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Did you ever have a group of friends when you were younger that you knew deep down 

the friendships had probably run their course, but you couldn’t let them go? I had a 

close group of friends in my early-twenties. I spent every weekend and most weeknights 

with them, and it was through them that I met my husband. I reveled in our closeness, it 

felt like something I had only dreamed of as an awkward teen who never quite felt like I 

fit in with any particular group.  

But, somewhere around my thirtieth birthday, I felt myself drifting away from them. I felt 

guilty about it and would sometimes come back in fits and spurts but it never felt like it 

used to be. This all culminated when we went to a music festival together. On the first 

night, I was reminded of the camaraderie of being together and the joy of having such 

close friends for so long and I vowed to be a better and more attentive friend…and on 

the second night, I had been at the music festival all day with them, and I was reminded 

of why we had been growing apart. The night ended with me losing my temper and us 

all walking to the car in awkward silence.  

I feel I should add that they are wonderful people and we are still friends, but it’s not like 

it used to be. I struggled with that reality though and I probably made the whole situation 

much harder than it needed to be because I couldn’t face that we were growing apart. I 

wanted to hold on to that closeness I felt with them for so many years during my 

twenties.  

The reading we heard earlier said that this need for permanence in our lives, this 

insistence on holding tight to people, like me with that group of friends, or grasping onto 

moments in our lives, can actually be the source of our own suffering. In our desire to 

extend our joy or deepen our relationships, our unwillingness to allow for change and 

the attempts to control our situation, may cause a further disconnection from those we 

hold dear.  

How many of us have had a close friendship and for whatever reason our friend starts 

to pull away a bit? Perhaps they become distant in a way they had not before? We often 

tell ourselves, logically, I’m sure they are going through something or perhaps they are 

busy at work? But, there is also sometimes a little voice inside us, that maybe takes it a 

little personally?  

Maybe that person has a problem with us they aren’t telling us about? Then, we start 

getting mad or hurt. Perhaps we even confront the person or start pulling away 

ourselves?  
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When we finally sit down with the friend and talk this out, it often is a matter of 

something occurring in their life that has caused them to need to pull back, and we find 

our fears were unfounded.  

It can be challenging for us to recognize that different seasons in our lives call for 

different types of relationships and that sometimes our relationships with others ebb and 

flow.  

In the past, I have struggled with the changing dynamics of my relationships and it was 

tough for me see that perhaps I was growing apart from someone, such as my friends in 

my twenties, or that a friendship I had once held so dear was no longer serving me well. 

That perhaps this person was not someone I needed to have in my life with such 

regularity. But, yet, I felt a loyalty to our past relationship and did not want to let it go.  

Or, perhaps I could see the oncoming changes inherent to any relationship as one goes 

through life and I refused to allow that change to happen naturally. I wanted things to 

stay the way they were and that was just not going to be possible.  

And what about those relationships, like those with the children in our lives, that seem to 

grow and transform almost every day?  

I sometimes feel like one of the great tragedies of parenting is that, when you are in the 

midst of some of the most precious phases of your child’s life, their very early years, you 

are so tired and worried about getting it right that you often don’t get to really appreciate 

it. And, of course, everyone will tell you that you need to savor those moments. But how 

can you? You’re exhausted. And, even if you could relish those moments in their true 

fullness, it still goes by so fast. As the reading said earlier, life is an unstoppable river.  

The precious and even the mundane moments of our lives are like sand seeping 

through our fingers. We can’t hold tight to them because they are already gone. They 

have already slipped through the cracks.  

And, yet, that does not stop us from trying does it? 

Renowned meditation teacher, and one of the leaders of introducing Buddhist practice 

and psychology into the West, Jack Kornfield, quotes in his book, The Wise Heart, his 

favorite cartoon which is of a Bedouin family on camels traveling across a vast desert 

landscape. “The father is first,…followed next by the mother and then the three 

children,…The father turns his head and says to the smallest child, “Stop asking if we’re 

almost there yet. We are nomads, for crying out loud!”1  

Kornfield reminds us that we are all nomads. He says that though we may pretend our 

bodies will stay young, our children will not grow up, our marriages will not change, and 

our fortunes will stay secure, and our lives are everchanging.  

 
1 Kornfield, Jack, The Wise Heart, Bantam Books (New York 2008), 231-232.  
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The only constant in life is change and yet, for so many of us, the letting go of our 

perceived control over life and our relationships is nearly impossible. 

And that is what it is, our perceived control. Our need for the permanency of something 

that can never be permanent. We spend time mourning the loss of a moment, of 

relationships, of phases of our lives, that we never had a handle on to begin with.  

We think that if we refuse to see the changing nature of our lives, the river that is 

constantly rushing through it, then things will remain. We will remain in the heart of what 

has brought us meaning or comfort or happiness.  

Nietzsche says, “To call a thing good not a day longer than it appears to us good, and 

above all not a day earlier – that is the only way to keep joy pure.”2 

But how do we do this? How do we as Nietzsche advises us, recognize that a thing is 

good for the time that it serves us and not a day longer? How do we let go of our 

propensity to want it to last? How do we circumvent our need to grasp onto something 

that is by the very nature of life, ungraspable? 

Jack Kornfield reminds us that things are going to change whether we want them to or 

not. Our inclination to attach ourselves to things as they are or pushing away things we 

do not like, will not stop things from changing, but will only lead to further suffering on 

our part.”3 

 

Indeed, The Second Noble Truth of Buddhism tells us that “when we grasp, we create 

suffering.”  

When Meditation Master Ajahn Chah would notice a student having difficulty, he would 

ask in a bemused voice, “Hey, are you suffering?” If the person said no, he would laugh 

and say, “Well good.” If they answered yes, he would smile and say, “Hmmmm, must be 

holding on too tight.” Kornfield adds, “Suffering is like rope burn. We need to let go.”4 

The Buddha told his followers that we may think of ourselves as permanent but we are 

not. Or, we may think of ourselves as settled, but we are not. We may think of ourselves 

as lasting for forever, but we will not.5  

It is through facing our pain and suffering, acknowledging the changes in our lives and 

the impermanency of our situation, that we can grow and learn to let go.  

But how do we do that? How do we see the sand seeping through our fingers for what it 

is, rather than what we want to make of it?  

 
2 Kornfield at 232.  
3 Kornfield, Jack, Meditation for Beginners, Sounds True (Boulder, CO 2004).  
4 Kornfield at 247. 
5 Kornfield at 244.  
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Kornfield advises us that grasping and clinging to things arises from a delusion of 

scarcity. Our “inability to sense our wholeness and life’s abundance.” 

Tibetan lama Kalu Rinpoche says, “You live in illusion and the appearance of things. 

There is a reality but you do not know this.” When we do not accept reality as it is, we 

are living in delusion.  

So much of our own suffering is caused by our inability to see the changes occurring all 

around us. Because we want to hold on to this ephemeral moment, perhaps 

understandably because it brings us joy or comfort, or because the future is full of 

unknowns, we live in denial and we therefore cause ourselves more suffering.  

When I think of many of the greatest moments of suffering in my life that were caused 

by me and not some outside force such as death or some other misfortune, it was 

because I was unwilling to see my life and the people in it for what it really is. I wanted 

this important relationship to remain the same and I had difficulty imagining it changing 

in the way it likely needed to. 

Buddhist psychology guides us to look to how grasping operates. The more we grasp, 

the more we experience suffering. “If we try to possess and control the people around 

us, we will suffer. If we struggle to control our body and feelings, it is the same.”6 

Kornfield reminds us that letting go of the causes of our suffering is a process. And that 

sometimes it is less about getting rid of the experience and more about simply letting it 

be, “softening into a state of allowing.”7  

And letting go takes time. Much as we may try, we cannot transform ourselves into a 

worry-free person, skilled at letting go, overnight. It is a slow-going process, and we 

may be more successful in some areas than in others. Kornfield advises us “to observe 

the tiny openings along the way.” To practice letting go again and again and relax into 

the moments of stillness and compassion we experience as part of that process. 

Most importantly, we need to have compassion for ourselves, to understand that this 

need to grasp onto the good moments in life, has its purpose while also recognizing 

when it no longer serves us.  

The Buddhist scriptures remind us, “Whatever is not yours: let go of it. Your letting go of 

it will be for your long-term happiness and benefit.” So perhaps the challenge for us is 

recognizing what is and is not ours? Seeing our lives in the fullness of what they are, 

without living in denial, and learning to let go of what we are trying to hold on to – 

recognizing what belongs to the rushing river of our lives.  

 

 

 
6 Kornfield at 247.  
7 Kornfield at 248 

http://www.buddhasutra.com/files/na_tumhaka_sutta.htm

