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THE FIRE OF ALIVENESS 
MARK NEPO 

 

That law of life, so cruel and just, [which demands] that 
one must grow or else pay more for remaining the same. 

—Norman Maileri 
 

In the Judaic tradition, heart is the crucible of a person’s true essence. 
—Gail Godwinii 

 

There are two fires that we have to encounter daily. The first is the fire of life, 

which reduces us to joy by burning away all that is false and not essential. This is 

the fire of aliveness that needs to be fed, no matter where we are or what we do. 

This is the light of the soul that must be kept burning. The second is the fire in 

the world, which can burn us up, which can wound us and damage us. This is the 

fire of circumstance that needs to be put out. How do we know the difference 

between these two fires? I don’t know. I’ve been reduced to what is essential by 

the one and wounded by the flames of the other, more than once. Nevertheless, 

we need each other to know which fire to feed and which to douse, if we are to 

clear our confusions and establish enduring roots. Helping each other know the 

difference is part of the work of love. 
Though we rightfully feel the rip and pull of everything taken away from 

us, being stripped of what covers us helps us grow—by lightening our load and 

making us more raw and naked, so we can be touched and transformed by the 

elements of life. This seems to be the promise of the inner world—that if we stay 

open to life, we’ll be cleansed of dead weight, worn of coverings that have served 
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their purpose, and pruned of the tangle of falseness that grows like vines about 

everything. 

Inevitably, we move through the first half of life gathering, only to enter 

the second half of life compelled to empty much of what we carry. Along the way, 

we gather knowledge, achieve a great deal, and save what we can. But under all 

our coverings, we long for the naked freedom of a star.iii Under all our 

accomplishments is a simple soul eager to build, not caring what it is we might 

build. And stripped of what we save and hoard, we grow immediate. This cycle 

continues: gather, build, grow covered by what we build, then burn away all that 

is not essential, so we can grow immediate, ready to build again. 

In these raw, essential moments, we’re left with a life that has to live now, 

eager as a fish gulping for food at the surface. By gathering, we discover who we 

are, and by emptying, we get to throw off the world and be who we are. From 

such bareness of being, we enter a simple and substantial experience of life.  

This brings us to a more compelling definition of destiny. Destiny is not a 

particular dream coming true over time for an individual, but the force of Spirit 

emanating into the world through all things including us. The emanation of Spirit 

is the counterpart to gravity. Like flowers that break ground in order to blossom, 

human beings are destined to bring their souls into the world. And despite the 

thousand things that can deter us, this can happen in a thousand and one 1,001 

ways. 

Our ordinary destiny, then, is to accept the friction of being worn open by 

the world, so our soul can show itself and join with everything. The sensation of 

our soul showing itself and joining with everything is another name for joy.  
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Yet how can we discern between life’s fires when there are storms 

everywhere? It helps to stand still in the storm and listen for the truth, until we 

can hear voices more ancient and telling than our own. This takes a quiet 

fortitude. As the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) said: 

 

As my prayer became more attentive and inward, I had less and 
less to say. I finally became completely silent… This is how it is. 
To pray does not mean to listen to oneself speaking. Prayer 
involves becoming silent, and being silent, and waiting until 
God is heard.iv 

 

Listening this way, we can uncover what is true in the midst of that relentless and 

mysterious teacher, experience.  

Still, living between the fire of aliveness and the fire of circumstance lands 

us in the middle of another paradox. While no one can live your life for you, we’re 

woefully deficient in the wisdom necessary to live, if left to our experience alone. 

Just as we can’t see unless our eyes are open, we need the experience and 

company of others to open our deeper mind, though we’re left to do the seeing for 

ourselves. 

Though we’d rather be opened than closed, we’re constantly challenged to 

work with both. We’re given both because our call in being human is to reveal 

who we are by opening and closing repeatedly, just as we wake and sleep day 

after day. But how do we bear the tenderness after being loved or broken open? 

There are as many answers as lives.  

If too open, we can become wounded and burdened. If too closed, we can 

become removed and untouchable. Most of the time, we tumble in the space in 

between. This is where we live, risking our way into authentic engagement, not 
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watching life go by, but not burning up in the fire of circumstance, either. How? 

Who knows? This is the tension that everyone faces sooner or later: how to be 

touched by life without being consumed by its fire.  

Throughout the ages, those damaged by the fire of circumstance early in 

their lives tend to see life as a fire to be put out. While those enlivened by the fire 

of aliveness early on tend to see life as a fire to be lit. Often these two will find 

each other—as lovers, friends, or colleagues—in order to challenge each other, to 

balance each other, and to complete each other. In time, the spiritual journey 

invites us to understand the powerful nature of both fires. 

When Hannah and Edward met after World War II, they fell deeply in 

love, though their life journeys were vastly different. Hannah was a child of the 

Holocaust, her consciousness charred by heinous acts no child should ever have 

to see. Hannah had been burned by the fire of circumstance so early in life that 

she believed the world unsafe. She anticipated fires everywhere. Edward was the 

son of a railroad tycoon. He grew up in Philadelphia, shielded for the most part 

from the hardships of life. He was introduced to the fire of aliveness through 

music and science and the deeper inquiry waiting beneath all circumstance. 

Though bad things happened, he felt the world was inherently safe.   

Hannah and Edward recognized the same depth in each other, though 

they’d been introduced to it differently. Their love was strong. As the years went 

on and life continued to surprise them, they would argue about whether life was 

safe or not, good or bad, just or random. But each secretly depended on the 

other’s stance to balance their own. Like X and Y chromosomes, Hannah and 
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Edward had joined as atoms of the two fires. Together, they formed a vibrant cell 

of life trying to stay alive. 

The very sensitivity that can save us can also throw us under. The gifted 

poet Sylvia Plath took her life in 1963 at the age of thirty. She was depressed for 

sure, but more, she appears to have been one of those born with a godlike 

sensitivity that she couldn’t turn off, unable to escape the fire of circumstance 

and unable to fully feed the fire of her aliveness. Plath can be seen as a modern 

John Keats, a precocious being silenced before her full wisdom could be voiced. 

The poet Ted Hughes was married to Plath, and sadly, in 2009, their son 

Nicholas hung himself. In a letter to Nicholas months before, his father wrote: 

 

That’s how we measure our real respect for people—by the 
degree of feeling they can register, the voltage of life they can 
carry and tolerate—and enjoy.v 

 

In this deep remark, I feel how the widower and powerless father was 

trying to honor the power in the fire of aliveness and the danger in the fire of 

circumstance, trying to warn his sensitive son of the fine line between the charge 

and pain inherent in the voltage of life. But we each must stand alone between the 

two fires and find our way. 

Vincent van Gogh is another poignant example of someone born with a 

godlike sensitivity, whose fire of aliveness roared through him into his paintings, 

while the same sensitivity allowed him to be consumed by the fire of 

circumstance. We each experience our own degree of godlike sensitivity, and one 
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of life’s initiations is to learn how to make a resource of our sensitivity without 

shutting it down, how to use our sensitivity to get strength from what we know. 

It’s humbling but true: we live between the kindling of dream and the fire 

of life. Confused, we often think the dream is where we’re going, and so miss the 

majesty of what the dream ignites. As Keats advised, we need beauty and truth to 

make it through life. And I would add love. Truth will help us douse the fire of 

circumstance when it sears us with its flames, and beauty, the way of seeing that 

rises from love, will help us keep the fire of aliveness from going out.  

 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
This is the tension that everyone faces sooner or later: how to be touched 

by life without being consumed by its fire. 

_________________________________________________________ 

 

Questions to Walk With 
 

• In your journal, describe one effort of gathering, building, or saving in your life and 
how that has helped you discover who you are. Then describe one effort of emptying, 
uncovering, or giving away in your life and how that has helped you be who you are. 

• In conversation with a friend or loved one, describe a time when you fed the fire of 
your aliveness and how this kept you vital. Then describe a time when you put out the 
fire of circumstance and how this lessened some fear or pain. Finally, discuss how 
you experience the difference between the fire of aliveness and the fire of 
circumstance.  

 
 

i“That law of life…” Norman Mailer, from The Sun. Chapel Hill, NC, Issue 387, March 2008, p. 

48. 
ii“In the Judaic tradition...” from Heart, Gail Godwin. NY: William Morrow, 2001, p. 34. 
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iii“the naked freedom of a star... a fish gulping for food.” The images toward the end of this 

paragraph and in the beginning of the next were first explored in my poem “The Promise of the Inner 

World” in my book Reduced to Joy, p. 135. 
iv“As my prayer became more attentive and inward…” Søren Kierkegaard, from The Sun. 

Chapel Hill, NC, Issue 376, April 2007, p. 48. 
v“That’s how we measure our real respect...” Ted Hughes, from Letters of Ted Hughes, edited 

by Christopher Reid. NY: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2007. 


