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Dedication
 
In gratitude to friends who made the experiences in this 
memoir possible:
Garry and Anne Wyckoff, their loving support for my 
pilgrimage to heal, to gain wisdom, to survive the rigors of 
traveling alone. Thank you for helping to enrich my life and 
the lives of others through my journey.
Lilyan and Bernie Glazer, my parents and their parents; 
Mom: Morris and Sarah Bell; Dad: Mollie and Louis Glazer. 
Dad and Mom: Thank you for the happy times and the 
painful times when my voice was not heard. This suffering 
caused me to reach out to others, to offer blessing and 
consolation. Thank you for showing me the way to relate and 
care for others.￼
Dad comedian in the silent movies
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Mom played violin in renowned symphony orchestra ￼
￼
Mom’s painting done and sold at age 75
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Sister Sue Weidman, a wistful longing comes to mind 
when I think of you. I always wanted to know you more, your 
adventures, courageous spirit and passion to create art.
￼
Sue’s painting at 84
 
Brian Lisus, Thank you for becoming my eyes as I became 
blind, for patience, wise counsel, genius creativity and 
humor. Thank you for friendship, the most important thing 
of all.
Betty Cole, Thank you for your loving presence in my life, 
tenderness, compassion; for giving me wonderful moments 
to remember; the spa bed, the couch, meditating together, 
walking in nature. Thank you for being the warmest person I 
know, the most inclusive, dependable, generous and kind; 
for making the impossible, possible.
Olga Singer: Without Olga, my book would not have been 
published. For all the many hours of devotion, for generosity 
and believing in the book’s contents to support elders in their 
aging journey, thank you with warm-hearted appreciation. 
End Life Circle friends; Olga Singer, Mary Davis, 
Cheserae Scala, Laurel Felice, Gael Belden, Kristina Reja; 
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Thank you for continued connection, being willing to be 
present at my end life journey, to  create beauty, help make 
my passing  graceful. 
 
Message to My Family
 
Linked by marriages, births and deaths, nothing can 
separate us even if we never meet. Bill Gates in his 
documentaries, Roots, gives us the vision; our lineage 
matters; it is a blessing to find something of our ancestors. It 
is my hope that you walk away from this story knowing we all 
belong to each other.
 
 


Contents
 
Prologue
Introduction
Israel Our Roots
Dancing 
The Pilgrimage
Compassion Awakens in India
South Africa
Children, Creativity & Hope
India: Caring for Future Generations
Peace Child Around the Globe
A Marriage: Creativity & Compassion
Dancing Never Ends
Nature as Wisdom Healer
My Website: Song of Songs
My Legacy
Epilogue
About the Author
 


Prologue
 
For the whole of my adult life I have felt like an orphan. I 
yearned to belong to a family. In writing this memoir, I 
discover what belonging really means.
Thank you for receiving my story. It doesn’t matter to me 
what I did; it matters who I am.
After I returned from pilgrimage to Egypt, India and 
Israel, the spirituality of these cultures influenced who I 
became. For 25 years I lived not for myself alone but for the 
elders in care homes. 
Yearly travel to a California monastery, struggles in  
relationships, adventures in nature;  musicals, lectures or 
searching for wisdom, these experiences of mine turned into 
vibrant sharing with elders shut in through age, disability, 
illness and death.
In some way, I lived for them. My life had purpose. Could 
I bring wisdom to the challenges of every- day life? Could I 
find beauty out of chaos? Could fear be released into joy? I 
looked forward to bringing encouragement, pondering what 
life is all about; sometimes grief, sometimes happiness.  
Mystic Henri Nouuwen writes “Be a person who dies for 
others.”  I hope I have been a person who lives for others. 
One way of doing this is to shed self- centeredness. Not an 
easy or always successful task. I tried. 
The path of life, the choices we make, are unique for each 
one of us. If you do not choose the path I have taken, it is my 
hope you will find something of yourself, your humanity, in 
my story; you may learn something from my life that touches 
yours. I believe a common bond exists no matter how 
different we are, we can join hands and say, L’chaim.  
 


Introduction
 
My refuge. A secluded cottage in the California 
countryside of Ojai.  As the years roll by, few people come to 
visit. Mostly, I hear my own voice. Near mountains, streams, 
flowering cacti and an occasional bear, I write my book, Joy 
in the Evening of Our Lives, and love every day in my cottage 
surrounded by oaks, skylight, the scent of jasmine.  My life 
remains hidden.
Could it be that most lives are hidden even in the middle 
of a busy city? How many of us choose to be transparent? To 
develop an inner life? To drop a false self trying to impress 
others, hiding thoughts and feelings, masking our true, 
authentic selves?  
I begin to question. What good is an authentic life that is 
never seen? Of what value a life that lives only for itself? 
What if I begin to live as Stephen Jenkinson, hospice 
pioneer, suggests: to live and to die, not for myself alone but 
for others? What would that look like if I laid down 
embarrassment, shame, not being good enough, what would 
I share? Isn’t every part of me like every other life? Failings, 
weaknesses, joys and sorrows? If I speak these aloud on the 
page, will I be made any less of an honorable human being?
Every year in December for birthday and Christmas, I 
drive to a Benedictine community, New Camaldoli 
Hermitage, atop a mountain in Big Sur, a place of silence 
overlooking the ocean lit up by moonlight, fiery with the 
setting sun. Some years the drive is treacherous. Winter 
storms cause boulders to crash from the hills to the highway 
below. Roadblocks, road closures. Shards of rock cause tires 
to blow, no gas stations for miles. To experience peace I am 
willing to risk. To find company with God and nature, it 
often takes huge efforts to continue on the upward path in 
body and emotions. 


At Big Sur Hermitage￼
 
Seclusion and solitude at the Hermitage offers time to 
recuperate from dramas inside nursing homes.  Gregorian 
chants, meditation in the rotunda, walking outside early 
morning past deer crossing the path before sunrise. Sounds 
of the sea; continual life of prayer, chanting the Psalms; this 
rhythm of life brings comfort. 
My hermitage room offers a view of a garden, plants, 
flowers, trees facing the sea. Perfect for reflection, a prayer 
walk among the flowers, pen in hand for writing while gazing 
at infinite blue waters below. Truly a time to dream.  
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The Peace of Wild Things
 
When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s life may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water,
And the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief.
I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
Waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.
 
— Wendell Berry
 


Israel, Our Roots￼
 
 
 
It is the year 1976; I arrive in Israel after living 6 months 
in India. Sitting in an Israeli apartment in Jerusalem 
jammed with bodies on the floor and every available chair, 
multitudes of candles light up the entire room. 
Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach of blessed memory is telling 
brutal stories of the holocaust on this somber Tishabov 
night. When it is impossible to bear another tortured story, 
ecstatic melodies pour forth, open the gates of joy. Lifted 
above atrocities, my whole being is transported into joy 
beyond words. Heaven is not far off.￼ 
Interviewing Rabbi Schlomo Carlebach
 
I have come to Israel to discover my roots. Women do not 
travel alone in the year 1976 yet at the age of 36 I am a 
woman alone on an 18 month travel, a pilgrimage I didn’t 
even know I was on. These last 8 months I am in Israel. 
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“To be deep and not shallow, our songs must be filled 
with tears and joy.” Reb Shlomo gives us what we could not 
give ourselves, the passion to sing with joyful abandon while 
at the same time tears flow and we lament.  
Until now I never heard of Tishabov, the time when 
atrocities were committed against the Jews. I never heard of 
Shabbat, dancing in the streets on Simcha Torah. I fell in 
love with my heritage, regretted my parents never told me 
about my beautiful roots.
~~~
 
Roots and rage. Walking in a Jerusalem shook with a 
young man I just met, suddenly the fellow is yanked away 
from me, attacked by Arab boys. A Muslim man dashes out 
of a café, grabs me to safety inside, bringing me sweet drinks. 
Will animosity never cease? I went all the way to India to 
find my roots in Israel. Roots which contain violence and yet, 
both cultures unite in the light.
Rage seems dimmer in India, people on trains and busses 
quietly philosophical. Yet both India and Israel celebrate the 
one light.  India lights the lights during the devotional 
practice of Arati; Israel lights the lights on Shabbat. Both 
offer hands to the flame, gather light over body, mind, and 
heart. Light shimmers in all cultures, the candle glow of 
peace belonging to everyone. All of us deserve  love, safety, 
hope and new beginnings. 
Reb Shlomo’s teachings of 19th century mystic Rabbi 
Nachman remain close to me to this day. “When you talk 
without singing you disconnect yourself from the creation of 
the world.”  I think to myself, I don’t want to be disconnected 
from Creation! What does that mean?
Reb Shlomo gives clues: “What if in our relationships, our 
jobs, between nation and nation, we do not talk, we only 
sing?” 
~~~


 
Once back home in Ojai, California, I take up singing in 
hospitals, emergency rooms, care homes.
In an in-service training I facilitate in a nursing home, 
one caregiver tells me, “I’m going home and sing the fight I 
am having with my husband. And she did. And the fighting 
stopped.
One very troubled elder often became violent. After an 
hour of singing our conversation under a magnolia tree 
outside the nursing home, Marie is heard a day later singing 
to her caregiver: “Would you mind getting me a towel?” Rage 
becomes tenderness.￼
Singing accompanied by tambura
 
 
 

[image: Joan_Tambura_YoungerVersion_#10.jpg]

Dancing￼
 
 
My first love has always been dancing. If I had a 
tombstone, it would read: “She died from dancing!” Who was 
I before my pilgrimage? A dancer.
 
Modern, Jazz, & Ethnic Dance
My career is short-lived. My personality doesn’t do well in 
Hollywood on the Cyd Charisse set. I am ridiculed for 
reading a book instead of showing off my dancing talents in 
front of the director. Even so, I am determined to dance and 
won’t give up. If desire is strong enough, no one can stand in 
the way.￼
 
Playful dream car; Jungian dream art brings up creativity I never 
knew I had. Authentic movement opened an avenue to draw and paint 
the dream images. Without art classes these dream stories 
came alive on their own. 
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Authentic Movement
When injuries constrict my dancing, a new direction 
begins, Authentic Movement, a deeply engaging experience 
pioneered by Mary Starks Whitehouse. 
Spontaneous and revealing, our bodies do not lie; they 
show us what we may not know about ourselves. I am 
trained to facilitate movement in depth. This training 
includes 5 years of Jungian psychoanalysis with Dr. Malcom 
Dana. The analysis includes sculpting, painting, dancing.
￼
Joan at the age of 28 in New York City,

doing an Innovative Turkish dance
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Greek Dancing 
 While Authentic Movement is deep, another form of 
dancing opens into wild exuberance. The Greeks know it by 
exclaiming: Opa! The Israelis know it as proclaiming: 
L’chaim. And I know it by leaping.￼ 
Joan at the Greek Festival in Camarillo, CA
 
Click on this link or on the image below to view a video of 
Joan dancing at the Greek Festival.

￼
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Gerry Gladstone introduced mom to dad and she becomes 
my dearest friend. She died. At a Greek Festival I am sitting 
on a bench, glum in the sun, heartbroken, not the slightest 
desire to dance. I keep thinking, “Come on, let’s go home.”
On the dance floor in front of me, feet stamp, hypnotic 
rhythms pulsate, fingers snap, arms lift and sway. Who cares 
about all this when life is drained away by death? But then 
suddenly without warning, those rhythms enter my body and 
with a life of its own my body leaps off the bench onto the 
dance floor. Swept into a gateway of joy, the Greeks lift grief. 
Yes I love Gerry, miss her, and life embraces life. As I twirl 
and stamp, Opa, l’chaim, Greeks, Jews are not so far from 
each other.
Circle Dance
From exuberance to calm. Another form of dance invites 
healing. Called Circle Dance, one New Year’s Eve I offer a 
Chakra Dance around a communion table at the Hermitage 
in Big Sur. I lost my dad the night of my birthday, December 
20, at age 21. Sorrow and sickness came upon me for 10 
years. Finally I find peace and wisdom through New Year’s 
retreats. As I teach the dance, one monk exclaims, “I could 
do this all day!” 
 
Meditative Walking
Walking has its own kind of dance. I found a deep peace 
in the meditative walks of Thich Nhat Hanh, a Buddhist 
teacher nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Martin 
Luther King. When we walk, we treat the ground as holy, our 
feet kiss the earth. Walking slowly, we slow our breath and 
our minds become still. We are walking peace.
 
 


The Pilgrimage￼
 
 
	A series of traumas enhance determination; the death 
of a young friend, the disloyalty of a boyfriend, an injury 
that leads to loss of my dance career.
	At first, a glimmer of possibility; learn easy dances 
from other cultures and bring them back to America. 
Three weeks of Sufi sacred dancing in the Swiss Alps. Will 
this replace my career? It did not. Instead I bring back a 
new self. 	
	Trudging, practically running up the trail in the Alps 
behind Sufi meditation master, Pir Vilayat Khan. We 
arrive at a huge tent. My first meditation retreat 
surrounded by thrashing winds, rains slashing against the 
tent sending rivers inside. We are close to the avalanches. 
	From 3 weeks in the Alps to a week in the south of 
France at the Lanza del Vasto Gandhi community. A 
month in Egypt, a night sleeping in a mud hut next to the 
tomb of Om Sety, Egyptologist, guide at Abydos temple. 
The living room, immaculate, lined with books.
	From there to India.  Serenity. Singing in a 
Ramakrishna temple in Delhi; chanting at Sri Sathya Sai 
Baba’s ashram in Bangalore; praying at a convent in 
Mangalore (the worst location for incurable diseases), 
invitations to live there, write while caring for 
abandoned, dying babies. Becoming desperately ill, this 
cannot happen. Back to Bangalore for medical treatment, 
Mother Teresa’s Sister of Charity insist I should return to 
America.
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Pilgrimage, My Way of Life
	Almost 2 years living on what I carry in my backpack. 
Strong hiking boots, sandals. One elegant dress rolled up, 
designed to cover my body completely for respectable 
attire in Egypt. One dressy Egyptian style pant outfit. One 
pair of Levis, a few shirts and long johns. I might be 
mistaken for a hippie but I am far from it. Traveling on 
limited funds, I must be sparse. 
 
 


Compassion Awakens in India￼
1975-1976
 
 
 
	Soon after I get to India, my desire to be a dancer 
fades. In its place, prayers to shed self-centeredness, to 
serve others more than myself. At Mother Teresa’s home 
for dying children in Bangalore, it only takes one day to 
open my heart and my hands when feeding an emaciated 
boy with vacant eyes waiting to die. Singing with a rice 
bowl in my hand, the boy momentarily comes alive with 
joyful smiles. A few moments of communion teaches me 
that life is more than feeding myself on entertainments, 
always wanting more excitement, more possessions, 
becoming a slave to “more”.
	Compassion back home leads me in 1983 to join Los 
Ninos, an Ojai interfaith group, for a weekend in Tijuana. 
We choose to go to an orphanage, a jail or a garbage 
dump. I choose the latter.
	Odors of rotting foods, dung, human urine, 
smoldering fires made me gag. Children come up to me 
for apples and oranges, sweet little faces, not receiving 
food as hand-outs but sharing love. Smiles in the middle 
of broken glass and filth. Once back in Ojai, I write 
articles to collect food and clothing for our Tijuana 
neighbors.
 
Missionaries of Charity
San Francisco February 12, 1988. My experience with 
Mother Teresa’s sisters was published in a Wanganui 
newspaper in North Island, New Zealand, an article called 
Day of Hope. The experience is one I will never forget, so 
many abandoned to the streets.
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See article below that appeared in the River City Press, 
the largest circulation newspaper of Wanganui, New 
Zealand. This is a reprint of an article that appeared in the 
February 5, 1988 issue.
 
A Day Of Hope
by Joan Englander
 
One of them, unshaven and smelly, of Christ within this slumps 
against the cafeteria counter; another raises an eye so red it is 
barely recognizable in its sockets; a third turns lascivious eyes 
upon his male companion whose eyes shadowed lids, bangled 
arms, and glittering earrings makes me try all the harder to see, 
as Mother Teresa of Calcutta sees, the face concert of human 
depravity.
 
These are some of San Francisco's men in the Tenderloin district, 
refugees from Vietnam and South America, the unemployed, the 
street people of the United States. Hundreds of them stand in 
food queues inside of St Anthony's soup kitchen, where I have 
volunteered to help two of Mother Teresa's Missionaries of 
Charity.
 
Wedged between the Sisters whose white saris are a shield 
against potential violence to themselves, I wait my turn to take a 
tray of potatoes, chicken, canned vegetables, bread and coffee 
to the women in the back rows; women painted for the street 
trades, women haggard from the drug craze, women drab, dull, 
pleading women whose children hunger for food, not simply a 
meal, but for the warmth of love, a love which seems lost within 
these forgotten ones, these lonely ones, these deserted ones...


 
To many of them, this is another hand-out noon, to be followed 
by another night with no place to sleep, or a filthy hotel in a dark 
room with peeling walls. When the Sisters and I walked along 
San Francisco's worst streets on the way to the soup kitchen, we 
stopped at an intersection where an old native American, one 
leg gone, was standing on his crutches.
 
The crutches supported his aging, smelly body, and under his 
ragged shirt, a wine bottle protruded from a tattered pocket.
 
"How are you today?" The Sisters greeted him with their quiet 
smiles. He sighed with relief: "I really appreciate your friend- 
ship, Sisters. You are always smiling. You don't know how much I 
appreciate it." But they do know, and I did too. I gazed at the 
lump on the old gent's forehead, got- ten the time he fell in the 
street, and forgot to recoil from this good- for-nothing sack of 
bones. My upper middle class attitudes would have had me 
spurn him, but now my heart was breaking and all I wanted to do 
was love him. 
 
I prayed for the same kind of compassion once inside the noisy 
soup kitchen. As I handed the trays of food to a young black boy 
and his white mother, whose mannish black coat smelled of 
alleyways and worse, I couldn't help but blurt out with my hole 
heart: "Good luck to you!" Her matted hair stood erect, and the 
thin beard and black hair growing from a mole on her cheek 
seemed to mar a potential beauty in those in- tense blue eyes. 
"Thanks," those eyes softened suddenly. Was she thinking to 
herself: thanks for understanding how much I long to get away 


from here, for taking the time to look at me, to say even a word 
to a wretch like me?
 
I returned to the food line to collect another tray. The inviting 
aromas of chicken, gravy, hot bread and coffee did not erase the 
odor of sweaty pants, greasy hands, whiskey breaths and the 
nostalgia of popular ballads piped in through the loud speakers 
to accentuate those mute melodies singing in the sad eyes of 
the weary.
 
How did the Sisters manage to endure the worst of human 
poverty, which, according to Mother Teresa, is not only starvation 
from lack of food, but starvation from lack of love? In the subway, 
the streets, the cafeteria, the Sisters continued to chant 
relentlessly the Hail Mary, a prayer which fulfills the Bible's 
commandment to pray without ceasing. Without keeping their 
hearts firm in the love of God, a love so powerful that they saw 
Him in everybody, they would have nothing to give, would be 
overwhelmed instead by destitution and despair. As one of the 
many volunteers who are not Catholic (the majority are not), I 
didn't mind at all saying the Hail Mary with the Sisters, basking in 
the protection of the peace that it seemed to give.
 
We left the soup kitchen to enter the streets once again. The 
Sisters smiles were infectious, their warmth singing into the misty 
day, into the grey sky and pallid faces, into the story of one 
crippled street woman who stopped us to say that her bag was 
stolen by a white boy and later retrieved by a black man, while 
she sat in her wheelchair, watching the cars go by. At the end of 
the block, we met real poverty of spirit in the watery eyes of a 


black man pleading for mercy in our prayers, as he cried out that 
the police had accused him of rape.
 
Back at the Sister's chapel. Cool voices chanted in unhurried 
paces: praise. Joining them, an unending murmur of joy poured 
forth in this calm, repetitive speech of love, in this communion of 
absorption in the Beloved the under current from which the 
Sisters live their lives. Through devotion, practicing the presence 
of God, awakening to His peace that passeth understanding, the 
atmosphere around them is purified, and it seems they are 
protected from harm.
 
Perhaps this is what steadied me, made my heart still in those 
moments when I faced the drunks, the heroine addicts, the 
prostitutes. What can be done for these people whose plight is 
not easily solved, who have created for themselves, a life of 
misery? Mother Teresa says: "If sometimes our poor people have 
had to die of starvation, it is not because God didn't care for 
them, but because you and I didn't give, were not instruments of 
love. It is so very easy to be proud and harsh and selfish. Today, 
the (same) Christ is in people who are unwanted, unemployed, 
uncared for, hungry, naked and homeless. Nobody has time for 
them. It is you an I as Christians, who must find them... they are 
there for the finding.”
Editor's note: Volunteers are usually not accepted in San Francisco 
except in the summer for the children's camp.
Joan has met and written about many of the world’s greatest leaders 
and spiritual teachers including Mother Teresa, Sathya Sai Baba and 
Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach. Next week we will publish another of Joan 
Englander's articles, Mother Teresa: Giving with Love. 


South African Journey￼
 
 
Nowhere did I feel the sorrows of the poor more than in 
South Africa.￼ 
Joan with the poorest of the poor in South Africa
 
At age 85 I go on a road trip with Brian Lisus, my violin 
maker friend. A native of South Africa, he is on commission 
to restore quartet instruments at a university. In the Great 
Karoo, in the small village of Nieu Bethesda ,we stay at the 
guest house of Belinda de Toit, a woman who risks her life to 
feed and bring joy to starving black people living in tin 
shacks. 
My tears keep me company. I come to feel that all people 
are my family; everyone needs warmth, shelter and love; 
there are no differences in being human.

[image: Dingbat Leaf Dingbat Leaf]
[image: Joan_with_Poor_In_SouthAfrica_Age_85.jpg]

Children, Creativity and Hope￼ 
 
 
From the heart-shattering experiences of the poor in 
India, Africa and the U.S., I journey into creativity and the 
arts. Children making peace for the world. My discovery 
begins with educational programs in India.  
 
 
India’s Perspective:  

Caring for Future Generations￼
 
 
I arrive in India knowing nothing about gurus or 
educational programs. At the Sri Sathya Sai Baba ashram in 
Puttaparthi, Southern India, 20,000 teachers from around 
the world gather to learn about Education in Human Values, 
multi-cultural programs for young students.  Such values as 
integrity, honesty, respect, kindness, peace, love, wisdom 
and nonviolence; these weave in and out of teaching 
curriculums of math, sciences, the arts. At present, there are 
31 Institutes of Sathya Sai Education and 100 schools 
worldwide.
My experience of Human Values begins in the streets of 
Puttaparthi. 
Sitting in the blazing sun sweating, swatting irritating 
flies, I watch floats full of kids of all ages pass slowly along 
the street. Suddenly the line of floats halt. Right in front of 
me a few teen age boys sit crossed legged, totally still though 
heat and flies prevail. 
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The floats are stuck for quite awhile; these boys remain 
calm, unmoving, eyes closed. Their float is entitled, “Silent 
sitting.” I think to myself, would American boys be 
motionless in such heat? I witness the possibility of 
remaining still and peaceful in difficult circumstances. These 
kids model for me deep composure; and they know how to 
do it better than I. 
Other floats exhibit teachings of the Guru:
“Help Ever, Hurt Never.”
“Haste makes waste, waste makes worry, so don’t be in a 
hurry.” 
Simplicity, a good teaching for multi-taskers. 
“Less luggage, more comfort.” 
 
I take this to mean, less possessions, more peace. 
         I leave the floats to arrive at an outdoor 
amphitheater. There a ballet is being performed. Vibrant 
colors, costumes from many cultures. Kids of all ages, skins 
brown, black, yellow and white, come together from different 
countries to express: We are all one family.
         Many short skits are enacted based on the purpose of 
learning subjects, all being taught with the idea of fostering 
goodwill through the opportunity of education. This 
emphasis clearly denies greed, learning skills simply in order 
to gain wealth, fame and fortune. 
         Some years later I return to India for 3 months as a 
writer. In a hall of 13,000 Sathya Sai Baba devotees, my 
Shabbat roots flourish. I sing solo a few feet in front of the 
guru Sri Sathya Sai Baba, Shma Israel during Hannukah. 
 
 


￼ 
Peace Child Around the Globe
 
 
Hope abides in the life of tomorrow. Education in Human 
Values follows me back to the U.S. Will young people live 
without fear while discussions rage on about nuclear 
weapons? 
At a rehearsal of the international musical, Peace Child in 
Seattle, a young girl pleads in song:
 
I want to live, 
I want to live, 
the right to live my life
I want to search far and wide
Have the chance to wonder why
I want to learn all the secrets
The world has to give…
I want to live, I want to live, I want to live.
 
The song by David Gordon haunts us. The threat of 
nuclear war looms over our children. In rehearsals, they 
express their fears. What do they have to live for? Is it any 
different than today when climate change threatens our 
existence, wars rage on, cruelty continues to thrive? 
 My involvement begins in Ojai, California among trees, 
rocks, flowers and boulders. Presenting for the first time in 
our town the music, story and vision of Peace Child, I sing 

[image: Dingbat Leaf Dingbat Leaf]

Peace Child songs. A small group listen at the gardens of 
international artist Shahastra and Zubin Levy.
The young girl’s song goes on:
 
I want to know that I belong
To learn what’s right and wrong
To enjoy all the beauty that life has to give
I want to live, I want to live, I want to live.
 
The play, different in every city, country and town, allows 
kids to contribute their vision of making peace in a broken 
world. Peace Child is so powerful that a short version is 
performed at the White House. 
David Gordon’s songs move audiences to cheer and to cry. 
 
Mister President
Is it true what they say
You can kill all the world
In less than a day?
 
 
The song echoes out into Ojai’s standing room only 
audiences.  Kids decide the Presidents must meet and they 
will show them the way to peace. Can these kids soften the 
hearts of politicians? The song “I have a Vision” brings hope:
 
 
 


Martin Luther King
Had a vision, he had a dream.
 
Reach out with love
Gather all your courage
Reach out with love
Seek a brighter day
Love as our sword
Peace as our weapon
Reach out with love
Let us win this way.
The concluding line of the song unites Martin Luther King 
with peace children; one dream, one end:
 
I have a vision.
 
My heart just about explodes in desire to devote the rest 
of my life in service to Peace Child. Kids from Russia come to 
Ojai in 1987 to be in the play; later Ojai kids go to Russia to 
be in theirs. I write 6 articles for Peace Child. As I walk onto 
the stage after a show, I am greeted by a thunderous roar of 
applause. Taken aback, I think to myself, this must be what it 
feels like to receive an ovation as a public figure. I hardly see 
myself suited for this; I am simply a humble writer with 6 
Peace Child articles to my credit.
Later when in India for the second time, Peace Child is 
performed in Ojai at our famed Libby Bowl with 5 sold out 
performances and long articles in the LA Times. 
 In spite of the poignant inspiration and charm of Peace 
Child and its thrilling experiences, my involvement comes to 
a close. Personality conflicts arise, conversations, 


communications take on the tone of accusation, blame, lack 
of respect. My involvement is over. For peace to deepen and 
not be temporary, superficial, each of us needs to become the 
Peace Child we all love. We need to applaud our differences 
instead of despise them, listen to each other with genuine 
curiosity without becoming judgmental. This age-old 
problem is still alive today; in the year 2025 we have new 
tools to deal with discord. To survive the dangers we face 
with grace, we must be ready to honor each other and learn 
the art of loving. 
 
Forgiveness
My own faults glare at me. Back then, it never occurred to 
me I could be wrong. I, too may have created seeds of 
misunderstanding. A wonderful opportunity exists. Even if 
the Peace Child crew is no longer within reach, I still can ask 
forgiveness for my offenses, offer this wrongdoing into the 
earth of God’s heart and to the absent Peace Child producers. 
What better way to prepare for peaceful death? 
Peace Child clips reveal poignant moments:￼￼￼
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A Marriage of Creativity￼ 

and Compassion 
 
 
 
Peace Child follows me into nursing homes where I begin 
to tell the story, sing the songs and present the idea that our 
young people one day will rule our societies and Peace Child 
gives them a noble focus, a sense of purpose, reason to be 
alive. Peace Child inspirations wakes up elders asleep in their 
wheelchairs. 
For the next 30 years in care homes, I find my way into 
the arts and spirituality. Over time, I hear the dreams, 
spiritual yearnings, emotional feelings of elders, many of 
whom say they are just here, waiting to die. In my support 
groups elders become close to each other. For a short while 
they experience intimacy,  closeness often lacking for those 
who age.  
My book, Joy in the Evening of Our Lives: Soul Care As 
We Age honors and gives voice to a forgotten generation. It 
envisions a new role in health care, Healing Companions. 
Companions fill a gap busy nurses and doctors have no time 
for; to discover the inner world of elders. Companions listen 
well, validate feelings, stories, passions. They even engage 
some elders in dancing.
William, a dignified, highly educated elderly gentleman 
diagnosed with dementia, is eager on the dance floor of the 
recreation room. Before dancing, I recite a poem by Persian 
poet Jalal al-Din  Rumi, trusting in the power and mystery of 
soulful words to sustain involvement for elders diagnosed 
with brain issues. I relate to William as if no diagnosis exists. 
It is said that elders like him are incapable of focused 
attention, response to verbal discussions, for more than 10 
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minutes. My experience is amazement. An hour later, 
discussions are still going strong. 
 
Do not worry if our harp breaks
Thousands more will appear.
We have fallen in the arms of love where all is music.
If all the harps in the world were burned down
Still inside the heart
There will be hidden music playing. 
Do not worry if all the candles in the world 
flicker and die
We have the spark that starts the fire.
 
My habit of asking questions opens an atmosphere of 
mystery: 
“Is there hidden music? Where do you find it? Why is it 
hidden? Do you ever feel you have a light in your heart? Can 
the light ever go out? Is there anything wonderful in the 
dark? Tell me about the darkest or lightest place you have 
ever been. 
 Arm in arm with William dancing around the room I sing 
“Falling in love/falling in love/all is music in the arms of 
love…hidden music in me/music hidden in you/all is music 
in the arms of love.”
 
 
 
 


Dancing Never Ends￼
 
 
After leaving care homes for retirement, at age 85, I am 
dancing in Cape Town South Africa at the Waterfront. This 
social hub is jammed with up to 400 people singing and 
swaying. I join a group of women dancing in wild joyous 
abandon. For those few moments, age, language, differences 
in culture, does not exist. Black bodies, white bodies; we 
embrace in a spirit of joy. Is dancing in heaven as exuberant 
as this? 
 
￼
Nature as Wisdom Healer            
         
 
 
The dance of a safari. Do the wild animals of Africa dance 
for joy as they glide along the earth with nothing to fence 
them in? Once on safari, my companions Brian Lisus, Tracy 
Paulson, and myself are no longer separate selves. We are 
part of a vast landscape that seems to have no end. Though I 
am fragile of body, the least of anyone on this trip to be 
rugged enough to undertake a safari, I am strong in spirit. 
Africa speaks to my soul, expanding me as a human being in 
something I cannot name. 
 
My journal entries:
 
Beasts of beauty and grace; sounds of the earth; 
mountains and the sea rising up to meet us as we journey 
on. Will this vastness continue to live in us; the heaving and 
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the stillness of the sea; the stark strong presence of the 
mountains? 
The natural world beckons a different language from the 
busyness of our days; our cell phones taking over the course 
of our lives. I long, once I am back in the U.S., to recapture 
these moments in the wild; to relive in the cells of my soul 
the vastness, the timeless stroll of giraffes breathing their 
way to a pond, there to ease their thirst in the hot sun.
How did we find giraffes in this vast expanse of heaven 
on earth? Climbing out of the jeep, we see on a small hill 
above us, 2 giraffes, tall, regal, calm. I am exhilarated and 
can hardly contain myself. The most exciting moment of my 
life is upon me. When I arrive in South Africa, I am 85, now 
I’m 16. I can’t help it, I bounce up and down, shake my body, 
squeeze my eyes; yay, yay I’m here and feel like a 3-year-
old. Everyone stares in awe at giraffes, hopefully they don’t 
stare at me. 
In a small clearing the giraffes remain unperturbed by 
our presence as we inch our way closer to them. It is hot; 
we don’t care. Finally, back in the jeep we drive down a 
rolling trail and stop. Below, a pond. A giraffe cooling off, 
sweet water to the lips. 
We watch. Time has no meaning. The sound of silence. 
Rustling wind, hot sunlight, baked earth, more giraffes 
slowly making their way down the slopes to drink. 


Deliberately. Carefully. Waiting for the right moment. 
Thirsty.
My thirst is filled with joy. 
Our guide Roger Harrison, extends his hand to support 
me through the bush up the hill. Sure-footed, strong hand, I 
would trust him with my life. Since he was guide for Angela 
Merkel, Chancellor of Germany and Margaret Thatcher, 
retired Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, he certainly 
won’t let me down. Anyone who devotes 25 years saving the 
rhinoceros from poachers and extinction is my hero. I’m 
ready to follow him to the grave, only God forbid it should 
be mine.

         A contemplation comes to mind. I want to learn to wait 
and listen as do the giraffes; when my friend tells me her 
grief story; when someone is dying; when your ideas are 
totally different from mine. Listen without comment, 
become a silent loving witness, allow my heart to become 
spacious like the speechless fields on the African plain. To 
know less and listen more. To be a gateway that has no end 
in loving and celebrating  family, friends, nations, our 
planet. To know myself as a grain of sand and a panorama 
of every living thing, a vast symphony waiting to burst 
forth into the mouth of spring. 
We say goodbye to the giraffes, lions, kudus. What is left 
of us? Once we have been allowed to share in their lives, to 
be guest on their lands, what does their imprint leave on 


our hearts? 

         For some brief moments, we entered into timeless 
space. Deepened silence. Simplicity of being. Standing on 
the edge of nowhere and everywhere. Becoming part of 
vastness, reaching into living and dying. Letting go of our 
outer lives and living closer to theirs. What is the message? 
How long will these moments last?
￼
 
Click Here or on the image above to watch Joan’s experience in 

South Africa
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My Website: Song of Songs￼ 
 
 
 
Numinous vastness extends from the wildness of Africa to 
Lover and Beloved in the Song of Songs found as spoken 
word and music on my website:
 
www.healingcompanions.care
 
The voice of my beloved!
Behold, he comes leaping upon the mountains… 

Isaiah 2:8 
 
“Even as the challenges of life seem overwhelming
even as I am unable 
to take charge         
to be in control
to even comprehend
what is happening in my life, 
I hear the voice of my beloved. 
He is coming to me
in my helplessness
causing me to delight in him. 
I am not alone, he is coming,
leaping upon the mountains
of aging, despair, sickness
loneliness
changing my mourning into dancing.”
 
My mourning has been one long journey searching for 
love. A miracle is happening at age 88. Joy is my companion 
day and night. I have been given somebody to love. An aging 
life has many losses, many idle hours, years waiting to hear a 
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consistent human voice. Each day with my supportive friend, 
Brian, is a smile, an amusement. Kind, creative, calm, he 
brings laughter into the house. My days sweeter after lonely 
years of trying to endure aging, going blind, having breast 
cancer, living alone without people to help. For the first time 
in years, I am at ease. 
When someone is dying, achievements, acquisitions, 
intellectual capacities, adventures and exciting projects, fade. 
The question is not ‘what are your accomplishments?’ The 
questions is, ‘Did you love?’ When you love, eternity opens in 
your heart; this has happened to me. I now take a love 
blessing to my grave.  And that is enough.
 
￼
My Legacy 
 
 
 
When I die I want the peace of knowing I left something 
of beauty and hope for those who come after me. My website 
is that gift available online 7-10 years after my passing.  The 
site contains poems, prayers, Psalm vigils, music, humor, joy 
videos, dancing. Any of the writings can be printed out, read 
aloud at a bedside or played on an iPhone, iPad, computer.
The Hospice Tab contains the Song of Songs, poetry 
spoken aloud, accompanied by Brian Lisus’ Peace Quartet, 
instruments to soothe emotional and physical pain. 
These instruments have played all over the world. Each 
instrument, dedicated to a Nobel Peace Prize Lore ate, 
played at Picasso’s Gallery in Paris; at King’s Palace in 
London; at the church where Bach is buried in Leipzig. The 
quartet was invited to the 80th birthday party of Desmond 
Tutu.  
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Joan with her friend Brian￼
 
 
www.lisusviolins.com/copy-of-about
 
My website welcomes you to embark on a journey of 
beauty, to gather courage, release fear, be reminded that on a 
deeper level, all is well. In spite of a world in crisis and 
conflict, you are invited into joy in the evening of our lives, 
to take refuge, immerse yourself in influences to lift your 
spirit and inspire joy. No matter what is happening, 
goodness still lives. And the world still sings.
                           			- Joan Englander
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Epilogue
￼
 
We are all just walking each other home.
-Ram Das
 
 
I have walked this earth searching for home, seeking to 
belong. As I write this memoir, my life becomes  linked with 
others, even those I do not know. I can now receive each life 
event as a family invitation, a place of belonging; to the 
dancers and dances I was part of; to the pilgrims seeking 
God; to the artists creating Peace Child, to the poor starving 
for food, affection and love; to the symphony of animal life 
roaming the wild plains of Africa. What if all this is family? 
When I expand the direction of longing for immediate family 
to include the whole of life on earth, I find home among 
earth’s inhabitants.  The false clothing of loneliness gives 
way to the vibrant robe of belonging to all that lives.
Home exists when I meet a family member in a neighbor 
walking down the street; in the lady in the grocery line, the 
patients in the waiting room, the gardener, the butcher, the 
preacher, kids on their skateboards whizzing by in an arcade, 
the grandmas and grandpas in nursing homes, all of them 
my family.
Valerie Karr writes about this in her book, See No 
Stranger. Walking each other home becomes an invitation to 
be friends, not strangers. To help each other say yes to life; 
yes to wellness in spite of cancer; yes, to my being of value. 
Yes. I drop the shame of never getting it right and stand 
before you to say: thank you for being part of my life. 
I invite you to be with me while we walk each other home 
to the dwelling place of Love. Love at its deepest core when 
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suddenly grief arises, the most difficult of love’s emotions; 
grief, a painful artwork on the canvas of love; saying goodbye 
to my life on earth.
Goodbye, the most difficult word I know. I want to avoid 
it, cannot face it, long to erase it. A Sufi teaching reminds 
me, “die before you die.” An immediate guidance in 
preparing for death and for life. And when grief subsides, 
what is left?
I invite you to walk with me as I let go. Support me to 
know there is a greater Love awaiting me, a hope of reuniting 
with those I love who have gone before me. When this life 
closes, will I go into life again, singing and dancing? As we 
walk together, spring soon comes, the meadows wait for our 
arrival, yours and mine for you too are on a journey of love, 
grief and rebirth. As we go, we are no longer strangers. In 
awe we walk before the Mystery. Life in full bloom comes 
once again. 
 
To visit Joan’s website or send her an email 
see links below
 
www.healingcompanions.care
 
joanienglander@gmail.com
 


About The Author￼
￼
 
As an elder in retirement, Joan Englander has moved 
into a contemplative life of reflection and poetry, wishing to 
leave a legacy of her life's work with elders.
 As founder of Healing Companions, she developed a 
holistic pioneering vision for eldercare. For thirty years she 
taught elders and nursing staffs, served as in-service trainer 
for geriatric care facilities, gave presentations in Hospice, 
churches, synagogues and retirement centers. She is a 
holistic eldercare coach for families and friends.
 A former journalist, musician and dancer, Joan 
Englander’s work included creative Tai Chi in wheelchairs, 
musical conversations with mentally disturbed elders, 
poetry, prayer, and humor for healing. She facilitated deep 
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listening and dialogues on the meaning of life and feelings 
about death in care homes.
 In 1983 she went to an ecumenical gathering in Rome as 
a journalist and later had a private, life-transforming 
meeting with Mother Teresa. A series of cataclysmic 
experiences including the death of a close friend and a 
serious injury brought her face to face with her own 
suffering. The healing she received for her own losses 
profoundly influenced her groundbreaking work as a Healing 
Companion.
 As presenter and workshop leader at the Aging and Sage-
ing Conference in North Carolina, at the Positive Aging 
Conference in Los Angeles and in a series of workshops at 
the Ojai Retreat in California, she brings forth her concept of 
Healing Companions to the broader public.
 After a two-year pilgrimage to Egypt, India, and Israel 
where she studied spiritual healing traditions, she journeyed 
yearly for retreats to a Big Sur monastery in California, the 
New Camaldoli Hermitage. Those 25 years at the Hermitage, 
in addition to a Jungian perspective, helped inform her 
work. Currently she lives in Ojai, California.
 
To learn more about Joan and the work she does please 
visit her website: HealingCompanions.care
 
To view additional photographs of Joan’s life visit:
HealingCompanions.care/photos
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