a space of lovingkindness. From the latter, we can speak our truth 
while doing the least amount of harm.

Some of my sadhana practices (especially numbers 2, 13, and 14) invited me to 
lurk around in my shadows, the dark spaces we spend most of our time burying 
with work, booze, meds, consumption, spectacle, and general busy-ness. We 
all have our own way of hiding from these parts of ourselves—the bits we’ve 
unconsciously rejected or abandoned when we adopted the traits and behaviors 
that parental figures, peers, teachers, and other social structures reinforced and 
rewarded as more “favorable” ways of performing. I’ve found this work to be 
helpful in understanding the roots to which many of my reactive tendencies are 
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tied. Essentially, we learn to receive love and approval through our own self-de-
nial, completely unaware that’s what we are doing. There is salvation in the 
looking, in observing our internal worlds, in “an examined life,” as Baldwin said. 
In my own practice, my curiosity about the darkest parts of myself illuminated 
the myriad storylines I had long bought into, the attitudes and beliefs I had let 
define me and my actions. Sometimes it’s embarrassing to realize just how often 
our past humiliations, little-t traumas, or our nine-year-old selves still undergird 
so many of our communicative tendencies and interactions. This understanding 
has helped me get down to the work of healing the wounded parts of me that 
trigger my ego and its reactive tendencies. How often had I been projecting my 
own insecurities, my own ego, onto others in order to blame them for making 
me feel a certain way? These were extremely uncomfortable realizations, but they 
were parts of myself I had to accept and forgive with a bit of lovingkindness. At 
the same time, their exposure also revealed I had been living by narratives that I 
can, in fact, control. This is an ongoing process, a constant gardening of the soul. 
Replant the roots, give birth to something new.

From the Personal to the Political

you do not have to be a fire for every mountain blocking you
you could be a water and soft river your way to freedom, too. 
 —“options,” Nayyirah Waheed

A politics of love imbricates the personal and political, which sadhana invites by 
opening the self to mindfulness, meditation, self-reflection, or other modes of 
inquiry that encourage you to see yourself as part of the bigger picture. The inner 
work we do doesn’t end inside us; it extends into and beyond every relationship 
we have, even into the broader community at large. This kind of self-work is ter-
rifying; we will do anything to avoid our thoughts, to self-preserve, and it doesn’t 
help that capitalism is built on the back of supplying the distractions. It’s no small 
aside that I also believe capitalism can’t be sustained by a population of conscious 
people interconnected through their minds, bodies, and hearts, but that’s an essay 
for another time. Self-inquiry as the basis for transformation happens when we 
start to look around and see that we aren’t actually all that different. While the 
contents of our thoughts and actions aren’t the same, we are similarly bound by 
our own ego stories, insecurities, and fears. There is something extraordinarily 
humanizing about seeing the self in others, although as I have come to learn, it’s 
much easier said than done.

But there have been a few successes. Enacting a love-based politics has meant 
unlearning the tendency to be emotionally reactive towards people, issues, or 
events I find triggering. For one, learning how to pause and put a space between 
my thoughts and words, my words and actions, has helped me repair broken re-
lationships damaged by what Tara Brach (2020) calls “trance of bad Othering.” 
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I came to see how my ex-boyfriend’s terrible media choices weren’t actually a 
character flaw or sign of our incompatibility, but merely his way of distracting 
himself from the fears and anxieties we both shared about the world. I literally 
didn’t realize this, though, until I saw him through the lens of compassion. We 
have since rebuilt our friendship from a place of conscious awareness, and of the 
mutual promise of holding the other to account.

At the height of the Black Lives Matter protests, unlearning reactivity meant 
sitting with the emotional conflict the protests created for me, looking inward 
to reassess my own complicity in systemic racism instead of pointing a finger 
at everyone else. I had long been an antiwar, anti-racism, and police brutality 
activist, the lone critic in a large conservative Irish Protestant family that flew a 
Blue Lives Matter flag off the front porch. My father, a retired New Jersey State 
Trooper, tirelessly sacrificed decades of exhausting labor to provide me with all 
the privileges that enabled my very resistance. (This remains a source of much 
internal conflict and guilt.) But what I have learned through all this is that two 
things can be true at the same time: I can honor my father’s story and we can exist 
on opposite sides of a political divide. As much as Floyd’s death made me want 
to distance myself from America and my family, it reminded me that the path to 
liberation doesn’t come via separation.

Through this time, as if a test of its legitimacy, “Be Kind” kept tugging away. 
I had to accept how damaging my reactive and combative engagement strategies 
were when it came to important social justice issues, particularly in the relation-
ships I now felt committed to nurturing. I had to find a different way. I reached 
deep to put space around my thoughts, feelings, and words, and it took a lot of 
breathing (#3), journaling (#2), and bed-making (#1) to get there. Instead of 
lashing out or trying to convince my family for the millionth time they were on 
the wrong side of history, I mourned alone, reflected, donated, listened. In the 
weeks that followed, I had many challenging but surprisingly peaceful conversa-
tions with my sisters, brother, mother, father, and friends that did not intensify 
the anger or outrage we all felt, despite standing on opposite sides of the ideo-
logical sea. It became an opportunity to engage from a place of love, a chance to 
break the trance of bad Othering where everyone suffers and no one wins.

The centrifugal rift that typically arises under heightened political tension be-
tween my family and myself still hasn’t happened, although it’s likely someday 
it will. But for now, our conversations have become more measured, authentic, 
and slower. By coming at them from a place of love I can connect to their hu-
manness through my own; I have a better understanding of the fears that drive 
their choices and who they are as people. I don’t know if they know I am speak-
ing to them from a space of conscious intention or not, but that isn’t the point. 
All I know is that to date, one year on since making that list, there have been no 
more wars.

To be clear, I’ve not “achieved enlightenment,” and I often don’t get things 
right. The journey is ongoing, and it entails hard conversations that acknowledge 
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and make peace from my missteps. Post-lockdown it has been especially difficult 
to keep up with my sadhana practice; some days, between the traffic, work stress, 
and all the peopling, making the bed is the best I can do. It’s hard to have empathy 
when you’re exhausted, to act from a non-reactive, compassionate space when 
you’re strapped for resources. Setting boundaries (#14) has meant saying “No” 
a lot more than I’m used to, but I have to create as much space as I can so I can 
stay grounded enough to do the work. I acknowledge I have certain privileges 
that make this easier for me than others; but without dismissing this fact, it’s also 
worth remembering that many of the activists and spiritual leaders who insisted 
societal healing begins with the self—James Baldwin, Martin Luther King Jr., bell 
hooks, Jesus Christ—were individuals who were hardly “privileged.” Most expe-
rienced exceptional amounts of persecution. Yet liberation, they argued, begins 
when we turn to our own hearts to unpack our beliefs and interrogate what lies 
beneath. From this view, calling for solidarity in a global pandemic doesn’t mean 
we ignore difference, but rather that we recognize human suffering as the basis 
for our shared belonging.

The latter offers one way of extending compassion to the collective. This 
seems particularly important as public attitudes become increasingly negative, 
and as the shared weariness over the pandemic grows. In New Zealand, this neg-
ativity has played out in the recent vitriol directed at a South Auckland suburb, 
where community outbreaks forced two separate lockdowns of the wider region 
in the course of a month. Demands for “postcode lockdowns” and punitive mea-
sures against rule-breakers illustrate a growing discursive shift from kindness and 
togetherness to bitterness and individualized scapegoating. There is a discrimina-
tory subtext to this discourse, as well: the suburb also happens to be an ethnical-
ly diverse, working-class community of predominantly low-waged workers in 
public-facing essential service jobs (such as food factories and supermarkets). Few 
might realize, however, that the socioeconomic realities for many of these resi-
dents means that, as one local doctor put it, “COVID just is not the biggest thing 
that is happening in their lives” (Franks 2021). She pointed to the way that lan-
guage barriers, health literacy, financial struggles, a family’s dependency on subsi-
dized school meals to feed their children, multi-generational living arrangements 
in cramped quarters (as in 10 people in a two-bedroom flat) all make self-isolating 
at home a lot less simple than it was for me. Rather than assuming noncompli-
ance is a matter of bad people doing bad things, we might instead consider how 
the myriad inequalities undergirding their choices are vastly different from those 
that undergird our own. Might we rethink our reproach by remembering what 
it’s like to be broke, hungry, stressed, constricted, fearful, ashamed, and then hold 
compassion for the wider collective from this more vulnerable space? There are 
likely blind spots in my thinking, but a politics of love seems to start from this 
point. It can feel impossible, but it’s work worth doing.

I’m reminded of a story I read last July that exposes how frightened we remain 
of our own vulnerability, despite its capacity to transform. When Japan’s Fuji-Q 
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amusement park reopened post-COVID, management instituted a new set of 
health and safety rules that forbade patrons to make noise on its rides. The new 
mandate enjoined riders to “Please scream inside your heart” (Horn 2020). The 
story went viral alongside a video featuring the park’s executives “enjoying” the 
rollercoaster’s twists and turns in a totally expressionless manner. The internet 
declared it as 2020’s unofficial mantra, a tragic demonstration of what the “new 
normal” looked like in an utterly abnormal world.

At the risk of over-intellectualizing the memeification of “Please scream inside 
your heart,” the aphorism seems more like an outdated slogan from the neolib-
eral milieu than one defining the contemporary moment. If locking away our 
fears, desires, and emotions is what keeps us safe in the context of multiple global 
pandemics, then what has really changed? Perhaps we stay locked inside our 
hearts because to do otherwise feels threatening, destabilizing. But look around! 
Nothing here is stable, permanent, and it never was. When we grasp and cling 
to our rightness against others’ wrongness, to the storylines that keep us small, 
to our fears of a future we can’t control, we deny the truth of impermanence, 
searching aimlessly instead for stability in uncertainty, to feel grounded amongst 
the unknowns. We define ourselves in opposition to “bad Others,” rather than 
seeing that they are acting from the very same fears and uncertainties as we are. 
No wonder solidarity seems so elusive.

As James Baldwin wrote in Nobody Knows My Name (1961), “real change 
implies the breakup of the world as one has always known it, the loss of all that 
gave one an identity, the end of safety” (209). Surrendering ourselves to the 
task of personal transformation destabilizes much of what we thought we knew 
about ourselves—who we are, our priorities, our privileges, who we want to be, 
and how others fit in relation to those things. In peeling back the layers of our 
consciousness we let ourselves see where we bought into beliefs or values about 
power, scarcity, and self-interest that have never placed love at the forefront of 
how we move in the world. It is then for the sake of our own spiritual freedom 
and the freedom of others that, as Brach (2020) advises, we “ground our efforts 
in our caring for life, in our caring for the greater good.”

Keep Doing the Work

Keep breaking your heart until it opens.—Rumi

In the context of multiple ongoing pandemics, the world feels a bit more broken 
than it did when COVID first arrived. We need to get down to the business 
of healing. We need more hearts to crack open if we are to have any hope for 
repairing the broken promises of democracy in a post-pandemic world. Yet the 
responsibility is twofold: to unpack our own inner worlds, and to recognize we 
have an obligation to a world beyond our own self-interest. A politics of love 
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makes clear that our liberation is inter-subjective: my freedom is bound to yours, 
and yours to mine. If true societal healing is rooted in the realization of our shared 
belonging, then it is only by awakening to our own hearts that we can transmute 
the structures and systems that have been imprisoning us from one another—and 
ourselves—in the first place.

It can feel like individual efforts have only marginal consequence to the in-
equalities and injustices marring a post-pandemic world. At the time of writing, 
more people have died from COVID-19 in the nursing home where my sister 
works (30) than in all of New Zealand combined (26); more members in my 
immediate family have caught and recovered from COVID (3) than anyone I 
personally know here (0). The fact that I have only worn a protective mask once 
through this whole ordeal—just three days ago—is also a stark reminder of the 
small disruption this pandemic has had on my life compared to most. I don’t 
know that being a more conscious adult changes the fact that Japan has employed 
a “Loneliness Minister” to deal with its rising suicide rate, which in 2020 took 
more lives than COVID-19, and I certainly can’t stop the effect that “vaccine 
nationalism” is having on poorer nations. But I do know I’m changing the im-
mediate world around me, and for now, that’s the best I can do.

The silence and solitude of lockdown’s unknowable and unstructured time-
line provided me with the time and space to figure out how I can live a life that 
centers love, kindness, and compassion. It shouldn’t have taken a global health 
pandemic, but it did. The opportunity to slow down let me sink into a daily sad-
hana practice that taught me that a life committed to love and kindness requires 
actively taking space, setting clear boundaries, letting go, and striking a balance 
between Doing and Being. It will be an ongoing journey to keep catching my-
self in ego, to identify my triggers, and to just be with myself and know that I’m 
enough; to be kind, to foreground love, and not lose my mind when triggered 
by other people’s choices. It will mean continuously reigning in my pandemic 
grudges and frustrations by looking out at the bigger picture. But I have also 
learned that it’s a lot easier to have compassion for others when I’m connected 
to, and holding compassion for, myself—even when I fail. As Taylor (2018) re-
minds, “We must learn to be with each other if we plan to get free. . . . Without 
compassion for ourselves we lose the plot; without compassion for others, we 
merely reproduce the world we’ve always known” (93). It’s so much easier to 
be angry, unconscious, reactive, and distrustful when faced with these facts, or as 
the lockdowns continue. Even now on certain days—sleepy days, lazy days, days 
where there’s just so many other things to do—I find myself letting autopilot take 
over and fall right back asleep. But then I remember and get back to the work. 
And then I forget. I remember, I forget.

I do the work to keep remembering.
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