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no and yes

For a long time, I could imagine freedom only 
as the imagination of another world. In fact, 
this is how freedom is often defined:  as what 
it is not. It is not being invaded by another 
country, not being pinned down, despite 
our struggles, to the bed, not being made to 
work for a non-living wage, not having our 
oceans and waterways destroyed by oil spills 
and plastic particles that go into the bodies 
of fish and heat the planet–there are endless 
examples of what freedom is not. 

The problem with this kind of freedom is that 
it is often pitted against real-life situations. 
We might imagine some other place where 
freedom is, but it is not, for many of us, 
present or accessible. Or, if it is present for 
us, it is not present for our neighbors. But 
if it is not present for others, can it really be 
present for us? How, then, find freedom? 

In my own case, my personal journey brought 
me to a confrontation with early sexual abuse, 
an experience that had been too unbearable 
for me to remember. And then, when I did 
begin to remember, too unbearable to look at 
directly. And later still, when I began to tell 
my story aloud, not believed by my family. 

Freedom for me, for a long time, meant a 
world in which a child’s body—my child’s 
body— and trust were not violated. For a long 
time that moment of trauma, when my own 
freedom was so cut off, lived in my body and 
psyche as a huge no, and that no seeped out 
into physical illness, anxiety, depression, rage.  

Only slowly did I realize that freedom could 
not be found as a no. 

But if it could not be found in a no, where 
could it be found? The energy of no is 
constrictive. Could freedom be found in 

what I loved?  Poetry was one of the things 
that I loved. Like so many children facing 
challenges, reading was a place of freedom 
and escape. As I got older, writing, too, 
became a space of freedom. But as I got 
older, I came to see that reading and writing 
both were, more importantly, a place to work 
out that relationship between no and yes, 
between resistance and acceptance, rejection 
and love. Reading poetry slowly, taking a 
poem apart and putting it back together, like 
writing poetry, is a practice of working with 
my consciousness; it is a practice of seeing an 
image of the world and discovering the ways 
I am—and am not–mirrored back.  In the 
process, I come to a greater awareness.  

Keats’ poem “Ode to a Nightingale,” perhaps 
the single most famous poem in English, 
struggles with how to deal with suffering. 
Written in 1819 when Keats was just twenty-
three years old, nursing his critically ill 
brother and in the process of contracting TB 
himself, after having witnessed his mother 
die of the same disease, Keats looks with 
longing to the nightingale, itself a symbol of 
poetry, that sings with “full-throated ease.” 

Keats imagines f lying off with the bird, first 
through poetry, which leads him to darkness 
and then to the wish for death. This wish to 
leave human consciousness, to become like 
the bird, however, is a double-edged sword. 
Keats realizes that the only way to fully 
escape human suffering is to “become a sod.” 
The only way to lose the pain of the world is 
also to lose the beauty. 

How, the poem asks, can we have the freedom 
to experience this beauty, the delights of the 
human experience and the human body—
what we hear, see, touch, taste, smell, admire, 
love—without the suffering that also comes 

with being human, with the human body? 
And is the price of beauty worth the suffering? 
The poem sees no way out of this conf lict. It 
ends with the poet rejecting the imagination, 
“fancy,” itself as only a deceiving elf: “the 
fancy cannot cheat so well/ As she is fam'd to 
do, deceiving elf.”

This iconic poem ends up at a kind of dead-
end, unable to imagine freedom or happiness 
and rejecting the freedom that is found in 
poetry itself. 

Dickinson’s “They Shut Me Up in Prose” also 
goes  on a complicated search for freedom in 
part through poetry itself (as opposed to the 
oppression of everyday “prose” in the poem’s 
title). Locked in a closet as a little girl, the 
speaker asserts a form of freedom in the 
imagination; though her body has been put  
“in the closet/ because they liked me ‘still,’” 
her brain f lies free as a bird.   

Like Keats in “Ode to a Nightingale,” 
Dickinson turns to poetry, through the 
image of a bird, to imagine freedom from the 
oppression and suffering of human reality. 
Written in 1862, in the second year of the 
Civil War, a war fought over whether or not 
people had the right to hold other people 
enslaved—or in “captivity,” to use a word 
from the poem—“They Shut Me Up in Prose” 
uses a personal experience to take on the 
larger subject of freedom itself.

But if the poem at first seems triumphant, 
the last lines, as the bird f lies up and looks 
down at the body below, are more ambiguous: 
“Look down upon Captivity –/ And laugh – 
No more have I –” The bird f lies up from the 
locked body and looks back down. But is this 
freedom or dissociation? 141
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In trauma, the mind splits from the body to 
protect itself.  This is a great adaptive quality. 
But the cost is high. As the speaker f lies up 
from the body below and looks back down, 
does the “no” of the last line “no more have 
I,” refer only to captivity or does it refer to 
everything? Is the speaker left, split from her 
own body, with nothing at all? 

In my own experience, dissociation often 
left me feeling cut off from everything. 
I wanted—I needed—a different form of 
freedom. Could I find freedom not only in a 
“no,” but also in a yes? 

But could I find a yes that does not seem to 
condone suffering?

The poet Ilya Kaminsky, who emigrated to the 
United States from Ukraine in 1993 when he 
was a teenager, has a widely lauded poem, “We 
Lived Happily During the War”, that suggests 
that happiness, a yes, is a form of complicity. 
The poem implies that people who are happy 
while others suffer are responsible because 
their “no” was not loud enough, because 
they were not sufficiently aware and did not 
protest enough: “And when they bombed 
other people’s houses, we/ protested// but not 
enough, we opposed them but not/ enough. 
I was// in my bed, around my bed America/ 
was falling.” This not-enoughness leads to 
complicity and guilt: “in the street of money 
in the city of money in the country of money,/ 
our great country of money, we (forgive us)/ 
lived happily during the war.”

I quote Kaminsky’s poem because for a long 
time I lived with this mix of anger, perpetual 
insufficiency, and guilt. I helped organize 
protests against the war in Iraq, but nothing 
I did was enough. I did not know how to find 
peace while there was injustice. I did not 
know how to accept even my own often very 
real happiness. 

And yet, I have come to believe that for there 
to be any happiness at all, it must coexist 
with suffering, injustice, horror. For there 
has been no time in human history (that I 
am aware of, at least) when there has not also 
been suffering. So by definition, then, human 
happiness must coexist with suffering.

W. H. Auden’s, “Musee Des Beaux Arts,” 
written in 1939, on the eve of World War 
Two, creates a space in the world—and in the 
poem—for both suffering and the ordinary 
experiences of human happiness to coexist. 
I’ ll quote the poem in full: 

MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS

About suffering they were never wrong,
The old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position: how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a 
window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, 
passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to 
happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run 
its course
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and 
the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how 
everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the 
ploughman may
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,
But for him it was not an important failure; 
the sun shone
As it had to on the white legs disappearing 
into the green
Water, and the expensive delicate ship that 
must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

The poem presents a capacious view: 
suffering and the ordinary “torturer's horse/ 
scratching its innocent behind on a tree” 
take place side by side. The role of art—the 
paintings of the old masters—is to create 
beauty even in this world of suffering. 

Auden spent much of the 1930s in Germany 
and in Spain, well aware of and writing 
against the build-up of fascism. Auden’s 
poem is an assertion of the freedom of art 
to create an image and rhythm of peace in 
contrast to the energy of war. 

The energy of fear, insufficiency, guilt, 
failure—in other words, the energy of no— 
can all too easily become internalized and 
ref lected back in the forms of our art. But 
the very calm and measured voice of “Musee 
Des Beaux Arts” works against this internal 
fragmentation, this split within the self, and 
offers, instead, a vision back to wholeness. 

In Auden’s poem, Keats’ nightingale and 
Dickinson’s bird become Icarus, the boy 
who, despite warnings, fashions for himself 

human wings but f lies too close to the sun 
and plunges into the sea. And yet, the poem 
does not see this “failure” as final: the 
ship continues to sail on.  The image of art 
survives because it is represented not just by 
the bird trying to escape, but by the painter, 
grounded on the earth, whose vision takes 
everything in.

Let me introduce one more text. Many years 
ago, when I was struggling very much, 
trying to find how to live with my traumatic 
memories, when I wanted to escape my past, 
my self, the world, when there seemed too 
much suffering in the world to ever imagine 
real happiness, let alone freedom, I made my 
way to my local Zen center. 

When I first encountered meditation, I 
couldn’t understand: wasn’t the point of 
spiritual practice to take you to somewhere 
else, to provide an escape from a moment 
that was too painful? Wasn’t that freedom? 
But as I practiced more and as I understood 
the ongoing cost of this split from the self, I 
began to trust that there might be something 
I was missing, some wisdom in letting go of 
trying to understand, some wisdom in simply 
being right where I was. 

That day at the local Zen center, I sat with 
the group and listened to the dharma talk, 
but what especially struck me was a letter 
pinned on the bulletin board. Many years 
ago, someone had written the Zen master, 
asking for help. The writer was overwhelmed 
by his work in social justice; there were 
always more people who needed help than 
he had the time or resources to support; he 
saw so much suffering around him and could 
no longer sleep; his life was taken over: how 
could he ever do enough? How could he ever 
find peace with so much work to do and never 
the ability to do it all? Pinned next to the 
letter was the Zen master’s response, which 
was short and to the point: he encouraged the 
writer to continue his work and at the same 
time take care of himself and to remember 
that things were already perfect as they 
were, that the writer of the letter was already 
perfect just as he was.

Zen practice is famous for its koans— 
statements or stories that raise doubt, 
paradoxes that cannot be understood through 
simple logic or straightforward reasoning. 

How can life already be perfect just as it is? 
How can we be happy in a time of war? How 
can we make peace with ourselves and bring 
mind and body back together, find ecstasy 

even in a world of consciousness, peace even 
with our own embodied memories of trauma? 

In my own case, how could I be happy when 
my own history contained something that was 
so horrific to me? In f lashbacks, I kept finding 
myself back there in the traumatic moment, 
unable to breathe, wanting only to f lee.

I think of lines from the Tao:

Embracing Tao, you become embraced.
Supple, breathing gently, you become reborn.
Clearing your vision, you become clear.
Nurturing your beloved, you become impartial.
Opening your heart, you become accepted.
Accepting the World, you embrace Tao.

Accepting the world does not mean that we get 
caught in the horror; rather, we offer a loving 
embrace and continue to move and heal with 
time. Similarly, acceptance does not mean we 
are complicit, that we have no moral center, 
that we are in denial, or that we are passive 
and do not act. True acceptance means to 
fight for what is right, work for change, speak 
out, even put our bodies on the line. 

For a long time, I lived in a great no: my 
idea of freedom was the ability to imagine 
something different, the ability to say no, to 
be the martyr who refuses, or the one shut 
up who must split herself in two. But I was 
living in opposition to my own reality, to my 
own truth. Many of us live that way. We have 
inherited a culture of no, of elsewhere. 

But what if freedom were also a radical 
yes—yes to the truth of the full range of 
our experiences; yes to the hard work for 
peace, for equity, justice, rights. Yes, also, to 
happiness. And, yes, even, to suffering, even 
and especially in this difficult moment in our 
world’s history in which we find ourselves.

The etymological root of the word “freedom” 
is pri, which means love. Across spiritual 
traditions, love is the central teaching; love, 
which is unconditional, whole, does not split 
from itself, and is present everywhere, at all 
times. We feel the pain of the world, in part, 
because we care, because we love.

Of course, I can still get caught in horror, in 
fear, in revulsion as our rights and democracy 
are stripped away, as our environment is 
gutted, as our most vulnerable are made 
more vulnerable. And I know that in extreme 
circumstances, all of us can feel caught, 
trapped, locked up.
 

Einstein famously said that the fundamental 
question of the world is, “Is the universe a 
friendly place?” He continued:  “The answer 
we find determines what we do with our lives. 
If the universe is a friendly place, we will spend 
our time building bridges. Otherwise, people 
use all their time to build walls. We decide.”

But what if my work is to build a bridge 
between the no and the yes? What if it is to 
see suffering, fear, injustice, and captivity 
and also believe in freedom? 
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