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A Note to My Clients: 

I am sharing this talk with you because it beautifully illustrates how our minds work to create a 
rigid "story" about who we are—and how exhausting that can be. Through mindfulness, we can 
learn to see ourselves not as fixed, unchangeable objects, but as a fluid, flowing process. I 
invite you to read this gently, taking what resonates with you and leaving the rest. 

The Exhaustion of the "I Am" Narrative 
Last night Devin talked about the experience we all have of a sense of self. This is something 
we can bring our mindfulness to by asking the question: What is my experience of a sense of 
self? 

Self is not something hard and concrete. There's no inner billiard ball of the "I am". The "I am" is 
part of our dynamic nature, and trying to hold our world together by creating a very coherent 
narrative takes a lot of stress. 

You might notice that almost every time your mind wanders, it is retelling your own self-story so 
that it makes sense. Because our current mood keeps changing, our story keeps changing. If I 
get in a sad mood, I have more access to sad memories, and I tell myself: "I've always been 
sad. That's really how I am. I always will be like that". In that moment, it feels eternal, and I've 
straightened out my narrative. But then the sadness passes, and I'm happy. Now I have access 
to happy memories, and I retell my story to make sense of that: "I've always been happy. I'll 
always be happy". 

When the "weather" changes again, our narrative no longer makes sense, and so we exhaust 
ourselves trying to project who we are now into the future to settle out all the complexity. 

The Trap of Defending the Self 
We often have a shaky relationship to our self, and it looks like everyone else has a very 
coherent sense of who they are—but everybody else is doing the exact same thing. Because of 
this shakiness, if someone insults our sense of self, we feel like we are under attack. This 
launches us into a soul search to defend a sense of self that isn't actually fixed to begin with. 

We can spend so much time trying to prove our past narratives wrong, seeking affirmation from 
others that we aren't the self we worry we are. But even when we get that confirmation, we can't 
hold onto it because our state is always changeable. 



The River of You 
There is a kind of self, and it is made up of all the changing nature that we go through, but there 
are still patterns. I don't look completely different day-to-day; I have a kind of patterning. But that 
patterning is not fully defined. 

Think of it like a river. There is a river, but it is always flowing. It's not a noun you can grab. The 
water doesn't flow one place one year and a completely different place the next, because the 
riverbank guides it. However, that riverbank is also changed by how the water flows through it. 
Riverbanks and rivers are constantly changing. 

If you have a survival fear driving you to finally get your identity stabilized, this fluidity is 
unnerving. We feel a need to bolt it down and claim it. But the Buddha noted that you actually 
can't win that self game, and trying to win it is very stressful. 

When we stop fighting the river of ourselves, we realize it doesn't all explode into chaos. There 
is a profound grace to being in fluidity. 

Seeing Through the Illusion 
Once, while walking up a hill after a rainstorm, a friend pointed out a rainbow and suggested we 
walk right up to the base of it. I laughed, and had to explain that a rainbow isn't actually sitting 
right behind the hill. There is a rainbow—we are perceiving real phenomena (billions of water 
drops reflecting the sun)—but it doesn't actually end where we perceive it to end. 

Believing a rainbow is a solid thing doesn't cause suffering, but misperceiving our self as a solid 
thing is very stressful. When we quiet the preoccupation with self, we find that the food tastes 
better, the lizards are cuter, and we can be in this fluidity without all hell breaking loose. 
Sadness may come in, but we don't have to become "the sad one"—there is just the transient 
phenomena of sadness. 

A Practice: The Body's Perspective 
It is a very intimate experience to be in the moment, but not defined by the moment, and not 
adding it to your narrative. We can explore this by staying with the body and the breath, and 
relaxing the thoughts where so much self-production happens. 

Take a moment to check in: Is your sense of self right now thick, oppressed, and complicated? 
Are you trying to concretize it? Or is it open and fluid? 

When self is thinned, there's often a lot of well-being. When self is pressurized, dense, or 
chaotic, that's usually where we suffer, and it often underlies anxiety. 

Try finding a posture that is kind to your animal body. You have a living body with sensations, a 
shape, and a heartbeat. Notice that you can have very intimate access to that body, but as soon 
as you tighten around the idea of "my body," we actually block some of that intimacy. 



If this body were a dear friend, it would speak to you in the language of sensations—telling you 
if it was warm, cool, relaxed, or sore. See if you can relax the part of yourself that wants to 
interpret the body through a grand narrative about who you are. If there is an ache, can you 
breathe in a compassionate, patient way with it, rather than getting clogged up with a story 
about what this pain "means" about you? 

Finding Peace in the Fluidity 
Even with a growing intuition that this fluidity is peaceful, habits of the mind will urge you to get 
your story straight. You can have difficult moments, but notice how much more difficult they are 
when you tie them into your narrative and identify with them. It's hard enough without making 
pain a permanent story about us. 

When we relax this rigid sense of self, reality doesn't bust apart. You still have an address. You 
still have shoes waiting for you. It just opens up intimacy with how things actually are. 

There is a cartoon of a surgeon talking to a patient after surgery. The surgeon holds up a little 
toy monkey crashing cymbals together and says, "We found this in your brain. And we think it 
was causing all the stress." 

We don't need to perform surgery to find peace. We just need to gently observe the monkey, 
take a breath, and let it go. 

 

 


	The Fluid Nature of Self: A Mindfulness Perspective 
	The Exhaustion of the "I Am" Narrative 
	The Trap of Defending the Self 
	The River of You 
	Seeing Through the Illusion 
	A Practice: The Body's Perspective 
	Finding Peace in the Fluidity 


