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An empowering treatise on propelling profound social change by going inward, from a
mindfulness teacher and activist who has turned personal practice into movementsThe practice
of mindfulness is most often touted for its profound mind, body, and spirit benefits. Shelly
Tygielski here shows that mindfulness can also be a powerful tool for spurring transformative
collective action. In a winning combination of memoir, manifesto, and how-to, Tygielski shares
her evolution from a Jerusalem-born child of traditional Sephardic Orthodox parents to a middle-
class American suburban youth who questioned her faith to a young executive in corporate
America. As she used self-help practices to heal from chronic health issues and a messy
divorce, she had an epiphany: finding true health and peace is not a solo endeavor but one that
lives in connection with others. Tygielski considers herself an unlikely meditator, activist, and
teacher. But in that way she is uniquely qualified to speak to all today who wonder, “What can I
do?” or “Will my actions even make a difference?” Tygielski’s work began as “me” work and
transformed into “we” work. In Sit Down to Rise Up, she shows that this is possible for all of us.



Praise for Sit Down to Rise Up and Shelly Tygielski“Shelly’s story and her ability to take action
will show people how much power they really have. Sit Down to Rise Up is for anyone who is
ready to heal themselves and help heal the world.”— Yung Pueblo (Diego Perez), New York
Times bestselling author, activist, and influencer“Shelly is making mindfulness and self-care
more accessible to everyone but specifically for individuals who have experienced trauma. In Sit
Down to Rise Up, she makes the important argument that the inner journey for each person
must be connected to our actions and words in the outer world for true well-being to emerge.”—
David Simas, CEO of the Obama Foundation“Few people in the world are actually making the
measurable, tangible impact that Shelly is. That’s beautiful all by itself, but what she’s taught me
in life, and in this brilliant book, is that radical self-care is what makes her productive life of action
possible. She’s my peer hero and I hope this book will make her yours.”— Shaun King, activist
and New York Times bestselling author of Make Change“Kindness can be contagious and
[Shelly] proved that.”— Kelly Clarkson, Grammy Award–winning singer, songwriter, and
television host of The Kelly Clarkson Show“In this remarkable new book, Shelly illuminates the
ways in which love has become her primary motivation, her guiding principle, and a unifying
theme for her revolutionary work as a teacher, writer, and activist … Her book is a gift to its
readers and to those they will touch.”— Bryan Welch, CEO of Mindful Communications and
Mindful Magazine“From the very first page, Shelly’s stories blow you away. …If the entire world
read this book, we would solve all of our problems, fast. Of all the many mindful voices in the
world, Shelly’s is one we should be listening to.”— Justin Michael Williams, author of Stay Woke:
A Meditation Guide for the Rest of Us“A must-read for anyone interested in living a life of
meaning, purpose, and service.”— Rich Fernandez, PhD, CEO of Search Inside Yourself
Leadership Institute“Shelly has the extraordinary ability to turn confusing, frustrating, even
demoralizing moments into opportunities for connection and love. Here she teaches us how to
do the same. This book draws on her rare combination of wisdom, warmth, and an
extraordinarily practical mind.”— Jessica Yellin, award-winning journalist, bestselling author, and
founder of News Not Noise“This book, and Shelly’s story, deeply inspired me in the way few self-
help books do. Yes, self-care is at its heart, but Sit Down to Rise Up transcends our culture’s
common focus on individual wellness, demonstrating the greater power and purpose in applying
these principles to communal care. In doing so, it helps to answer life’s central question of ‘what
are we here for, anyway?’”— Emily McDowell, writer, illustrator, and founder of Em &
FriendsNew World Library14 Pamaron WayNovato, California 94949Copyright © 2021 by Shelly
TygielskiAll rights reserved. This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, or other
— without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief
passages in a review.The material in this book is intended for education. It is not meant to take
the place of diagnosis and treatment by a qualified medical practitioner or therapist. No
expressed or implied guarantee of the effects of the use of the recommendations can be given
or liability taken.Text design by Tona Pearce MyersLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
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AuthorForewordIfirst met Shelly Tygielski backstage at the Wisdom 2.0 conference in San
Francisco. I was waiting to go onstage with my therapist Dan Siegel to discuss the major life
transformations I was beginning to experience after two years of psychotherapy with him.I’ll
never forget the rainbow-patterned sweatshirt, big long skirt (Shelly loves big long skirts), and
matching rainbow high-tops bounce into the backstage area with a titanic smile to match her
huge head of thick black hair, the likes of which I’d only ever seen on a Barbie doll. In a sea of
psychotherapists, neurophysicists, and “mindfulness experts,” I was relieved to see someone
wearing something so vibrant. Shelly’s energy is vibrance. It grabs your attention.What I
witnessed that day was someone who lives their life in purpose. We made introductions,
chitchatted, and ended up having dinner with my sister, Simone — which led to after-dinner
drinks, which led to my sister and me hearing Shelly’s story for the first time.Her story and
history are rich; it felt like I was speaking to someone who lives with such purpose, it’s as if she is
carrying the history of her ancestors with her. She spoke about meditation and radical self-care
in a practical way — as a means to be abetter member of society, a stronger member of your
community, a lighthouse for compassion. She talked about it in a grounded, nonpatronizing way
that felt modern and up-to-date. And I’m not going to pretend I didn’t like that someone who



taught meditation was also knocking back cocktails with me until midnight. Shelly’s not only a
meditation teacher, though — she’s a gatherer and a provider. She inserts herself time and time
again to help people when they need it the most. I remember lying awake in bed that night
thinking, What would the world be like if we all lived our lives in service to others? and also, God,
I could be doing so much more.Some months later, Shelly somehow persuaded me to join her
on what would be my very first meditation retreat in the woods of Barre, Massachusetts. I had
personally hoped I would never find myself in such a situation, but I figured if Shelly had
organized it, and if I was serious about trying to actually be a better person, I would definitely
pick up a thing or two in my newfound quest to remain open-minded to all things that would
previously have caused me to run for the hills (like meditation retreats and words like journey
and universe).The purpose of this retreat was to provide support and healing to survivors of gun
violence, along with family members who had lost loved ones. I questioned whether it was even
appropriate for me to be there, as I personally had no experience with gun violence and wasn’t
sure what my role at this retreat in the middle of the woods would be. (I have suffered loss, but
not to gun violence.)What I came to understand in those few days is what it means to show up. I
didn’t think I belonged at a retreat for survivors of gun violence until I realized in those few days
that the very act of sitting and listening to people’s stories is sometimes all that is needed. I
learned that people need to be seen and listened to for proper healing to take place. I saw
firsthand what it means to worktogether in concert and for each other. What it means to work as
a collective. The true significance of giving, which isn’t limited to giving money.Sit Down to Rise
Up is a blueprint for personal growth and effective societal contribution; it’s a road map to
compassion, radical self-care, what it means to be part of a community, and what it means to
give and receive love. Shelly paints us a picture of how ideal the world can become if we all care
for ourselves and each other a little more, and she describes what it means to lead by example
and what it takes to build communities of care.She breaks down how each of us is capable of
creating small or big ripple effects if we take the time to focus on the needs and wants of our
communities by coming together as a coalition in support of mutual aid, mutual respect, and
mutual understanding.She reminisces about what the world looked like when it was smaller and
neighbors took care of each other in times of hardship and distress. She empowers us with the
radical concept that a simple idea can become a reality and that we don’t have to overwhelm
ourselves with the full responsibility for changing the world. She shows us how to use the idea of
“chunking” to make incremental change in our communities, step by step, with one act of love
after another.Who would you be if you lived your life in service? Who would you be if you simply
committed to one act of service a day for a stranger? What would the world look like if we all had
a bit more compassion? What if we knew that it only takes the kernel of an idea, some courage,
and commitment to change the world by touching one person’s life at a time?This book is to be
absorbed by people who want to love more. If you are reading this, you are ready to start
spreading your love and about to find out how to do it.— Chelsea Handler2015: Shelly
meditating alone in Hollywood North Beach Park, Florida. (Photo credit: Jenna Brodsky)2019:



Shelly meditating with her community in the same spot, Hollywood North Beach Park, Florida.
(Photo credit: Jason Tygielski)IntroductionIwant to share the secret of life with you. It took me
close to forty years to discover it, and it’s probably not what you think. It has nothing to do with
owning the right things or achieving certain goals or having a certain pedigree. It has nothing to
do with loving people the “right” way or even achieving happiness. The secret to life is this: Show
up. Show up for yourself and for others. Show up physically to create sacred spaces. Show up
consistently. Show up even when others don’t show up. Show up in a way that makes every
person feel held. Show up in a way that makes you feel held by others.Why? Because destiny
isn’t determined only by chance; it is also a choice. Consistently showing up means creating
more opportunities for being in the right place at the right time, especially for opportunities that
align with our values. Showing up means creating the possibility for fully experiencing life in the
present moment and feeling that presence deep in our mind, body, and spirit. Ultimately,
consistently showing up for ourselves lays the foundation for our life’s purpose: showing up for
others.The two photos at the beginning of the introduction provide physical proof of what
happens when we show up, day after day, week after week, year after year — for ourselves first,
and then paving the way for others. We start with an idea, a feeling, a yearning — a seed. We
unknowingly attract people into a magical space where they can feel safe and heard, and they, in
turn, expand the edges of that space to make room for others, who in turn expand the space
again to make room for more people — and so on and so on. The momentum builds, the heart
swells, the movement begins and increases in strength with each day, making us more tender
and gifting us with connection. Author and activist Glennon Doyle calls it “praying attention.”
Showing up is a form of prayer, and the space we create becomes a sanctuary. When we pray
attention to the good, the bad, the ugly, the pain, the joy, and this exhilarating thing we call life,
we can begin to trust that when we fully and consistently show up, things start to show up for us,
too.I began writing this book at the worst possible time — in 2020, amid the global coronavirus
pandemic. The early days, when entire countries were shutting down, were a time of fear and
uncertainty. So many lives were lost each day, countless people were suffering, and we were all
facing a reckoning as we were forced to disconnect from the “normal” life we were used to. I
imagined, as I looked around at the state of my country, what the world would look like if
everyone already had all of these tools in place: an awareness of true self-care, the resources
and skills to tend to ourselves, formalized coping plans, communities of care that would create a
safety net and help us remove obstacles in our path to wellness, and an understanding of mutual
aid as a pillar that can help to create true equity. On the other hand, more than ever before, I
found myself leaning deeply into all of the resources that Ihad developed over the years. So as I
was writing about these tools for this book, I was also intently practicing them.As I reflect back, it
seems fitting that I wrote this book during such a period of darkness and uncertainty because I
am the type of person who tends to thrive in spaces where others might shrink, cave, or fall
apart. I need a certain measure of chaos surrounding me in order to take the initiative. I require a
good amount of pressure in order to feel compelled to charge into action; there needs to be a



looming deadline for me to be at my best. It’s precisely in these moments that I rise up and ask
two distinct questions: What can I do about this situation/crisis/reality? And how do I come from
a place of love? When I’m in this mode, others tend to take notice, congregate around me,
mobilize, and become inspired to act. As you will read in these pages, I saved myself while in
this mode, and in doing so, I also learned how to help others save themselves.My hope is that
this book will help you realize that you have the tools and capacity to embark on this journey, that
your fractures and cracks are what make you relatable and unique, and that from these “broken”
sacred spaces, a realization will emerge of the bounty that you have to offer your community and
this world. Let me be clear about my own emergence: These epiphanies didn’t arise overnight.
They came about incrementally, sometimes painfully slowly, and they started with my willingness
to become quiet and still long enough for the whispers of truth to become audible. Only after
consistent practice and realizing deep meditative states did the audacity of courage
arrive.Please understand that I am an unlikely meditator. I have never fit the profile of someone I
thought would be a meditator. But I have learned that everyone — including people like me,
theoutcasts and misfits, the ones who can’t sit still and don’t own crystals, who can’t afford a
closet filled with colorful yoga pants and who feel uncomfortable in yoga classes because we
are overweight or still can’t touch our toes, the ones who have been marginalized or are single
moms and don’t have a free moment to even pee without being interrupted by a child banging on
the bathroom door — all of us can come together as a band of unlikelies. We can all make sure
that there are no barriers to entry for anyone who wants to discover how perfectly imperfect they
are, and we can convince others that the world needs their cast-off broken pieces.This journey
within led me to change the course of my well-planned life. It helped me tune in and
“accidentally” create a community of other unlikely meditators, and it inspired me to quit an
unfulfilling career that I invested twenty years into building. This took courage, but rooted in
these tools, I connected to a deep sense of responsibility to myself and others. This process was
like rushing into flames that exposed all of my flaws and fears and the many places that, from the
outside, seemed broken.Here is what I realized: Courage is cultivated through our need for
connection. Connection is cultivated due to the basic human need for love. And love encourages
us to be more courageous. It’s a cycle, and every single one of us has this same blueprint in our
DNA, but not all of us have access to the cipher required to understand this. The courage to
expand our circles of influence bubbles up when we have enough self-love to first expand the
circle that encompasses us.This is a book for anyone who has at some point in their lives found
themselves completely lost — standing outside of their own circle, looking in. As an adult, I once
found myself in literal darkness due to total vision loss, but as I persevered in my journey,
Ilearned there is a major difference between losing eyesight and losing vision, and that even if
the eyes go blind, the mind can still see. This book is an offering, an appeal, and a road map for
the type of courage that comes from true connection, the kind that helps each of us individually
and paves the way for all of us to collectively flourish.I never thought I’d write a book. I have,
however, kept a regular journaling practice that began at the ripe old age of nine. This book



developed from a compilation of my nearly daily personal journal entries over the last decade
and from the contemplative practices that have carried me through each day, especially the days
I didn’t think I would live to see the end of. Every morning, I would write to myself, telling myself
the words that I needed to hear and believe: I am not broken, I am enough, I am perfectly me —
cracks, faults, and all. In 2016, I started to share some of my writings with a small group of
unlikely meditators, and with their prodding and positive feedback about the impact my writing
had on them, I began to share some of my journal entries on social media. Because of this
connection and the feeling that I wasn’t alone, I was encouraged to be vulnerable and let people
see the outtakes in my life, not just the highlight reel. When I shared my struggles with my health,
sadness, loneliness, and self-worth, I realized quickly that I was not alone and that my courage
to speak up helped other people share their stories, too.As you sit holding these pages and
reading these words, maybe you’ve arrived at a place of realization that carrying on with
business as usual is not the way to make it through. Perhaps you are ready to tune in to the
whispers within and turn them into a roar. Perhaps every cell in your body knows that it’s time to
make a radical shift, that it’s time to expand your circles, connect withothers, and boldly rise up.
Perhaps you know it is time to show up authentically and do things differently, to reimagine the
impact you want to make on the world. Whatever your situation, the good news is this: You don’t
have to journey alone. In fact, in order to be successful on this path, you actually can’t go it
alone. It has to be a shared journey.It doesn’t matter what you look like, what you think of
yourself, what your past is, or if you have no idea where your future is headed. This book is
especially for those who don’t want more cliché self-care advice — the world doesn’t need
another self-help book. What we need is to wake up to who we are called to be.My premise is
fairly simple: We are interconnected, so when one of us heals, we all heal. The journey to healing
doesn’t stop where the inner borders end and the external ones begin. The successful inner
journey of me leads toward a collective healing of we. The strength of the communal we can
then rise to the task of creating true shifts in the fabric of society — movements — by arriving at
the journey to us. Once we understand our strengths and what makes us unique, we can lean
into what we can collectively bring to our community and how we can nourish those in our circles
of influence. When we understand our challenges, we know where we need to be brave enough
to rely on others. When we understand the challenges of others, we know where we need to be
brave enough to step up and allow others to rely on us.Each time I sat down to write this book, I
thought about all the seeds of wisdom that I have picked up throughout my life’s journey. I dug
deep to return to stories from my youth, from my ancestors, and from periods of my life that were
scary to remember. I have divided the book into three parts that represent the three journeys of
me, we, and us. Metaphorically, I envision theseseeds as small points of light inside of me that,
like the universe itself, will keep expanding out, growing larger and larger until they completely
engulf me, then include those who are closest to me, and eventually encompass my community
and the communities surrounding me. The chapters provide practical tools and techniques that
you can immediately dive into and try on for size. You can return to them again and again or put



them away and return to them when you need them. Each practice is portable, exportable, and
free. There are tools for formal community-of-care gatherings and for organizers who are ready
to move from me to we and beyond.Our lives resemble mountain ranges — with peaks and
valleys. We are constantly striving for the peaks, but the truth of the matter is that most of the
strength or wisdom I’ve gathered throughout my life was not found on the peaks. It was found
while in the bottom of the deepest valleys — rock bottom. My times at rock bottom have given
me the strength to climb back up again. The hardships I’ve experienced have provided the
impetus to shift and change. No teacher, politician, therapist, influencer, or celebrity could have
done this for me. All true change — in our own lives, and in the world — emanates from within. I
encourage you to embrace and learn from your valleys. Don’t just climb mountains to seek
wisdom, for as Rumi wrote, “The only way out, is through.” Thank you for being willing to journey
with me.PART ONESit Down[The Inner Journey to Me]CHAPTER ONEAgencyHe who has a
why to live for can bear almost any how.— FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHEWhen I was two years old, I
was kidnapped. My mother, newly arrived in this country, was trying to get her driver’s license at
a local DMV in Brooklyn. While she was taking her requisite eye exam, covering her eyes one at
a time, I stood by her side. Somewhere between the big E and the lowest line on the chart, I was
snatched by a couple.My mother finished her exam and looked down, but I wasn’t standing next
to her, as she expected. Her eyes darted around the dank room, but I was nowhere in sight. Her
initial confusion became full-blown hysteria, and she began running around the office, looking
under desks and behind chairs. She ran outside and into the street, yelling, crying in her broken
English, playing a frenzied game of charades with anyone who crossed her path: gestures for
“short,” “pigtails,” “dress.”Our family of five had just landed in New York City from Jerusalem a few
months before. It was 1979. There were no cell phones, no cameras monitoring the doors or
waiting areas. The woman who conducted my mom’s eye exam was among the first to
understand the situation and immediately called 911. The NYPD arrived. My father was
contacted at the garage where he worked as a mechanic, and after what seemed like a lifetime
to my mom, he made it to the scene of the crime. As they stood holding each other in the
unwelcoming waiting area, with its rusty metal seats, harsh fluorescent lighting, and linoleum
flooring, the reality of the situation sank in: Their baby girl was gone. My mother thought she
would never see me again.For over an hour, their search rippled out across the immediate area,
and alerts crackled across radios into the blue Plymouth Fury NYPD fleets throughout the five
boroughs, when suddenly a middle-aged woman with brown hair and a plain face burst through
the front door of the DMV, out of breath and sweating. She ran directly up to my mother and
yelled, “I know where your daughter is!” My mother stared at her, perplexed. She didn’t
understand a word that was said, but the woman placed her fists on each side of her head, just
above the ears, in a gesture my mother understood clearly: “pigtails.”The woman looked vaguely
familiar to my mother. As it turned out, she had been sitting with my mom in the waiting area and
had noticed my mother reading me a book while she waited to be called for the eye exam.
Shortly after my mother and I disappeared down the fluorescent-lit corridor, the woman saw me



wandering alone through the hallway. Next, she saw a tall man in orange bell-bottoms and a well-
kempt afro lift me up from under my arms and carry me out the front door. At that moment,
thewoman had a choice — she could either run through the corridor in hopes of finding my
mother and alerting her to the problem, or she could follow the man to see where he was going.
For reasons I will never know, she decided to follow him outside. At this point, the man was
practically running. The woman followed him down several blocks until he walked into a building.
With a hope that he’d stay there, she headed back to the DMV, where by then all hell had broken
loose.Frustrated and understanding that every moment was precious, the woman grabbed my
mom’s hand and pulled her toward the door. “Run!” she cried, and my mother did, full of urgency,
allowing this stranger to lead her around the corner and up Ocean Parkway, block after block
after block. Two police officers and my father joined the chase. They all ran for several city blocks
until they arrived at a brown dilapidated building: a typical Section 8–housing apartment building.
When my mom recounts this story, she says there must have been at least thirty floors.My
mother, my father, the woman, and the officers rode the elevator together, got off on each floor,
and ran up and down the hallways looking for yours truly. My mom used the “pigtails” gesture to
communicate with anyone she encountered among the dreary halls. The good Samaritan who
led my mom to this place asked everyone for help. Yet I was nowhere to be found, and my
mother became more and more hopeless.On the twenty-fourth floor, my exhausted mother,
head drooped, eyes swollen, legs tired, and heart heavy, looked up as the doors of the elevator
slid open. Right in front of the elevator stood a heavy-set woman wearing a floral house dress
with rollers in her hair. I was in her arms.As if nothing was out of the ordinary, I was hugging
thiswoman tightly around her neck and playing with the pink rollers wobbling around her head.
“Shelly!!!” my mom cried out. When I heard my name and saw my mother, I instinctively leaped
from the woman and into my mother’s waiting arms. She clung to me tightly in the elevator, then
broke down — the love, anger, and relief all pouring out at once.“Why are you crying, Eema?” I
innocently asked my mother. I turned around; the woman who had held me was being dragged
away from the elevator and further into the hallway by the police. “Look, Eema, I made a new
friend.” As the elevator doors closed, I enthusiastically waved goodbye to my new “friend.” My
mother and the angel who had guided her to me sobbed uncontrollably and hugged me the
whole way back down to the lobby. All the while, I was joyfully oblivious to the fact that I had ever
been lost at all. The universe, working its magic, had somehow sent that woman to the waiting
room at the Brooklyn DMV, ensuring that I would have the opportunity to live this version of my
life and tell you this story.But this is not really my story. This is a story about a good Samaritan, a
person who, aware of her own agency, followed her gut and was bold and brave enough to do
what she thought was right and kind. She didn’t hesitate or think about what could possibly
happen to her by following that man; I can only assume that my safety and well-being were more
important to her. This is the story of a stranger who saved my life or at the very least prevented
the path of my life from taking a very different course.Throughout my childhood, this event was
recounted at family gatherings, dinner parties, and life events. Those who had never heard it



before naturally reacted with shock and horror, but in ways that became expected, such as
expressing empathy for my mother — “That must have been so scary! Thank God you
foundher!” — and telling me I needed to remember how lucky I was to have ever been found.The
truth is, every single time I heard this story replayed, I did not think about how fortunate I was to
be “saved.” I thought about the woman who found me and what it would take for me to have the
same courage to stand up for what is right and for people who have no ability to stand up for
themselves. What would I be willing to risk for someone I didn’t know? This stranger planted that
seed within me, one that I have carried with me ever since.For a large majority of my life, I
thought there was a prerequisite for this type of courage. My family didn’t really stay in touch with
the woman, and so I never got to meet her and don’t even know her name. In my mind I painted
her out to be a full-fledged superhero, like Wonder Woman. I was certain that I couldn’t possibly
make a similar positive impact on the world because I hadn’t reached whatever she had
reached: a specific destination as a fully matured and completely intact agent of change. I felt
broken, and so for a large majority of my life, I waited to reach that proverbial starting line
because I believed that broken people can’t help fix other broken people. People who need
fixing can’t have this kind of agency, they don’t have the right or even the ability to access it, and
certainly nobody would want them to have that responsibility.Only later in my life — after a
traumatic moment of truth that left me feeling beyond broken, shattered — did I recognize that I
had the whole thing wrong: We are all broken. Others have the pieces that I am missing, and I
have the shards that others need to fill in their cracks. I developed a new premise: You, I, and
everyone are already whole, just as we are. There is nothing to fix. Real growth and healing
aren’t about finding what doesn’t exist, but about expanding what already does.I eventually
learned that not only am I capable of being a good Samaritan like the one who saved me, but I
actually have an inherent responsibility to try to be one. This sense of duty was not instilled in me
later in life — no. It was, in fact, something that I was born with — that we are each born with: a
sense of agency, a seed of agency that can sometimes be revealed in only the harshest
situations. I learned that the best people to help those who are “broken” are, in fact, those who
recognize their own brokenness. The Sufi poet Rumi wrote that “the wound is the place where
the light enters you.” I believe these wounds, the cracks, are how our light also escapes into the
world and helps to heal others.While waiting in a doctor’s office, I once read a magazine article
about the jack pine, which tends to blend in with its surroundings. I’m no arborist, but I found
myself engrossed by this fascinating species. Most of the time, the jack pine fools us into
thinking it’s just another tree, but it does some pretty remarkable things. When hot, fast-moving
fires are frequent, this particular species of pine develops very thick, hard cones that are literally
glued shut with a strong resin.These serotinous cones can hang on the tree or lie on the forest
floor for years, long after the enclosed seeds mature. Some of these seeds can remain buried in
the soil for decades — totally in the dark. Only when a raging fire sweeps through, melting the
resin, do these heat-dependent cones finally open up, releasing seeds that are then distributed
by wind, animal transport, and gravity, sowing the souls of a future forest, a new day, a better



day.Much to the dismay of the other folks in the waiting room, I sat there reading and saying
emphatically, “Yes! Mmm-hmm.” You see, you and I, we are the jack pine in any of its forms —
sometimes we are the tree, and sometimes we are the cone lying dormant onthe forest floor.
Some of us are the seeds buried deep in the Earth, unable to discern that there is even the
possibility of a new day. When fire comes, it may seem like it will consume all the trees, and the
forest will be destroyed and all will be lost. We don’t realize the transformative power of the fire,
which paves the way for each of us to rise again and affirm that all is not lost.Throughout my life,
I have vacillated between feeling like I was on fire trying to save myself or actively running into
the flames trying to save someone else. In either case, I now know that the flames help reveal
something incredibly important in me by cracking me wide open. The seeds of agency are
always there. We just have to dig through the layers to get to them; we need to believe that we
are worthy of being an agent of change. We have to reclaim the agency that has been our God-
given right since the day we were born, and then we have to help others reclaim theirs.The
Meaning of AgencyBefore getting too deep into this forest, I want to address what it means to
have agency. In a general sense, when I say that someone “has agency,” I mean they are an
independent and self-governing person, that they are capable of voluntarily analyzing their
knowledge, setting intentions or goals, making plans, and acting on them. In the simplest terms,
this can be synonymous with free will. In the context of the social construct of modern Western
civilization, agency means people recognize how their choices born from this free will affect
other people. It means that they have the ability to be reflective, have awareness, and be
introspective about their actions. A person who has agency has control over their thoughts and
actions, they take responsibility for the consequences of theiractions, and they consistently lean
into opportunities to expand their capacity to grow and have positive impacts, both individually
and collaboratively. In general, mentally healthy individuals have a greater sense of agency, even
amid a state of chaos or tragedy.Each one of us is born with free will, with agency. But self-
awareness of having agency only occurs as we mature. We always have agency from the day we
are born, but we might not recognize our autonomy until we reach a specific age or experience a
major life event. It can take longer for some than others to have a “sense” of agency. Agency and
a sense of agency are two different things.Sociologists define agency as an expression of
individual power, even within a defined or perceived social structure. To have a sense of agency
means that in spite of the social structure (or structures) a person identifies with, they can rise up
and assert themselves outside of those constructs, becoming an agent for change that benefits
the social structure, and sometimes even benefits themselves and the greater good. For
example, Rosa Parks had a sense of agency when she decided not to give up that seat on the
bus; the students at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, had a sense
of agency after the mass shooting that took seventeen lives in their community; and I and
hundreds of volunteers had a sense of agency when the Covid-19 pandemic hit in 2020 and we
started Pandemic of Love, the global mutual-aid organization that has helped millions of people
across the world. The point is that agency is associated with a choice that requires action and



has a certain goal or value in mind, one that extends beyond the self.In order to improve our
ability to take action, to increase our influence, and to exert control over our own lives, we need
to develop our sense of agency. If we want others to be able to depend on us, we need to
cultivate it. With it we can develop into stable,resilient, and flexible individuals. Without it, we lose
our sense of control over our own lives. We may even come to believe that we don’t have the
power to influence our own thoughts, let alone our actions. We may resign ourselves to the idea
that we have no power over the trajectory of our lives. And if we believe we have no power over
that, then we assuredly cannot show up to help others with the trajectory of their lives, nor for
that matter can we affect the trajectory of the world.Ask yourself this: At this very moment, do
you believe that you have agency over your own life?The answer I most frequently get when I
pose this question to others is: “It depends on what area of my life we are talking about.” Most
people believe that they have control only over certain aspects of their lives. But adhering to
certain societal structures like practicing a certain religion or following certain laws or conforming
to cultural standards is — except in very radical, extreme circumstances — a choice. Even in the
most extreme cases, one could argue that we still retain agency over whether we want to
relinquish the one thing that can never be taken away from us — the way we mentally choose to
respond to something.I am not saying that life is not hard or that we can always do whatever we
want. Sometimes our choices are limited because the cards life has dealt us are traumatic,
downright unfair, and sometimes even unbearable. Yet in spite of even the harshest
circumstances, we can use our agency to identify purpose, meaning, and a will to live, to survive
and even thrive. While I was an undergraduate in college, I read the work of Dr. Viktor Frankl, an
Austrian Jew who was the only member of his family to survive the Holocaust. Frankl spent time
in four different concentration camps, including Auschwitz. As required reading in an
introductory philosophy course, we were assigned Frankl’s 1946 book Man’s Searchfor
Meaning, in which he wrote about his experiences. While enduring the atrocities of each day, he
was motivated to continue to live by “a will to meaning” — essentially, the aspiration to find
meaning in his remaining life. I distinctly remember my professor reading this sentence out loud
while standing in front of our classroom. I underlined it in my book fervently:“Everything can be
taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in
any given set of circumstances.”In Frankl’s case, he retained a sense of agency over his inner
world despite what was happening in the world around him. Of course, heated debate ensued in
the classroom, stoked by our professor. Some asked what was the point of even having
meaning, or trying to be unbreakable or have strong moral character, when as a prisoner in the
atrocious concentration camps you knew you would probably perish. Clearly, the prisoners knew
the odds were not in their favor. Our professor explained that this assumed that the will to live
was about survival. Instead, Frankl was saying this is a choice a person makes about how to live
in each moment, that the only thing individuals cannot be robbed of is the free will, the agency,
to make that choice.In my tattered copy of Frankl’s book from my sophomore year, I also double
underlined the following sentence: “In accepting this challenge to suffer bravely, life has a



meaning up to the last moment, and it retains this meaning literally to the end. In other words,
life’s meaning is an unconditional one, for it even includes the potential meaning of unavoidable
suffering.”Frankl founded and developed a form of psychotherapy called logotherapy — logos
being the Greek word for meaning — which posits that our lives retain meaning up until our final
moments, in terrible and normal circumstances alike. The difference in eachmoment is relative
for each person — and it obviously relates to their circumstances, such as whether they are a
prisoner in a concentration camp or living in a peaceful country during prosperous times. Yet all
individuals have the option to never lose agency over their inner world, in the here and now.Like
the cone of a jack pine that lies dormant for years and whose seeds are buried for decades, our
inner world may feel inaccessible at one point or another in our lives. We may feel like we have
no control, no choice, no agency, but it is worth considering during these dark periods that
sometimes the tragedy, the major challenge, the hardship is actually the onset of a blazing fire,
and that amid the flames, we have an opportunity. We are at a crossroads, and we can choose
being bitter or getting better. At these critical moments, we can tap into our sense of agency and
actively choose to get and do better, to connect with our inner world even as flames rage around
us. This inner connection has the potential to manifest in the outer world in beautiful,
contributory ways.Using Agency to Find Meaning
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Felt Like Shelly Was Speaking Directly to Me. So many times while reading
this book I kept saying to myself, "Are Shelly and I the same person?" Many of the experiences
she speaks about are very similar to experiences I've had in my own life including the stories
from her parents and grandparents. By sharing her stories and being so vulnerable and open,
she shows how alike we are as humans, how we all have experiences and emotions, how our
similarities can connect us, and how one act of kindness can positively transform someone's life,
or the life of many, forever.I've struggled with anxiety and the feeling of not being good enough,
but with a desire to do more for society, especially within the last year or so. The overarching
message that we are good enough as we are, here in this moment, to come together to make
positive changes, has been comforting and inspiring. We don't need to have X, Y, Z lined up
before we take the next step. The next step can happen in the middle of a storm.I've already
started taking small steps, throwing a pebble in a small pond, and have watched that small
action ripple out to other humans who feel the same and want to make changes. It's empowering
and it started with me, right here as I am today, in the middle of a storm! Thank you Shelly.”

Parres Mom, “Inspiring and engaging. Shelly's story is humble and inspiring. She rises to find the
best help she can for her family by using her community for support, then raises her community
to a higher level. Using self care to overflow onto the care of others is the key to elevating
everyone around you. This book encourages the mainstream that self care is not selfish, or self-
serving, but will lead towards service of others. Thank you, Shelly, for writing this book from the
heart.”

Nichol Chase, “Insightful, Inspiring and Inspired!!. This book is a call to action in the most loving,
compassionate and fierce way! If I were to encapsulate the message of this powerful book in a
simple phrase, I could do it in two words......"Show up." Consistently. Intentionally. And
wholeheartedly. And this includes showing up for yourself, your family, your community, your
country, your world.... The assertion is that by focusing not only on self-care, but also on creating
communities of care through cooperation, collaboration and mutual aid, we can create shifts
great and small that have ripple effects and have the potential to utterly transform the world we
cohabitate. In Shelly's words, "This is a plea to integrate self-care with community care and
social movements, paving the path forward to achieve balance between all three and to cease
having to choose one over the other." And if you want to learn how to show up in this empowered
and impactful way, a great first step is to READ THIS BOOK. I thoroughly enjoyed it and highly
recommend it!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A valuable resource!. In Sit Down To Rise Up, Shelly offers a practically
relevant snapshot of mindfulness and the personal and community change that can occur when
we learn to understand ourselves and realize the power we all hold. As a member of the "Sand



Tribe," I incorporate into my classes at the university many of Shelly's teachings to help my
students create more rewarding lives. Shelly teaches us to use mindfulness to exercise self-
compassion and transform the lives of ourselves and others. This book's concrete reflections
and actionable recommendations will be a valuable addition to anyone's bookshelf.”

NC, “Essentially a Dummy's Guide to how to begin selfcare and how it helps everyone else.
What a wonderful read. I could not put it down. It is a great "how to" in how best to take care of
yourself, even in your darkest moments, and in turn, you will become a better person for the
world. The reader learns through the author's examples that taking care of yourself is not selfish
or indulgent, it is preservation. Self care also directly impacts the lives of those around us. If we
as individuals cannot show up for ourselves, then we can never show up for others. Most
importantly, this book stresses that asking for help is not a sign of weakness, we all need help at
times. And then giving help when one has abundance is a huge gift to both the giver and the
receiver. Everyone needs a support system. I was gently reminded throughout this book that as
human beings, we are part of a collective, where we should cooperate and not compete. If our
children model this, we leave the world a better place for their children. In combining to mutually
support each other, we are at our strongest. This book allows the reader to understand
permission to heal and move forward and become a better person for the world. Anyone
wanting to make a change in the world and doesn't know how to start, should start with this
book.”

value shopper, “MUST READ for anyone who feels challenged in their commitment to self-care.
This book is a must-read for anyone like me who feels challenged by self-care, not in concept,
but in execution. In bravely sharing her personal story, Shelly shows us how the act of radical
self-care can mobilize us to be at our best in even the most challenging of circumstances - how
the insight we glean from tending to our own needs creates a sense of connection to the
suffering of others around us. If we nurture these connections - if we show up - we create a
natural jumping-off point for building communities of care that can support each other through
the ups and downs that each of us inevitably face in life. What better reason to take action in
caring for yourself?Not everyone has to make the big changes Shelly has or be the force of
nature that she is. She reminds us all of the power of the ripple effect of showing up in small
ways for someone else, and that it all starts within each of us. In a culture of striving
unconsciously for more and working ourselves ragged, Shelly's book is a calling to add some
stillness and intention into the choices we make each day.”

Laura Maciver, “Engaging, honest and illuminating. Shelly bravely and calmly takes you through
her introspection in such a warm and relatable way. This is an illuminating, inspiring and deeply
engaging book.”



Lauren, “This book simplifies and demystifies self care and also offers fresh insight into how it
works.. I loved how Shelley breaks down self care into tiny steps that are attainable and
unpretentious. She has a way of talking to the reader in a way that hits home and is digestible.
You never feel overwhelmed by her or bad about yourself because she is so real and down to
earth.”

The book by Shelly Tygielski has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 115 people have provided feedback.
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