The Gift and the Given


In 1979, a time when the New York art scene was at its’ peak, I destroyed the large body of art I had created and gave everything I owned away. I began a new life of faith and trust in what I perceived to be the creative abundance of a generous universe. To be a worthy citizen of that universe I sensed my life would have to reflect and be a reflection of that same generosity. 


It was through this single act, where my identity as an artist came undone, that a larger and more selfless identity began to emerge. However detached I became from the identity of “artist,” I never lost touch with art’s essential heartland, or the creativity required to live an inspired life in the world. Most artists discover that inspiration arises naturally out of paradox -- that mysterious interplay of opposites. Paradox best describes what I leapt into.

Over time it became clear to me that my own uncalculated acts of generosity had a way of being met by a return of generosity from the world around me. I sensed the possibility that there was something quite perfect and balanced about life. We tend not to see or trust the existence of a perfection larger than our own. Instead, we are driven to control or improve upon the circumstances we are given. Real change transforms our lives naturally, when we respond spontaneously and creatively to given experience.


The intent of the new life I stepped into was not to retire to a meditative mountaintop; it was to live in society in a different kind of way. Nevertheless, it required unconditional trust and the relinquishment of all strategies focused on personal gain or advantage. I asked for nothing from any human being and allowed all that life presented me with to come and go without preference. I did not know how to live such a life or if it were even possible. I could only intuit my way forward.


I ate when I had food - I fasted when I did not. I accepted the perfection of each moment, without interference. It was terrifyingly simple. Eventually, I saw the miraculous ways in which my life was supported. This support came in direct proportion to each new level of fearless surrender I gave myself to. I could never have continued this strange and lonely journey if I had not experienced the mysterious workings of this process. There seemed to be no limit to the ways in which I experienced support. Once, when I was starving and losing hope, I felt drawn to a book on a shelf. When I opened it, money fell from between the pages. Another time, money literally floated down the gutter and landed at my feet.

Many of the people I met helped me, as well. When the building I was living in sold, the new landlord came to my door and said I would have to leave because he wanted to live in my beautiful space. Living in the moment, I asked how soon he wanted me to go. When he said, “as soon as possible.” I walked straight out the door, leaving behind what few possessions remained. Penniless, with nowhere to go, I ran into a young artist I knew. He was someone who came to me on a regular basis for help and advice. Seeing me, he immediately launched into the latest relationship problems he was having. I listened carefully, comforted him and offered advice. He thanked me and walked away. Later that night he ran across me again sitting at a bus stop. He asked where I was going and I told him I didn’t know. On hearing what happened, he offered his studio for me to stay in. Another time a group of Dominican nuns, who had heard my story and how I lived my life, gave me a small purse in the shape of a fish. Later I discovered it was full of cash. 

Often people of means would be inspired by the things I said or did for them and they would invite me to stay in their homes. I would do whatever I saw needed doing -- I cooked, cleaned, did artwork, listened to their problems and offered advice. When I felt it was time to move-on I would simply leave, not knowing where I would go next. I found it baffling that those I stayed with would often tell me they felt remorse about not giving as much to me as I had given to them! 


Even with the many wonderful gifts that came into my life, my journey remained frightening and difficult at times. What I thought I needed didn’t always fall into my lap as I had hoped. In fully accepting what came, however, I eventually saw that what I received was exactly what I needed.  Much of what came into my life taught me greater levels of courage and trust; things I would not have learned, given the option to pick and choose my experiences. Having given up all sense of security, I was forced to confront my fears, which I sensed were the same fears collectively held by society. I trusted that what I needed to transform any given situation was inherently available in the situation itself. Once, late at night, a street gang surrounded me, stopping me in my tracks. When they asked what I had that they might want, I handed them the small boxes of raisins I carried for the local children I knew. This innocent gesture won over the women the gang was trying to impress and the young men’s aggression quickly turned to embarrassment.


Freedom, joy and my ability to help others were the gifts that came with meeting each new challenge. The hard-earned territory I eventually came to know was useful in disarming the fear and limitation held by those I encountered.  Effectively fielding their fear and inspiring hope became a cultivated act of generosity in itself. We just don’t know how deeply our collective fear of emptiness runs, until we place our lives in proximity to its’ potential influence.  After all, isn’t our fear of emptiness indistinguishable from our fear of death? Lessons learned in the fires of emptiness tempered my steel and allowed for a greater level of compassion. Generosity became automatic when it was freed from the tyranny of fear and limitation. 


In western culture, the blind pursuit of material advantage has become the norm. Its’ voice of insecurity informs us that what we have is never quite enough. Viewed from this worldly perspective, I became what most of us put all of our energies into avoiding -- I became nothing!  Generosity is tentative if we haven’t confronted our insecurities. Our selfish determination for having will always be in direct proportion to our fear of not having. A true and spontaneous act of generosity doesn’t reference the fundamentals of the two. Instead, it is born out of the fertile, in-between place. To selflessly articulate a timely and appropriate gift to another, under any circumstances, is the essence of generosity.


By finding freedom in the area of our collectively held worst fear, I was able to navigate the void, give unconditionally and expect nothing in return. With no reference point in the “real world,” I couldn’t expect others to understand or support my strange life when things became frightening or difficult. The loneliness and creative potential of emptiness became my greatest source of inspiration. It strengthened the presence I was able to Be for others. 


 Now, nearly thirty years into this paradoxical journey, I remain in awe at the ways in which my life has unfolded. In all humility, I can say that I am now in the celebratory phase of life. Isn’t “Happily ever after” how it should be? After twenty years on this lone path, I began creating art again. My dream as an artist continues to unfold in unique ways and with its’ own correct timing. Victor Hugo said, “The world cannot resist an idea whose time has come.”


 I must, however, say that my dream as an artist didn’t play out the way I would have imagined. In retrospect, I see that life’s paradox has gotten the last laugh -- I have received greater notoriety for destroying my art than I ever did for creating it!  The deeper mythos of my story has come full circle and found resonance in a world going through a transformational shift of its’ own. By simply holding the ground I have come to inhabit, my life is given in service to this larger shift. Whether working with individuals, groups or organizations, “generosity” for me takes the form of helping others translate their experience of fear into the reality of new possibility.

I now share a simple life on Whidbey Island, Washington with my beautiful wife Marilyn Strong, in the midst of a supportive community. I currently have a large new body of art made from natural and found materials. My art is seen by many through my website*, book "The Inspired Heart," videos, YouTube clips*, lectures and workshops. Parabola Magazine* produced a documentary film about my art and life in 20001 entitled, In the Hands of Alchemy (now a 2007 Sentient Publications* DVD.) My alternative life story is currently being made into a feature film by award wining Danish filmmaker Hans Fabian Wullenweber. I give annual lecturers on creativity and the spirit of the time at Pacifica Graduate Institute. As a voice of the artist in the corporate world, I have written monthly articles expressing the “spirit of the times” for Inferential Focus*, a highly regarded think-tank and consulting firm in New York City. 


After all is said and done, what I know to be true is this: Even if we have acquired the world and all its’ gold, we cannot find peace in our lives if the foundation of our security is built on fear for our survival. The gift we have to offer the world comes from the full potential of who we are, grounded in the trust and faith in a generous, and abundant universe. 

*(urls:) 

Jerry Wennstrom’s web site - www.handsofalchemy.com, 

Hans Fabian Wullenweber- http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0943308/

Sentient Publications - http://www.sentientpublications.com/ 

Parabola Magazine - http://www.parabola.org/
Inferential Focus -  http://www.inferentialfocus.com/
YouTube Videos - 
Video "In the Hands of Alchemy: The Art and Life of Jerry Wennstrom" on YouTube
Part 1 -
http://www.youtube.com/user/marjercom#p/a/BC8DCBFC90220F68/0/HG0Wil3YKK0
Part 2-
http://www.youtube.com/user/marjercom#p/a/BC8DCBFC90220F68/0/HG0Wil3YKK0
Part 3 -
http://www.youtube.com/user/marjercom#p/a/BC8DCBFC90220F68/0/HG0Wil3YKK0

"The Creative Imperative" David Whyte (www.davidwhyte.com) and Jerry Wennstrom - http://www.youtube.com/user/marjercom#p/u/6/FRfachbpvds

From "Mythic Journeys" http://www.mythmovie.net/ The Roll of the Artist - Deepak Chopra and Jerry Wennstrom
http://www.youtube.com/user/marjercom#p/u/7/LnkUy70c46Y
