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Mark: Welcome, Sharon. It’s great to see you. 

Sharon: It’s great to see you too. It’s fantastic. 

Mark: Thanks. So, you’ve written a book called Real Change, exactly at the moment where 

are in the jaws of global upheaval. 

[laugher] 

Mark: It feels kind of prescient. Can you just tell me, what are you learning about yourself 

and other people in this crisis? What is surprising you? 

Sharon: What is surprising me? Well, in terms of the book, one of the things that’s been 

interesting is that when publication was postponed from June to September, that gave me the 

opportunity to write a new preface. There I was thinking, “How do I place everything I wrote 

before,” what some friend of mine called the “great before,” now? I’ve been going over, and 

over, and over, and over the question of what’s still true for me? 

That’s been very important for me, just as an individual. Is like coming to see what’s actually 

fundamental, what holds true in the middle of massive disruption and uncertainty and change 

and loss? What’s still true? So there’s that. I think part of what’s still true for me, is a real 

conviction around the power of love and connection no matter what is going on. Onto your 

question, that has surprised me in each direction. The beauty of people reaching out to other 

people, and just what some people might describe as this small act seemed to me so 

meaningful, so impactful. 

I have one friend who’s eighty-five-years-old living in New York City and he told me, “I got 

the numbers of the elderly people in my building.” He didn’t say the other elderly people, he 

said, “the elderly people in my building and I just call them and see how they’re doing.”  

Or another friend in New York said, “I never even knew my neighbor’s names before. Now 

we’ve all exchanged phone numbers in case we need each other.” Or I’m working a lot with 

healthcare workers who are just amazing. That power of care is, it’s just awesome. Then 

there’s the other side. 

[laughter] 

Sharon: I’ve been sort of surprised. I can’t tell you how many people say to me, “I get really 

angry when I see people walking around without a mask.” I’m actually quite sequestered in 

Massachusetts. I buy masks just to have something to buy on the internet. I actually don’t yet 

go out with one in a social situation at all, but I do have them. Over and over again I’ve heard 

that from people, “I’m so angry when I see people walking around without a mask.” 

Mark: That’s not an issue for you because you’re not in close enough quarters where you’re 

worrying about social— 

Sharon: No, not yet. I am doing a fair amount of work with healthcare workers whenever I 

can and first responders. I was talking to an organizer of one of my retreats the other day who 

was going to bring me up to Westchester in person, but now I can’t go in person. She’s 

opening that up to be an event for people online and she’s inviting first responders and 

ambulance drivers and EMT people to come. 
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I said, “What do you think would be helpful? What do you think they want to hear?” She 

said, “I talked to those ambulance drivers and they see these people walking around without 

masks and they are so angry and they don’t know what to do with it.” I said, “Well, to tell 

you the truth, if I were an ambulance driver and I would see people walking around without 

masks, in a situation where there was like a congregation, I would think ‘ten more days and 

your life could be in my hands, and my life could be in yours.’” 

I think it’s a delicate dance that I myself navigate and I try to help people navigate not to put 

down what you’re actually feeling and sometimes to see the intelligence in it. Of course, 

we’re grieving, we’re anxious, we’re all of those things, but learning how to be with all those 

feelings in a way so that they’re not overtaking us and just taking over our lives. 

Mark: It’s amazing the violence that’s coming out of this as well. I guess it’s to be expected 

with fear. So to work with that, you help people make space for whatever they’re feeling 

without getting hooked, without getting reactive? 

Sharon: Yes. When I think about meditation as a series of methods, it’s for a variety of 

different benefits. One is just centering, it’s like remembering to breathe. Especially in super 

stressed out situations, we actually stop breathing, we’re just frozen. So we are just 

remembering to take a breath and step back a minute. Have a pause, just a moment before 

you have to respond to somebody or act in some way will make a very different day because 

there’s so much pressure around us and chaos. That’s part of it. 

Part of it is just exactly what you said. It’s being able to be with all the range of feeling 

without either getting just swamped in it or rejecting it and trying to push it away. It’s also 

part of that, oddly enough, I think, is being able to take in pleasure or happiness. Because I 

had also talked to a lot of people who say, “I feel guilty. I have it pretty good.” I feel guilty. 

Here I am in Massachusetts, they’re cooking next door at the retreat center, they drop off the 

food. I have all the toilet paper I could ever want. 

[laughter] 

Sharon: Because the retreats aren’t happening. Especially I find in people who are maybe in 

the city somewhere or see all around them, their circumstances could be a lot harder. Or 

they’re having a hard time but they’re actually taking delight in something. Their child is 

doing something, or it’s a sunset or something is happening, and people want to shut down 

and say, “That’s not right. I shouldn’t let myself have this.” It’s actually really being with the 

whole range of feeling. 

Mark: I know folks, a friend of mine in London the other day said, “I don’t want people to 

suffer, but I hope this pandemic never ends.” [chuckles] She’s loving being home and 

settling, doing things she’s put off, being with herself, not feeling like she’s running herself 

ragged. The question is how can we take that stuff into our lives moving forward? In the 

book, you talk a lot about isolation. I love what you said about that loneliness isn’t about 

actual social isolation, it’s about perceived social isolation. Can you say something more 

about that and how mindfulness can shift that? 

Sharon: Well, it’s interesting because even before the pandemic there seemed to be an 

epidemic of loneliness as it was being described in the States and Japan and England and all 

kinds of different places. Some people put that down to the dissolution of our normal 

gathering spots like that book with a great title, Bowling Alone. At the bowling leagues and 
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houses of organized religion for some people are absolutely that gathering point, for some 

people, are not anymore. 

We’ve kind of lost each other in a lot of ways. What I always felt was that in reading about 

this and then hearing that social support can be such a strong factor in healing if you’ve got a 

disease or an illness or something like that, that it wasn’t a question of, “ Well, I’ve only got 

two friends, I need eight.” It was a question of an inner sense of connection. This can be 

affirmed in thanking somebody or recognizing that the food we are eating is produced by 

many hands, that many people. 

I had a really interesting experience the other day because I was recording one of the 

meditations from the book for this journal and I was reading it out loud. It was a meditation, 

it was a loving-kindness meditation in which we silently repeat certain phrases. Offering 

well-wishing and goodwill to somebody, either ourselves or somebody else. The particular 

passage that I had chosen was about a neutral person, somebody we don’t strongly like or 

dislike. It’s the kind of person usually who plays some role in our life, we’re kind of 

indifferent to them, we look right through them or we overlook them. 

So for thirty-five or forty years, we’ve been saying, “Like the checkout person in the 

supermarket.” That’s what I was reading out loud and I stopped myself and I thought, “Oh 

my God, we are so disconnected.” Like look at this. 

Mark: These are frontline people. 

Sharon: These are frontline people. 

Mark: Now we’re applauding them when leave work. 

Sharon: That’s right. I think it’s really a question of connection or disconnection. That we 

may not have a riotous social life or a thousand friends, but we can acknowledge how 

connected our lives actually are in ordinary encounters and I think it’s a very different 

feeling. Meditation gives us that because we learn to pay attention differently. 

Mark: You talk in the book about a new tranquility, about the transportable tranquility. I feel 

a lot of folks are asking themselves now, “How am I going to bring this newfound sense of 

wholeness into the world?” How does one cultivate a transportable tranquility, do you think? 

Sharon: I think a lot comes down to how we pay attention. It’s a question of connection and 

also rest, in a way. Because there’s one aspect of meditation which this venerable old Tibetan 

Lama high up in the Himalayas once described as short moments many times. It’s short 

moments of awareness many times throughout the day. Nothing that is so extensive it’s going 

to undo your to-do list, but taking three breaths before you press send on the email you’ve 

just written. 

Or two breaths or one, but just taking that breath. Taking a breath before you pick up the 

phone. Or doing a moment of loving-kindness thinking, “May you be happy.” Or, “May you 

be peaceful,” before you start that meeting with somebody or short, short things. Or not 

always multitasking. Sometimes actually drinking that cup of coffee without also checking 

your email, without also doing fifteen other things at the same time. 

It’s not like we keep a certain thing like tranquility but we know how to return to it. We know 

how to retrieve it in a way. Of course, we’ll get overwhelmed and it’s an odd time anyway if 
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we’re talking about returning to life. It’s not going to be life as we once knew it and yet it’s 

going to be complex in its own ways. I know I feel I’m anticipating a kind of culture shock. I 

look at a photo that’s like eight years old and it’s this group of people and I think, “Why 

they’re so close to one another?” 

[laughter] 

Sharon: Then I think, “It was eight years ago. It was okay.” Beyond that, I think we have to 

remember we can return, we can retrieve. Especially if what’s happened for you in this period 

is a real retrenching of your values. If your priorities have shifted. 

Mark: Which I think is true for quite a lot of people. I was thinking about how do we hold on 

to that. How do we return to this tranquility when we’re out, and back in connecting, when 

we’re back out in this in this new world? 

Sharon: Well, I think it’s short moments and many times. 

Mark: Same principle. 

Sharon: Same thing. Because those moments of pause actually make a very big difference. 

We usually we think, “Well, that’s stupid. That’s nothing. It’s just a moment.” Watch, try it, 

you’ll see it makes a very big difference. Because we just get so caught in momentum and it 

just goes faster, faster, and faster. 

Mark: I love what you say here about self-care. You say that, “Part of self-care is actually 

knowing who we are, what we want, where our boundaries are, and being able to genuinely 

be ourselves,” then you say, “instead of contorting and then highly praising whoever has 

increased our pain.” 

[laughter] 

Mark: Let’s just take the beginning of that. That self-care, people don’t think about self-

knowledge as being part of self-care. 

Sharon: I think people don’t think about self-care in general in a very good way. It seems 

selfish or self-indulgent. Especially when I say I work with a lot of healthcare workers, I 

work with a lot of caregivers, first responders, I work with lot of givers. It doesn’t have to be 

professional, I just know a lot of people somehow who in their personal relationships are very 

much in that role. It’s hard to receive actually for some people, harder to receive than to give. 

And they all seem to be my people also. [laughs]. It’s something to begin with to understand, 

I do have boundaries. I’m not in control of the universe, I can’t make all the suffering go 

away. I will do everything I can do. Also, there’s a little bit of mystery involved. You can’t 

always see the instant results of your actions and that doesn’t mean nothing happened. 

Especially when you’re working with an untractable system or a person, it doesn’t seem to be 

changing [chuckles] at the rate you would like them to change. There needs to be a quality of 

recognition like, “I will continue to do everything I can out of love or care. I’m not in control 

of the universe.” Rather than take on the responsibility of being the sole savior in this 

situation, I have to see what limits are realistic. That means, “What do I need? Look how 

tired I got, was that effective? Was I effective after that? That was too much actually?” That 

when I get depleted and I get exhausted and I feel overwhelmed, I feel like I have nothing to 
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give. In fact, I have nothing to give in that moment. Really understanding that it’s okay to 

have boundaries if that’s realistic, limits, and to honor that and take care of ourselves seems 

very important. 

Mark: Particularly in the face of so much suffering. There’s something here where Lin-

Manuel Miranda, I love what he said, “That you can’t let all the world’s tragedies into your 

heart, you’ll drown. The ones you do let in should count, let them manifest action.” That 

seems really smart to me. That it’s about where we’re focusing our care, instead of getting 

overwhelmed with the amount of suffering. 

Sharon: People have different passions too. One of the things that was really nice for me in 

writing the book was expanding my vision of social change to include art and creativity and 

artists. Realizing, that may be the expression of someone’s conviction about changing the 

world and – far out, like, look at that, it could be very different. 

Mark: That’s activism. If you’re in your studio painting, that can be an act of compassion for 

the world. 

Sharon: Yes. 

Mark: That’s beautiful. Back to social change, a lot of people have this misconception that 

spirituality is a selfish pursuit and that, that we somehow become floaty and detached. Could 

you just say something about that to set people straight? [chuckles]. 

Sharon: Well, that I think, of course, some people might become floaty. 

[laughter] 

Sharon: Maybe it’s your cousin or something so you always have that in mind and like, 

“What ever happened to them?” Really at its essence, it’s about connection. First connecting 

very deeply to ourselves. The irony is that it looks like the most solitary activity ever, but in 

connecting that deeply to yourself you do inevitably connect to others. Because there’s 

insight, there’s wisdom. You see the world differently. 

There’s something that I’ve been talking about a lot anyway for years, it’s interdependence. 

How we live in an interdependent universe and how the centrality we may hold about 

ourselves or our people, or tribe, to the exclusion of others is just a construct. That what 

happens over there doesn’t necessarily stay over there. So look at where we are. I use an 

example in some earlier work about driving with the friends in the car and being stuck in this 

terrible, awful traffic, which we were complaining about bitterly and then my friend said to 

me, “Well, we’re the traffic too, you know.” Suddenly that sense of, “Well, it’s my road.” 

[laughter] 

Sharon: “Who are all these intruders driving me crazy?” It’s like that sense of the centrality 

of me dropped and it was, here we are annoying one another. Which is a true picture of life. 

In meditation practice, that actually happens. That sort of solidified, reified, separate, isolated 

sense of self does start to dissolve and there’s just much more of an understanding of how 

connected our lives are. I think there’s a genuine caring and compassion that comes from that 

which is powerful. 
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Mark: That compassion, that genuine caring can take you out into the world of activism and 

you behave differently than if you haven’t dealt with your inner world. 

Sharon: Yes. I think you do behave differently. For some people, there’s an extra step of 

some kind of education about systems change, which not everybody has. 

Mark: What do you mean? 

Sharon: Well, I’ve seen thousands, probably, of people say something to me like, “I went out 

and took a walk and I was asked for some money on the street by a street person and I gave 

him a dollar because I’ve always given them a dollar. But this is the first time I’ve ever 

looked that person in the eye and seen that they’re a human being too.” That I think is from 

the meditation. I’ve seen it again, and again, and again. We recognize the humanity of one 

another. We find ourselves in one another. We have a kind of compassion. But that person 

giving the dollar doesn’t necessarily then say, “I wonder what the housing policy is in the 

city.” That there’s so many people living on the street. 

Mark: They don’t take it into-- 

Sharon: It’ll be personal and good-hearted, and I think it is a particular kind of education that 

helps one then think, “Well, how many people are on the street and what can be done about 

that?” 

Mark: Do you think that people can use this lockdown time as a kind of spiritual retreat for 

themselves? 

Sharon: Yes. Definitely. I think it is a spiritual retreat for a lot of people in the sense that I 

hear from a lot of people that the things I thought I needed, look at that, maybe I don’t need. 

Or I ran myself ragged in order to acquire this and acquire that and get that promotion and be 

in that position, and it’s like, “Why? What about that?” That’s not to say it’s not really hard. 

It’s really hard, it’s really scary, all that’s true, but somehow for some people, there’s a new 

sense of meaning and there’s certainly a new sense of connection with others and care. 

Mark: People feel torn between wanting to connect but also now being scared to connect. 

It’s a strange paradox. We’re dying to hug each other and we’re also stand-offish, we’ve 

never been anywhere even resembling this before. 

Sharon: Well, we may not be able to connect in exactly the old ways for a while, especially 

if you’re a senior citizen. Like my colleague, my friend, Joseph Goldstein, whom I share a 

duplex with, what we share is the entryway, where you take off your shoes and then you 

either go to his house or to my house. We’re both getting food delivered from the retreat 

center next door, which is now closed but still cooking, but we haven’t actually related to one 

another face to face. Because when I came up from New York, he was on retreat so I didn’t 

want to bother him. 

Then I thought, “I should give it 14 days until…” then we just got into the habit of relating 

other ways. The other day, we both went into the entryway at the same time to get our food. 

We both like leaped back three feet like, “Whoa.” Then we just had a conversation. We 

actually could I’m sure just be with one another, it’s just a new habit. I think we’ll just have 

to fundamentally connect in other ways because we may go in and out of this. We like things 

to be linear and I have a feeling this may not be linear. 
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Mark: This will definitely not be linear. 

Sharon: It’s a heartfelt sense. How do we look at somebody? How do we think about that 

checkout person in the grocery store? Or the mail carrier or the person at the other end of the 

world who’s struggling? 

Mark: That vulnerability can be an extraordinary spiritual boon for us, can’t it? It really can 

accelerate awakening.  

Sharon: Yeah. 

Mark: That’s not being Pollyanna, I really think that that’s true. 

Sharon: Yeah, well, look at how much is falling away for people who are willing to let it go. 

Then what are you left with? You’re left with, like me, pondering what’s still true, what still 

matters, what still counts? What can just go, and what myths did I believe that I’ve now 

dissolved? It’s a powerful, powerful time. 

Mark: Just one last question, you talk about love being a practice. That’s really what you’re 

known for. There’s a wonderful line in the book, you say you talk about the recognition of 

the hunger we all have for love, and how this can give us courage. Can you just say 

something about how can the hunger for love, the acknowledgment of that, give us courage? 

Sharon: Well, I think it’s most powerful when combined with that kind of questioning 

attitude. Maybe we’ve been told, “This is where you’ll find perfect fulfillment and love or 

that’s where you’ll find perfect fulfillment in love.” I think it’s important that we not settle. 

That we not have these compromised ideas of like, “If I can become a perfect person and 

never displease anybody, I will find fulfillment in love.” Good luck with that. Or, “If I only 

find the perfect partner and they will never unsettle me or rock the boat.” Good luck with 

that. I think are fed a lot of myths, especially about love. It needs to be romantic, it needs to 

be – the thing needs to look a certain way. 

I think the fundamental understanding about love is that it’s a capacity within us and that 

other people may, and they do, enliven it or threaten it, but it’s ours ultimately to tend. That 

means train or cultivate. That’s a bizarre notion in the West a lot. It sounds very mechanistic 

and cold. I think we think of love and compassion as qualities that are like a gift and you’ve 

either got it or you don’t, and if you don’t you’re out of luck. 

In the East, these are considered emergent properties of the way we pay attention. If I’m in a 

conversation with you and I’m not really listening there’s not going to be much of a sense of 

connection. If I catch that and I really pay attention, maybe you’ll surprise me in some way, 

maybe you’ll delight me in some way, maybe you’ll challenge me in some way. There’s an 

actual authentic connection. 

Mark: That’s how it gives us courage? By locating it within ourselves and realizing it’s not 

about depending on getting something from the outside? 

Sharon: That’s definitely one way that it gives us courage. I think it also gives us courage if 

we insist on not settling. If we have that kind of conviction, It’s right to want to be happy, to 

feel fulfilled, to have love expressed and engendered. I’m not going to just settle for what I 

was told that you’ll find it by making this compromise or hiding these parts of yourself or 



 8 

whatever it is. I’m going to really take hold of that wish or that yearning and combine it with 

a real critical look at my life, and all those myths and all those patterns and just go for it. 

Mark: Beautiful. This is so good. Thank you so much Sharon. 

Sharon: Thank you. 

Mark: Thank you. I’m so happy to see you. 

Sharon: Lots of love. Me too. 

Mark: Bye-bye. 

Sharon: Bye-bye. 
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