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Existential Crossroads

Have you ever experienced times when certainty was replaced
by doubt, or when the assumptions you’ve held for years turn
out to be flawed, or just plain inaccurate?

Do you sometimes find yourself caught up in staying busy, or
turning attention to others and the world—yet with a sense that,
even if these things are valid, they might in part be a way to
avoid reflecting on something within that seems to 
need attending?

These can be signs that we’re facing an existential crossroads.
As used here, the term refers to an opportunity to have a closer
look at how we see life, a look at whether our values and
priorities are reflected in our activities and attitudes.

One symptom of an existential crossroads is a feeling of
isolation, even when we’re in the midst of people. Or realizing
that, as we see illness and death all around us, we have to
reassess our assumption that we’re somehow immortal, and
“death doesn’t apply to me.”

We may also realize that we’ve held the view that if we do the
right things, we’ll get the results we hope for—yet things don’t
seem to work that way. All of this can lead to a sense of
dissatisfaction with life. 

Existential crossroads may be provoked by significant events like
life-threatening experiences, or major changes in relationship,
health, or livelihood. We’re faced with the fact that life is far
more mysterious and complex than our former understanding
had led us to believe.

When an existential crossroads strikes, we’re often confronted
with the question of whether our life has meaning, purpose, or
value. The things that have given us a sense of meaning, things
we’ve believed in and lived by, no longer seem to provide the
comfort they once did. Certainty is eroded by uncertainty, and
we’re faced with disorientation. Something within us calls out for
an antidote to this inner dissatisfaction. 

Sometimes we can hear the signs of an impending existential
crossroads raised by those fairly new to meditation: 

Why do I feel vaguely dissatisfied, even when things are
going ok?
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Is this all there is?
Why do things I used to value seem dry or 
unworkable?
Why do I feel ill at ease in my own skin?
Why do I forget (or resist, or sabotage) things 
I know are enlivening and beneficial, like meditation,
therapeutic modalities, recovery venues, and moving
activities like yoga, qigong, or walking?
Why do I keep doing things I know are harmful or
unhelpful?
Why do I sometimes wake up at 2 a.m., questioning my
life?

Existential crossroads provide opportunities for important
questioning, from lightweight issues—like the “dry spots” we
sometimes encounter in practice, where our enthusiasm goes
dormant—to what’s sometimes called spiritual pain—a feeling of
disconnection, guilt, dark nights of the soul, unhealed pain, or
issues of forgiveness or unforgiveness. Unaddressed, all of these
can lead to a sense of despair.

Ironically, even things that sound conventionally positive can
trigger an existential crossroads. For instance, after years of
hoping that success in a music career would bring happiness, I
got an outstanding review from a severe critic on the Los
Angeles Times. With a shock, I realized that music success didn’t
equate with happiness. Instead, it was chillingly clear that my
fantasy—that being considered a musical success would bring
happiness—could actually be reduced to the fact that being
considered a successful musician meant only one thing: that I
was doing well in music. That didn’t seem to lead to peace of
mind, or a sense of the bigger picture of life—either in myself, or
in my musical compadres. This may sound trivial, yet it knocked
the bottom out of my little world. I plunged from the false hope
that musical success would bring peace of mind, into a false
hopelessness that led to a kind of despair—at least in the realm
of music.

That very day, I called the Zen Center of Los Angeles, and said
that I wanted to start practicing. No doubt there was also some
false hope involved, perhaps an assumption that Zen, unlike
music, could save me from the self I took myself to be.
Nevertheless, I started meditating every day and attending all of
the available retreats—and have continued doing so for these
many years.

Existential crossroads can seem to function as a magnet: they
seem to pull in the “filings” that we’ve stored away over the
years, things in need of attention. Now we have an opportunity
for these things to come into meditative awareness, so they
don’t keep eating away at us almost unconsciously.

Existential crossroads can be rich times, as we turn away from
seeking external solutions, and undertake the daunting
enterprise of acknowledging that the real work of healing has to
be done within. Instead of trying to evade interior chaos, we can
embrace the antidote—inviting the light of direct attention to
shine on what has been shrouded in the shadows for so long.

We also need to look more broadly than just our interior
landscape of psychospiritual issues. Existential crossroads have



probably never been as obvious as they are now, in the broader
landscape: we see the literal existential crisis of climate change,
as the ocean temperatures rise, the icecaps melt, shorelines are
reconfigured, and the possibility that we, like many other
species, could cease to exist.

Unless we address the inner existential crossroads, our capacity
to care and act on behalf of the worldwide existential crisis is
going to be limited, since we’ll keep getting pulled back into
misdirected attention, focusing on me, which keeps us in thrall to
the smallest part of our being.

It’s good news to discover, before it’s too late, that the multitude
of ways we’ve been skating on the thin ice as finally led to
anomie: even if it doesn’t feel good, we’re fortunate if an
existential crossroads occurs while we still have a handful of
potential tomorrows to appreciate.

Facing all of this isn’t easy; it’s challenging. Yet as someone
anonymous once said, “The difference between carbon and
diamonds is pressure.” There’s nothing like an existential
crossroads to help us realize that, deep within, an inexorable
pressure is inviting us to contemplate what our life really is,
including our interconnectedness with the environmental world
that we’ve usually viewed as “out there.”

Elizabeth Hamilton
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