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An Invitation

When | was four years old, | looked up into the sky and saw what appeared to be a crack. The world
in that moment felt like an egg, and through that crack, light was streaming in from somewhere
beyond. My mind was immediately wondering what existed on the other side. That childhood
moment planted a seed that would grow into the central question of my life.

What | glimpsed that day, without having any words for it, was the felt sense that our visible
world is not the whole story. There's something alive behind the surface of what we see, something
that perception alone can't reach. That early intuition eventually drew me toward the teachings of
nonduality, the understanding that the boundary between self and world, between the observer and the
observed, is more porous than it appears. The crack in the sky was an invitation, and I've spent my life
walking through it.

In time, that journey became something | could no longer keep to myself. As a nondua mentor, |
now have the privilege of sitting with others who feel that same pull, that sense that something's just
behind the veil of experience. Together we explore what it means to soften the edges of the separate
self and rest into the open awareness that was always already here, steady and whole, like the light
that never stopped shining through the crack.
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A Note Before We Begin

This isn't a how-to book. You won't find a five-step program here, or a technique that guarantees
results, or a certificate that proves you've arrived somewhere. What you'll discover instead is an

invitation to examine something that's been with you your whole life.
That something is awareness itself.

I came to nonduality not as a philosopher or a scholar, though I've done my reading. | came to it
the way most of us do, which is through a kind of private restlessness. A feeling that something was
dightly off in the version of life I'd been handed. Not in a dramatic way. Life was generally good,
with some ups and downs along the way. But underneath al of it, there was searching, as though

something important was just out of reach.

What | discovered, slowly and then all at once and then slowly again, is that what | was looking

for was never out of reach. It was what was doing the looking.

I remember playing with friends in elementary school and noticing that when | spoke, something
shifted in the others around me, and when they spoke, something shifted in me. It wasn't just the
words themselves but the energy behind them, the invisible current that carried meaning from one

heart to another.

Even then, without a name for what | was sensing, | could feel that we weren't separate beings
bumping up against each other but expressions of something shared, something continuous and alive

beneath the surface.

Words, | began to understand, aren't merely sounds or symbols. They're living energies that move
through a unified field, the way capillaries carry life to every corner of the body. That early felt sense
of interconnectedness became one of the threads that wove itself into my path toward nonduality and,
in time, into the heart of the work | now do as a nondual mentor guiding others back to the wholeness

they never left.

I've had the joy of sitting with many others on this journey, people who've just heard the word

nonduality for the first time and people who've been practicing meditation for decades and people
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somewhere in between. What I've found is that wherever you're starting from, something in you

already knows. This guideis hereto help that knowing become alittle more obvious.

You're already home. We're just going to notice that together.
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The Feeling That Something's Missing

Let's start with where you already are.

Maybe you came upon this guide because something in the title caught your attention and you're
not sure why. Maybe you've been meditating for years, or reading spiritual books, or listening to
podcasts when everyone else is asleep, and something pointed you toward this word. Nonduality.
Maybe a friend mentioned it, or you stumbled across a teacher whose words did something

unexpected to your thinking.

Or maybe you're here because life's been difficult in some way, and the usua answers haven't

been enough, and you're willing to try something that 1ooks at things from a different angle.
Whatever brought you here, | welcome you.

Most of us move through life with the sense that something's missing. The feeling appears in
different costumes for different people. For some it's restlessness or a difficulty or a pull toward the
next thing even when the current thing is good. For others, it's a sense of loneliness, afeeling of being
separated from the people and experiences that surround them even when those people and
experiences are warm and close. For still others it surfaces as anxiety, worries about the future, or a

need to arrange life in such away that the next loss doesn't arrive without warning.

All these things are familiar to me. Asachild, | loved to make people laugh. My father had a gift
for humor, and | wanted to carry that same light into the world around me. So, 1'd experiment in class,
saying and doing things to make my friends laugh. My teachers, understandably, saw this as a
problem. As aresult, the way they related to me, which was to stop the distraction in the classroom,
slowly planted abelief that | was a problem. That may sound small but it's essential. Thisis one of the
earliest ways the contracted self takes shape, not through dramatic events but through the stories we
begin to absorb about who we are. And it's those stories that nonduality invites us to examine.

The identities that form within us aren't personal failures. They're not signs that you're doing life
wrong. They're part of the human condition, and when we identify solely with them, they become a

case of mistaken identity.
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Who You Think You Are

From the time we're young, we're given a story about who we are. Your name. Your family. Your
body. Your personality. Your history, the things that happened to you and the things you did in
response. Over time, this story becomes what we call a self, a distinct, bounded individual, who

moves through aworld of other distinct, bounded individuals.

This story isn't totally wrong. You do have a name. Your body is present and functioning. Y our
history happened. Y our relationships matter. The individual you appear to be is a current appearance,
and there's nothing to be gained by pretending it isn't.

But the story isincomplete. And the incompletenessis what creates the misunderstanding.

Before you're a person with a name and a history and a set of preferences and fears, you are
awareness. Pure, open, unlocated awareness. The same awareness that was present when you were
five-years-old and is present right now. The same awareness that knows your thoughts without being
identified with your thoughts, that feels your emotions without being defined by them, that has

watched the story of your life from the beginning to this moment without itself ever changing.

That awareness isn't something you have. It's what you are. It's the ever-present, awake space in

which everything appears, moves, changes, and disappears.

This awareness isn't limited by the boundaries of your skin. It's not located inside your head. It
doesn't begin and end the way your thoughts begin and end. It doesn't age. It doesn't worry. It's not
trying to get anywhere because it's never been anywhere but here.

When this begins to become clear, not just as an idea but as direct realization, the turbulence starts
to quiet. Not because the problems of life disappear, but because the one who was troubled by them

isn't who you thought it was.

Right now, without changing anything about your posture or your environment or your thoughts,
notice that you're aware. Not what you're aware of. Just the fact of awareness itself. Notice that
this awareness is silent, even if your thoughts aren't. Notice that it's present, even if you feel
distracted. Notice that it doesn't have a location. It's not behind your eyes. It's not in any corner of
the room. It's simply here, and everything else, including your thoughts about this exercise, is
appearing inside of it.
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That's enough for now. You don't need to do anything with that. Just let it be noticed.
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The Separate Self and How It Forms

To understand what non-duality is pointing at, it helps to understand what it's pointing away from.

The conventional sense of being a self, the version most of us live inside of without questioning
it, is built on a set of assumptions we rarely notice. The first is that there's a me in here, and a world

out there, and a gap between them that must be continually managed.

I remember many childhood experiences that laid the groundwork for patterns that would follow
me into my teens and adult life. The feeling of being a problem in elementary school grew into a
sense of needing to prove myself. The need for approva from my teachers and others became a
hunger for validation that made rejection feel devastating. A fear of punishment kept me trying to be
perfect, and when perfection inevitably dlipped, I'd either run from the situation or defend myself.
Underneath it all sat a sense of lack, an emptinessthat | kept trying to fill.

| share these experiences not because I've fully resolved these patterns but because | still see them
arise in metoday. The difference now isthat | recognize them for what they are, not the truth of who |
am but the movements of a conditioned self that formed long before | had any awareness of what was
happening. Thisisthe work of nonduality. Not the elimination of these patterns but the cultivation of
a spacious awareness that can hold them with honesty, compassion, and a knowing that you're much

more than any story the ego has ever told about you.

Feeling like an individual trying to make it in a separate world among other separate individuals
is the conventional framework of the human experience. Me versus the world. Me in relation to
others. Me trying to get what | need, avoid what | fear, become what | hope to become, and make

sense of what I've already experienced. The narrative of a human lifeis organized around this story.

And for a good reason. Having a clear sense of individua identity is useful and needed to

navigate in society. It allows usto function.

Y ou need to know whose hunger is yours to feed, whose children are yours to raise, whose job is

yours to do.
Theindividual self isanecessity of lifein abody.

The problem isn't the self; it's what we believe about it.
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The Belief in Separation

Most of us, most of the time, believe we are separate from each other, from the world, and from life
itself. This assumption is so deep that it doesn't feel like abelief at all. It feels like reality.

But take a moment to really look at what this sense of separation is made of.

Your body breathes air that was last week inside someone else's lungs. It drinks water that has
cycled through oceans and clouds and rivers and other bodies for millions of years. The food that
becomes your blood and bones was grown in soil that was once other living things. The thoughts in
your head arrived in a language you didn't invent, shaped by ideas from people you never met,

through a culture that formed long before you were born.
Where is the line between you and the rest of life?

The answer isthat there isn't one. Not areal one. The sense of being a separate self islike being a
wave in the ocean, a pattern that has its own shape and its own movement but is made of the ocean

and never separate fromit.

You're the wave. You're also the ocean. Both are true, and they don't contradict each other.

How the Separ ate Self Suffers

When we believe we're separate, suffering becomes inevitable. If I'm separate from the world, then
the world is a threat as much as a source of nourishment. If I'm separate from others, then love
becomes uncertain, connection becomes something to earn and maintain and potentially lose. If I'm

separate from life itself, then death becomes an ending rather than a transformation.

This isn't to say that life without the recognition of non-duality is without beauty or love or
meaning. It very much can be. But it's alife that carries extra weight, a background tension, a need to

hold on and protect and secure a sense of safety.

What nonduality offersis not an escape from life but a different relationship to it. A relationship
in which the weight is allowed to set itself down.

Think of a moment when you felt at peace. Not necessarily a spiritual experience, just a moment of
ease. Maybe in nature, maybe in conversation, maybe in the middle of something creative, maybe
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early in the morning before the day took over.

What if that ease wasn't something that happened to you? What if it was a brief glimpse of what's
always underneath?
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What Nonduality M eans

Nonduality is pointing at something simple enough that it's easy to dlide right past it. Most people

glimpse many moments of nonduality but don't process what was experienced.

Although you don't exist in the way your conditioned mind thinks you do, it's not saying that you
don't exist. Although the world isn't what it appears to be through our physical senses, it's not saying

theworld isanillusion.

It's not saying that your individual life doesn't matter, or that your relationships, choices, and
experiences are less important than you think. And it's not asking you to dissolve into a cosmic soup
where nothing is distinguishable from anything else.

What nonduality is pointing at is that at the most basic level of what you are, you, and the
awareness that is aware of you, are the same thing. The awareness in which your experience appears,
including the thought that says I'm separate from that awareness, is what you are.

In other words, there's only one thing happening here, and that one thing is aware of itself through

what looks like many different forms.

OnelLife, Many Forms

Imagine a single ocean. On the surface, countless waves, each with its own shape, its own movement,
its own character. From wave-level, it can look like each wave is an independent thing. But look a
little deeper and the boundary between one wave and the next is made of the same water. They rise

from the same source. They return to the same source. They never left the source.

You are one of those waves. So is every person you've ever loved, every person who's ever hurt
you, every stranger on every street. The ocean expresses itself in form, each form unique, each form

temporary, none of them ever other than the ocean.

Life itself is the one thing, the one awareness, the one presence, looking out through billions of

eyes and finding itself everywhere it looks.

In my early twenties, after a weeklong meditation retreat, | came home and went to sleep like any

other night. But when | woke up the next morning and walked to the bathroom to brush my teeth,

10



A Crack in the Sy Dr. Daniel H. Shapiro

something was different. There was no sense of a separate self. No one standing apart from the world
looking at it. Just undivided presence, open and still. Experience was happening but there was no

experiencer.

| noticed fear began to rise, both in my thoughts and in my body, and | began to use words as
anchors. I'm a person. That's a mouthwash bottle. That's a mirror. I'm here and those things are over
there. | was trying to rebuild the familiar boundaries, to find the edges of myself again. But gradually
something softer took over and | began to relax into what was present. A recognition arose that was

both simple and profound.

| realized that I'm the awareness in which everything appears, and I'm not separate from any of it.
Whether a boundary between myself and the world seems present or falls away, something remains

that's whole and undisturbed. All was well and always was.

This is what the wisdom traditions have been pointing at for thousands of years, from different
directions, in different languages, with different maps. Advaita Vedanta teaches Tat Tvam Asi, which
means you are that. The Zen tradition points at the face you had before your parents were born. The
Jewish mystical tradition of Kabbalah speaks of Ein Sof, the infinite boundless light that underlies al
of existence. The Christian mystics spoke of union with the divine. The Sufi poets wrote of the lover
and the Beloved as one. These aren't competing claims. They're attempts to describe what words can

only approximate.

What ThisDoesn't Mean

Nonduality is one of the most misunderstood ideas in spiritual life, so it's worth being clear about
what it isn't.

It doesn't mean that individuals don't matter. The individual form, the wave, is real and precious.
Your specific life, your relationships, your unique way of moving through the world, these are
expressions of the one life, and they're important. A world of nondual awarenessis not aworld where

everyone's the same. It's aworld where each expression of lifeis seen for what it is.

It doesn't mean that actions have no consequences. The wave still moves through the water. What
you do matters. How you treat people matters. The choices you make shape the form your life takes.
Nonduality doesn't dissolve ethics. If anything, it deepens them. When you recognize that the person

across from you is not other than what you are, the idea of doing harm to them becomes absurd.

11
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It doesn't mean that you'll feel blissful al the time. Life in form includes difficulty, loss, grief,
frustration, loneliness. These experiences don't evaporate when nondual recognition deepens. What
changes is your relationship to them. You meet them from a place that is larger than the experience
itself, the way aclear sky doesn't fight the storm that passes throughit.

A Noteon Free Will

We can look at life from two different perspectives. As boundless awareness, there's no choice
because there's no separate person to make a decision and nothing outside of ourselves to choose.
From this view, we're like the wave that's moved by the movement of the whole ocean. However,
when, through our infinite potential, we look through the eyes of an individual, we can make choices
that align with this truth. We can decide to act from a place of nondual understanding and treat every

person and everything as a part of our own self.

For a few moments, try to find the location of the one who is reading these words. Not your eyes,
not your brain, but the awareness that istaking thisin. Look directly for the one who is looking.

You might find that there's no one there in the way you expected. There's awareness, yes. But the
one who was supposed to be doing the looking, the bounded, located self, seems to recede the
closer you look at it.

Thisisn't atrick. It'sjust a glimpse of something that, once seen, tends to keep revealing itself.

12
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What Waking Up Isand Isn't

The phrase waking up gets used a lot, and like most common phrases, it's been pulled in enough
directions that it can mean almost anything. Let's spend some time with what it points at.

Waking up isn't an event that happens to a lucky few. It's not an explosion of light, though some
people describe sudden experiences of clarity. It's not a permanent altered state where you float above
the concerns of life. It's not something that can be purchased, or earned through enough years of

practice, or granted by the right teacher.

What waking up is more like a shift in where you live from.

The Difference Between Knowing and Living From

There's a difference between understanding nonduality as an idea and living it as your experience
right now. Most people who engage with nondual teachings, develop an intellectual understanding
pretty quickly. They can describe the ocean and the waves. They can explain awareness and its
contents. They can quote the teachers. And that understanding is valuable. It orients you in the right
direction.

But living from nondual realization is something different. It means that when life gets difficult,
you don't just remember the idea that there's a larger awareness, you rest in and as it. It means that
when you're in conflict with another person, you're aware, even in the middle of the friction, that
something in them and something in you aren't separate. It means that daily moments like a
conversation, a meal, or an hour of quiet, carry a kind of aliveness they didn't carry before, not

because the moments have changed but because the quality of noticing has clarified.
This is what deepens through attention, through inquiry, and through the willingness to keep

noticing.

The Two Stages M any People Move Through

In my experience walking with many people on this path, I've naticed something that's worth naming

openly.

13
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Thefirst stage iswhat 1'd call awakening to the possibility. Thisiswhen nonduality stops being a
philosophical position and starts being lived experience. You have a glimpse, a moment of clarity, a
sense that there's something here that a separate self can't contain. This stage is often accompanied by

excitement, a sense that everything looks dlightly different, a hunger for more of whatever that was.

The second stage, which many people find more challenging, is integration. This is where the
understanding begins to settle into your life, where it stops being a peak experience, or even an
experience at all, and starts becoming how you move through the day. This is where the work, if we
want to call it that, lives. Because life keeps happening. The difficult people don't disappear. The grief
doesn't end. The body still getstired. The mind still generates its commentary.

Integration is where nondual recognition stops being something that happened to you and starts

being something you live from, even when it's quiet, even when you forget, even when lifeis hard.

One of my initial experiences of this unfolded while listening to a Dharmatalk. As ayoung man, |
had traveled from the United States to Thich Nhat Hanh's Buddhist retreat center, Plum Village, in
France. Inspired by his books, he became my first teacher, and | made the journey to sit with him in

person.

As Thich Nhat Hanh or "Thay" (meaning teacher in Vietnamese) as we called him, spoke, the
boundaries between myself and the world disappeared. The trees, the monks who were listening next

to me, even the air felt unified and unconditionally loving.

A sense of wholeness settled over me that didn't leave, even after he stopped speaking. For the
first timein along while, | didn't feel broken. In one sense, | felt like | belonged to something larger

than myself and in another sense | was the whole of life itself, a seamless, singular consciousness.

After the talk, another young man sat beside me. He was buzzing with the same restless hunger I'd
carried for much of my life. He started talking to me about his favorite books. My first instinct was to
protect the quiet I'd found, to stay wrapped inside it and turn away. But something in his eyes

reminded me of my own longing, all those years of reaching for connection.

So instead of turning within and trying to shield the blissful experience, | turned toward him
wholeheartedly. | listened deeply, and by the time he'd finished talking, | understood something |
hadn't before.

The peace I'd traveled so far to find wasn't something to hold onto privately. It lived in the turning
toward experience, whether within myself or in relation to another, not the turning away. | was free to

be myself in meditative silence or in lively conversation. And when | got home and woke the next

14
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morning, still carrying that calm, | finally discovered that it had been inside me all along, just waiting
to be noticed.

The Role of Practice

A word about meditation, inquiry, and practice.

These tools are useful, not because they bring you closer to something you don't have, but
because they help you become less distracted from what's aready true. Think of it like cleaning a
window. The light is always there on the other side. The cleaning doesn't create the light. It just

removes what was in the way of seeing it.

Different practices work for different people, and | wouldn't presume to hand you a single method
and tell you it's the only one. What | encourage is any practice that turns your attention back toward
the one who is attending. Any practice that asks who or what is aware right now? Any practice that
creates alittle space between you and the stream of thinking so that what's behind the thinking can be
noticed.

The invitation of this guide isto turn toward direct experience, in whatever form it comes, and to

stay there long enough to recognize its essential nature.

Think of a moment in your life when you were so absorbed in something that the sense of being a
self with problems, history, and concerns went silent. Maybe it was creative work, or a physical
activity, or a song that took you somewhere. In that moment, life was just happening, without the
commentary, without the narrator.

Now consider that awareness was still present in that moment. Experience was happening. But the
one who was usually worried about being the experiencer was nowhere to be found. There was
simply experiencing.

That ease, that absence of self-management, is the ground of your being underneath all the
conditioned thinking. You didn't achieve it. It was reveal ed when the sense of self stepped aside or
was seen for what it is.

15
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You AreAlready Aware

Let's try something different in this chapter. Instead of talking about awareness, let's look directly at
it.
Right now, as you read these words, there's something present that is aware of the words. That's

not a theory. That's the most immediate fact of your experience. Before you can question anything,

before you can agree or disagree, before you can think at al, there's already awareness.

This awareness isn't something you manufactured. It's been here al aong. It was here when you
were a child and the world was gigantic and mysterious. It was here when you were heartbroken. It
was here when you were laughing. It's here in the moments between thoughts when everything goes

quiet. It's here right now.

The content of awareness changes constantly. Thoughts come and go. Emotions rise and fall.
Sensations shift. Experiences arrive and pass. But awareness itself doesn't come and go. It's the

unchanging context in which all the changes happen.

The Natur e of Awar eness

Try to seeif you can find the edges of your awareness. Where does it begin, and where does it end?

Y ou can find the edges of your visual field. You can find the limits of what you can hear. But the
awareness in which seeing and hearing happens doesn't have edges in the same way. It's not located in
front of your head or in the back. It's not inside your body, though it's not outside it either. It's simply

here, without alocation to point to.

Thisis one of the unusual features of awareness. It's not a thing among other things. It's more like

the space in which things appear.

And space has some interesting qualities. It's not affected by what passes through it. A fire burns
in aroom, and the space of the room isn't harmed by the fire. A storm blows through the sky, and the
sky isn't damaged by the storm. In the same way, difficult thoughts, emations, and experiences move

through the space of your awareness without that awareness itself being diminished or broken.

16



A Crack in the Sy Dr. Daniel H. Shapiro

| experienced this as akid at Hebrew school one rainy afternoon when our teacher didn't show up,
and a substitute took his place. The substitute had tan skin, big glasses, and tight Israeli curls, and
when he spoke, | couldn't understand aword he said. His accent was too thick.

At some point | stopped trying to follow along and just let the sound of his voice wash over me,
and something inside me went still. | realized his words didn't come from any textbook. They were

coming from somewhere much deeper.

| wasten, and | remember thinking that if thiswere my last day alive, I'd be at peace just sitting in
that room. That's how comforting this man's presence was and how clearly he reflected the natural,

effortless, awake, presence that is always here, aways at the center of usall.

The man was gone before we knew it, and | never caught his name, but I've carried him with me
ever since. He didn't give me anything. No one can. However, he introduced me to this awareness that
is aready ever-present within us all, before words, and before anything we can perceive with our

Senses or conceive with our minds.

This is what the teachers mean when they say that your true nature is already free. Not that life
will stop being difficult or looking the way it does. Not that the feelings won't come. But that what
you are, beneath the feelings, beneath the thoughts, beneath the story, has never been anything other

than open, aware, and whole.

Awareness|sn't Personal

Here's the point that tends to feel the most surprising, and the most liberating.

The awareness reading these words right now is not different from the awareness in the person
sitting in a coffee shop two blocks away reading something else. Or the awareness that will be present
in your grandchildren in fifty years. Or the awareness that was present in a child in a different country

centuries ago.

Awareness doesn't come in separate packages with different brands. The feding that my
awareness is mine and your awareness is yours is a feeling that happens within awareness, not a fact

about its nature.

This is what the traditions mean by universal consciousness, or the divine presence, or the one

life.

17
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They're pointing at the knowledge that at the level of pure awareness, there's not a dividing line

between one and another. The wave believesit hasits own water. But the water is all the same water.

When this knowledge becomes a felt knowing, something in the sense of loneliness and
separateness tends to ease. Not because you've convinced yourself of something. But because you've

noticed something that was already true.

St quietly for a few minutes and let your eyes soften or close them. Let thoughts come and go
without following them or pushing them away.

Now, instead of watching the thoughts, turn the attention back toward the one who is watching.
Ask what is aware right now?

Don't answer with a description of thoughts or sensations. Just look for awareness itself. Rest
therein and as awareness.

You may not find anything that can be named, and that's okay. Awareness isn't a thing you can
point to. But the looking itself, the turning toward, begins to reveal something infinite that's been
here the whole time.

18
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The Individual |s Precious

At this point in our conversation, it's important to make something very clear, because it's a place

where many people get stuck in their understanding of nonduality.

You are not being asked to disappear. A Buddhist teaching that's been helpful in my journey is
that we can look at the world through two different truths.

Conventional reality is the world we experience every day, where things have names, people are
individuals, and our choices have effects. It'sthe level of life where we care for our families and move

through time.

Absolute readlity is the deeper truth that nothing has a separate or permanent self. From this
perspective, everything is empty of afixed identity and isinstead part of a vast and connected flow.
While these two views seem different, they're just two ways of seeing the same life. Understanding
both allows us to live with a light heart in the world while knowing we are part of something much

larger.

So your personhood, your preferences, your creativity, your way of seeing the world, these are al
expressions of the one life taking form. The individua isn't the problem. Believing we're only an

individual is where our mindset becomes limited.

Think of it this way. The ocean doesn't diminish the waves by being the ocean. It's the substance
from which the waves are made. The recognition that you are awareness, rather than a bounded self,
doesn't erase your individual wave. It places it in its true context, which is infinite and always at
home. As the Heart Sutra puts it, "Form is emptiness, emptiness is form. Form is not other than

emptiness, emptinessis not other than form."

The Freedom to Be Y our salf

One of the gifts of nondual recognition is that it makes individuality more possible, not less. When
you're no longer spending so much energy defending, protecting, and maintaining a self that you

believe is under constant threat, something opens up.

Thisiswhat happens in nondual mentoring. When | meet with a client, we enter a space where the

boundaries between mentor and mentee begin to soften and fade away. This way of working is built
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on the understanding that on one hand, we're both distinct individuals exploring the truth through our

relationship, yet we're simultaneously the whole of the mystery itself.

As | sit with aclient, | become a mirror so they can see that the wisdom, love, and peace they're
seeking is aready alive within them. It's not solving a problem or providing a set of instructions, but

rather resting, wondering, and exploring together in a shared field of awareness.

In this connection, | listen not just to the words being spoken, but to the deeper soul of the person.
We gently inquire into the stories, labels, and roles we play to recognize that our individual
expressions and the unity of existence are not two different things. From that place of being both the

wave and the ocean, true healing and growth can naturally unfold.

You find that you can be yourself more naturally. Less performance. Less managing of how
you're being perceived. Less comparing yourself to others, because the need to establish your worth in
relation to the worth of someone else dissolves or is seen through. The form you take, your humor,
your sensitivity, your curiosity, your unique way of loving, gets to be expressed more freely when it's

not in the service of a constructed image.

The deepest form of creativity, in my experience, comes from this place. When you're creating
from pure awareness, expressing through aform, rather than trying to prove something about yoursel f

as the form, something different comes through. Something less calculated and more alive.

Both True at Once

Thisis akey sentence in this book, so | want to giveit alittle room.

You are nondual awareness, and you are an individual expression. Both are true. Neither cancels
the other.

The spiritual traditions that emphasize formlessness and the traditions that celebrate individual
expression aren't in conflict. They're looking at two aspects of the same truth. Formless awareness is

your deepest nature. Individual expression isyour current dance. Y ou get to be and do both.

This means that a life lived from nonduality doesn't look like withdrawal. It doesn't look like
indifference to the shape your life takes. It looks like full engagement with the beautiful, difficult,
ordinary, and extraordinary experience of being a human being. This presence comes from a place
that doesn't contract in fear at every challenge or grasp at every pleasure, but instead holds joy, grief,

boredom, and wonder with the same openness.
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The wave, knowing it's the ocean, can move with freedom. It doesn't have to pretend to be smaller

thanitis. It doesn't have to pretend to be larger, either. It can just be what it is.

Think about one of the things you love most about your life. A relationship, a creative pursuit, a
way of engaging in the world that feels like it's yours.

Now hold that thing in a wider frame. What if that love, that expression, that gift you have, is not
something you invented, but something that the one life is doing through you?

That's not smaller than thinking it's yours. It's larger. You're not an individual doing a thing.
You're life, expressing itself through yourself, in an irreplaceable way.
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Living Peace

Everything we've explored in the previous chapters is pointing at something that has to eventually

come down into daily life.

Because the days keep coming. Mondays arrive. Traffic happens. Difficult conversations occur.
People we love struggle. Plansfall through. The world doesn't stop flowing because we've understood

something about the nature of awareness.

So what does nondual recognition bring to our everyday experiences?

A Different Relationship to Difficulty

The first thing it offersis a shift in your relationship to difficulty, which is not the same thing as an
absence of difficulty.

When you're coming from a place of contracted, defended selfhood, difficulty arrives as a threat
to the self. In that context, the situation isn't just difficult, it's evidence of something wrong with you,
or with the world, or with life itself. The bad meeting isn't just a bad meeting. It's confirmation of a
story you've been carrying. The argument with someone you love isn't just an argument. It's the

beginning of alossyou're terrified of .

Nonduality doesn't make the meeting better or the argument less painful. But it creates a little
space between you and the experience in the same way the sky creates space for the storm without
being threatened by it. From inside that space, difficulty is just difficulty. It's what's happening right
now. It doesn't require the additional suffering of believing it says something permanent about the

nature of your life.

Thisisn't spiritual bypassing. Thisisn't pretending the difficulty doesn't exist or declining to feel
it. It's meeting difficulty from awider place, and from that wider place, things that seemed impossible

begin to be workable.

Presence as a Practice

The most practical expression of nondual recognition in life is presence.
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Being present doesn't mean being intense or focused in a strained way. It means that when you're
in a conversation with someone, you're listening, not rehearsing what you're going to say next or
reviewing what you said a few minutes ago. It means that when you're eating, you taste the food. It
means that when you're sitting with someone who's having a hard time, you're there with them in their

struggle rather than managing your own response to it.

Presence is what naturally happens when the mind stops its attempts to secure the future and edit
the past. The present moment, which includes our notions of the past and future, is all there ever is,

and when you stop fighting that, something relaxes.

Nondual recognition makes presence easier, not by an act of will, but because it relaxes the
urgency of the self's agenda. When you're not engaged in protecting and constructing a separate self,

the present moment isn't threatening. It's just alive.

TheOrdinary as Sacred

One of the things that people often notice, as nondual recognition deepens, is that ordinary moments

begin to carry aquality they didn't have before.

Not in amystical or dramatic way. Just that a morning cup of coffee, or the afternoon light, or the
way a person laughs when they're surprised, or the feeling of grass under bare feet, begins to be
received rather than evaluated.

This is because presence alows things to arrive. When the mind is fully absorbed in its
commentary on experience, experience itself can seem distant. Nondual realization creates conditions
in which life can be felt, because the one who was standing dlightly apart from it, analyzing,

categorizing and comparing, has stepped back enough to let it in.

This reminds me of the time when, after college, | traveled to Spain for a meditation retreat. |
stayed in amonastery where my room was atiny cell with abed and asmall table. One night, | had to
venture through the dark in the late hours to look for a restroom. | found myself tiptoeing across

creaky wooden floors until | saw a soft light spilling from a doorway.

Curiosity led me down a winding stone path, lit only by a few flickering torches, where the air
grew cool and the world became still. At the end of that path, |1 found a small nook with a prayer
bench and a single lit candle. In that moment, it felt asif I'd reached the center of the earth. | realized
then that | had a silent place just like that inside of me, too, and that it's always here.

23



A Crack in the Sky Dr. Daniel H. Shapiro

When life feels loud or full of worry, | can still feel that stillness beneath it al, and | love to help
others find that same peaceful center within themselves. Life doesn't become sacred through some

transformation. Life is aready sacred. What changesis our capacity to notice.

At some point today, in the middle of your activities, pause for a moment.

Notice that you're aware. Notice that life is happening, this specific version of it, this conversation
or thistask or this moment of movement or stillness. Notice that the awareness in which all of this
isappearing is present and open and not troubled by any of it.

You don't need to maintain this for any length of time. You don't need to make anything of it. Just
let it be a moment of noticing and then return to whatever you were doing.

The return itself is part of the practice. Life doesn't stop. The invitation is not to leave life but to
meet it from somewhere deeper.
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Relationships From This Place

Nondual recognition doesn't happen in isolation. Even if theinitial glimpse of it arrivesin solitude, it's
through relationships that it gets deepened and expressed.

Relationships are where the contracted self most often appears. The people we've been irritated by
for years know exactly how to find the places in us that activate our insecurities. Those we love most
have a capacity to call up our deepest fears. The stranger who cuts us off in traffic is a test of

everything we thought we understood.

So let's talk about what nonduality offers in the context of being with other people.

Seeing the Other

The philosopher Martin Buber wrote about two ways of relating to another person. In one, you see
them as an object, as a role they play, a function they serve, a category they fit into. This is not
cruelty. It's just the result of a mind that's moving quickly and has a lot to manage. We do it

constantly.

Here's an example of this kind of orientation to others. Once, when | was at a gas station, | saw a
guy in a muscle car beeping at a woman who was taking more time than he would've liked at the
pump. It was clear from his behavior that he wanted to fill his tank, and that he saw the woman as an

object who wasin hisway.

In the other way of relating, you see each person as afull presence, a unique world of experience,
history, and feeling, a genuine other, not just an extension of your own story. Buber called this an

I-Thou encounter, and he considered it the most real form of human contact.

Nondual recognition creates the conditions for this second kind of seeing. When you're no longer
primarily occupied with managing your own self, you have room to see who's in front of you. And
when you understand that the awareness looking out through their eyes is not different from the
awareness looking out through yours, the seeing goes even deeper. You're not just seeing another

person. Y ou're recognizing your interconnection.

This isn't a loss of appropriate boundaries or a way of ignoring our differences. Waves can

recognize their shared ocean while remaining distinct waves. You can see your commonality with
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another person while still honoring all that makes you unique.

Conflict From a Wider Place

Conflict doesn't disappear from relationships lived from nondual understanding. Disagreements can
still be difficult and hurt the people involved. Different needs, temperaments, and beliefs can create

painful friction. Pretending otherwise is avoidance.

What changes is the meaning we assign to conflict. From inside a contracted self, conflict is
threatening. It implies potential abandonment, defeat, or evidence that we're wrong, unworthy, or
unlovable. The stakes can feel intense to say the least.

From a wider awareness, conflict can be held with curiosity rather than fear. The outcome still
matters. The relationship still matters. But the ones engaging in the conflict aren't frightened of being
destroyed by it.

This creates a shift in what's possible. Conversations that would previously have escalated into
defenses and retreats can stay open longer. You can hear the other person's reality more fully when
you're not defending yourself against it. You can say what's true for you more directly when you're
not performing for someone's approval. Conflict, approached from this place, becomes a curiosity to

explore rather than a threat.

L ove Without Condition

The deepest expression of nondual recognition in relationships is unconditional love. Not the
sentimental kind that depends on things always going well, but the kind that can hold another person
through their difficulty without needing them to be different than they are.

This is possible when you recognize that the person in front of you is not separate from you. Not
because they're perfect, not because they always behave well, but because at the level of pure
awareness, they're aform of the same life you are.

Thiskind of love doesn't require agreement. It doesn't require sameness in beliefs or expression. It
doesn't even require that the relationship continue in its current form. What it requires is the
knowledge that the other person's life, their struggles and their gifts, have the same essentia being as

yours.

From there, caring for another person becomes less of an effort and more of a natural expression.

The way a branch doesn't have to try to be part of the tree, and a wave doesn't have to try to be part of
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the ocean.

Think of someone in your life who is easy to love. Someone whose presence opens something in
you naturally.

Now think of someone who is harder, who calls up some of your less comfortable responses.

Isit possible, even briefly, to see that both people are awareness in form? That the same basic
presence that looks out through your eyes looks out through theirs, filtered through their history
and their form, but not different?

You don't need to pretend the difference doesn't exist. Just see if you can hold the individual form
and the awareness that isits ground together as one.
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Beyond Time

Thisisatender chapter we'll enter together, and | want to move through it carefully.

One of the deepest fears carried by the human sense of self is the fear of death. The self, by
definition, is something that can end. It had a beginning, it has a history, and somewhere ahead of it is
an ending. Thisis not a comfortable thing to live with, and most of us spend alot of energy, much of

it unconscious, managing the knowledge that the self as we know it is temporary.

Nondual recognition offers something here that isn't a consolation, not a story designed to make

the fear more bearable, but a pointing toward something true.

What Was Never Born Doesn't Die

Awareness has no beginning that you can find. Right now, at this moment, if you look at your
awareness directly, it doesn't have a start. You can remember when certain experiences began. You
can trace when your body came into form. But the awareness in which all of that appears didn't arrive

at any certain moment. It'sjust here.

The same is true of its ending. The body will stop working. The thoughts will stop arising. The
personality will dissolve. But awareness itself, the open, clear presence in which the story of thislife

has appeared, continues.

I remember when | was a kid, my grandmother used to hug me. With her warm arms around me
all was well with the world. | was enveloped by unconditional love. As | got older, | noticed that |
could feel my grandmother's hugs, even when she wasn't hugging me. Even when | was at school or in
another city. No matter where | was, if | thought about my grandmother, that wonderful, loving

feeling of her hugs was there, and it's still here today many years after her physical passing.
The wave ends when it reaches the shore. The ocean doesn't.

Thisisn't apromise about what happens after death. What it is, is a pointing toward the realization
that what you are is timeless. Your essential nature doesn't participate in the coming and going of

appearances. It's eternal.
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Timeless Awar eness

Y ou don't have to wait until you're facing death to have access to this.

The timeless awareness we're pointing at is available at every moment, because it's every
moment's ground. It's what's here before the first thought of the morning arrives. It'swhat's here in the
space between words in a conversation. It's what you touch when you're absorbed in something

beautiful.

The recognition of timeless awareness is one of the most stabilizing things | know. When you're
rooted in something that doesn't age, doesn't worry, and doesn't fear its own ending, the challenges of
life don't carry the same weight. You're not a temporary pattern trying to hold itself together for as

long as possible. Y ou're the ocean, taking the shape of this wave for awhile, and the ocean is at ease.

Grief and the Timeless

| want to say something about grief here, because it's important not to use nondual recognition as a

way of bypassing the pain of human loss.

When someone we love dies, the grief is real. The wave of them is gone, and the absence of that
formisfelt in ways that are appropriate to feel. Nonduality doesn't erase grief. | don't think it's meant

to.

What it can offer isa place to hold grief from, a ground that's unshaken by the loss, that can carry
the grief without being broken by it. The sky doesn't fight the rain. It's open space for the rain. And
after therain, it's still the sky.

The essence of the person who's passed hasn't gone anywhere. The awareness that was their
nature is the same awareness that's yours. In the ocean of being, nothing islost. But the wave is gone,

and the missing of that wave can be difficult.

Both are true. Nonduality doesn't ask you to choose.

Sit for a few minutes with this question, not as a philosophical puzzle but as a direct investigation.

How old is the awareness that's present right now? Not your body. Not your memories. The
awareness itself.
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Seeif you can find it aging. See if you can find it worrying about the future. See if you can find a
time when it wasn't present.

You may find something surprising on the other side of that looking.

30



A Crack in the Sy Dr. Daniel H. Shapiro

Creating a Lifefrom ThisPlace

We've covered a lot of ground together. We've explored the nature of awareness, the birth of the
separate self, and the truth that you're one with the flow of life. We also looked at how this deep

recognition appears in your relationships, your struggles, and your experience of time.
Now let'stalk about creation.

Because nondual recognition is not areason to stop making, building, or pursuing things, it's not a
spiritual argument for passivity. The wave still moves. The expression still matters. The questions are

from where, and for what?

Creating From Wholeness

There are two kinds of creative activity, and most of us have experience with both.

The first comes from a place of incompleteness, from the feeling that we're not enough as we are
and that the thing we create will be evidence that we are. This kind of creation is driven by anxiety as
much as by love. It can produce remarkable work. The hunger of incompleteness is powerful. But it's
exhausting, and the satisfaction it produces is temporary, because the self that was supposed to be
proved by the creation stays unsatisfied.

The second comes from a place of fullness, from the understanding that what you already areis
whole, and that what you're creating is an expression of that wholeness. This kind of creation is
lighter. The work is the thing rather than a means to something the self needs. This kind of creativity

ismore like a celebration.

Nondual recognition doesn't automatically move you from the first to the second. But it creates
the possibility. When you're no longer trying to prove something, the things you make are free to be

what they are.

Your Unique Form of Expression

Every person who comes to nondual recognition brings a specific form, a history, a set of gifts, and
unique ways of moving in the world. The recognition doesn't erase those. If anything, it clarifies

them.
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In my case, I've always loved learning, sharing, and expressing what I've learned. When | played
Little League as akid, I'd read and reread Jackie Robinson's Little League Baseball Book, which was
published in the early 1960s. It's a wonderful little book where Jackie Robinson shared his wisdom

with young players and their families.

| soaked up every bit of advice Jackie Robinson had to offer. | learned the right way to stand at
the plate, how to stay calm under pressure, and how to be the kind of teammate who lifts others up.
But as | ook back, | realize that the most important thing | gained wasn't about baseball.

What | really discovered in those pages was my lifelong love for learning itself. That book taught
me how beautiful it is to study something closely, to find the heart of it, and then to share those
discoveries with the people in my life. It was the start of a journey where | learned to express

everything | was taking in through the way | lived.

I eventually moved into coaching baseball, which felt like a natural way to share the game | loved
so much. But as | entered my teens, my heart began to yearn for deeper answers about our existence. |
found myself drawn to spirituality and the true nature of love, aways searching for the deeper

meaning and purpose in thislife.

| became a student of the soul, reading every book | could find on these subjects and constantly
looking inward to examine my own heart and mind. Through years of study and reflection, |

discovered a gift for speaking from my heart to the hearts of others.

It allowed me to meet people as a mentor in their deepest places and build a true connection from

soul to soul.
This brings us back to you.

What do you love? What are you good at? What were you drawn to as a child? What comes
naturally to you in ways that don't come naturally to others? What do people come to you for? What
have you come to understand that someone else might need to hear?

These are clues. Not because they define who you are, but because they point toward how the one

lifeis choosing to expressitself through you.

Your life is not an accident. The wave you are, with your specific gifts, wounds, passions, and
wisdom, is here for something. Nondual understanding doesn't dissolve that purposefulness. It lets

you live it without the weight of needing it to prove your worth.
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L eaving Something Behind

There's a version of legacy that comes from the separated self, that wants to be remembered, that

wants to have mattered, that needsto leave amark as proof of its having been real.

There's another kind of legacy though. It's less about being remembered and more about what you
will have contributed to life. The way a teacher's influence touches generations of students who carry
something from that teacher into their lives. The way a parent's love shapes a child and how that child
makes a difference in the world. The way a piece of writing, or a song, or a building, or a

conversation, or asmall act of care, enters existence and becomes part of what sustainsit.

From nondua recognition, this kind of contribution is what life does through forms. The wave
moves through the ocean and leaves a pattern in its wake. The pattern lasts, even after the wave is

gone.

You don't have to be famous. You just have to be what you are, within the place, time,

relationships, and work that are yours. The contribution will take care of itself.

Take a few minutes to write, or just to think quietly about these questions. What do you most enjoy
doing? What feels like the most alive expression of who you are? What abilities do you have that
meet a need in the world? What would you do if all your needs were met and you could choose
any way you wanted to express what's most important to you? And what would it mean to do that
thing, not from a place of needing to prove something, but for the joy of doing it?

What does your wave have to offer the ocean?
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A Closing Word
You Don't Haveto Figure ThisOut Alone

We've arrived at the end of this guide, which is also, in away, the beginning.

Everything in these pages has been pointing at something that can't fully be transmitted through
words. Words can orient you. They can point toward what's worth looking at. But the recognition
itself, the direct noticing that what you are is awareness rather than only an individua self, can only

happen in your own direct experience.
Y ou can describe the ocean to someone, but at some point, they have to go and stand in it.

| wrote this guide because I've been privileged to sit with people who are in different places on
this journey, some just beginning to sense that something more is available, some who've had
glimpses and are trying to integrate what they've seen, some who've been at this for years and want a
mentor who can meet them where they are. What I've found, across all those conversations, isthat the

journey is more workable when it's not made alone.

If something in these pages has resonated with you, 1'd encourage you not to let it stay at the level
of ameaningful reading experience. Bring it into inquiry. Sit with the invitations. Find a mentor who

can support you in what you're discovering.

I'm one person in a world full of guides, traditions, and fellow travelers. But if the way I've
described these things makes sense to you, if the voice of this book is one that you'd like to keep a

conversation going with, I'd be glad to hear from you.
Until then, one more invitation.

Before you set this book down, before the next thought arrives about what you need to do, before

the day resumes its pace, just notice.
You're aware.

That awarenessis at peace.
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It always has been.

Behind the crack in the sky, you'll find home.
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About the Author

I've been studying and sharing spirituality for over 30 years. My journey began as a small child when
| saw acrack in the sky and felt a deep yearning to merge with the mystery on the other side. Later, an
encounter with a teacher in Hebrew school introduced me to the peace and love that exists beyond
outward appearances. As a teenager, | started searching for the nature of truth, love, and meaning,
which led me to the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh. After traveling to Plum Village for my first
retreat, | deepened my understanding of our true nature and how we express it through our
relationships. I've continued to study and reflect on nonduality ever since and am honored to mentor

others who are on their own paths of discovery.

A Note on Working Together

My approach to mentoring offers a gentle space to look honestly at your life just asit isright now. We
explore your thoughts, feelings, and the beliefs that move through you without any pressure to fix or
change anything. As we bring these hidden patterns into the light, you may find that you no longer
spend your energy avoiding the feelings you once feared.

Facing these aspects of your experience allows you to discover the richness of your natural self
and the freedom to express who you truly are. There are no methods to follow and no beliefs to hold.
We focus on the sincerity of looking at your direct experience in a space of unconditional love.

Whether you feel stuck or just curious, you are welcome to join mein this open and grounded inquiry.

If you're drawn to explore this material more deeply in personal conversation, | offer one-on-one
mentoring for people at any stage of the nondual journey. Whether you're newly curious or long
underway, whether you're integrating a shift or simply want a companion for the inquiry, 1'd be glad
to sit with you in that.
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