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The Natural Order of Things

I remember one day in my mid-twenties sitting on the beach and 

observing the seagulls. Seagulls are born, live their seagull life—

gathering food, reproducing, trying to stay safe—and then they die. I 

realized that on one level human life is no different—we are born, we 

live our human life, and then we die. 

Now, some fifty years later, this insight is even more relevant. Of 

course we are not the same as seagulls—we have consciousness, 

memories, and complex human relationships. We also have the 

possibility of altering our life direction, at least to some extent. But 

the fact remains that, in the bigger picture, to be human means to be 

born, live a human life—with our many ups and downs—and then we 

die. This is the natural order of things.

Most of our problems derive from not understanding this. It is part of 

the natural order of a human life to have difficulties. Everyone has 

some pain. Everyone has suffering. To expect it to be otherwise adds 

to our suffering. To feel entitled for it to be otherwise, or demand it, 

makes our suffering even worse. On the other hand, to accept the 

natural order of things allows us to relate to the ups and downs with a 

degree of equanimity. If we don’t believe that life is supposed to go a 

particular way, namely, the way we want it to go, then we are less 

likely to complain and resist and struggle.

This sounds very simple—perhaps almost simplistic. But if we look 

within ourselves more closely, we will most likely see that we normally 

live from a fundamentally self-centered view. We rarely see our life in 

terms of the natural order of things. So when difficulties arise we 

almost always have a negative emotional reaction—of anger, anxiety, 

disappointment, hurt, sadness, and so on. We have these reactions 

because we expect life to be good, to be comfortable, to be pleasing

—to us. 

With every difficulty that arises we have the unconscious thought, “It’s 
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not supposed to be this way!” It is from this thought that our 

emotional reactions are triggered. It is not just the actual difficulty—

the higher bill, the medical issue, the relationship complexity—it is our 

emotional response to these that causes us most of our unhappiness. 

And our unhappiness deepens as we complain, catastrophize, and 

struggle to change the things we cannot change.

To accept our difficulties means we understand that they are part of 

the natural order of things. It doesn’t mean that we like them. It 

doesn’t mean we don’t do what we are able to in order to remedy a 

situation. But the emotional overlay—which comes from our narrow 

self-centered view of wanting life to be the way we want it to be—is 

extra; and it is the main reason we suffer with unhappiness.

Again, the natural order of things tells us that to be born means that 

we will have pain, we will suffer, and we will one day die. What has 

become clear to me from working with my own difficulties, particularly 

physical pain, is that when things seem at their worst, instead of 

giving up and wallowing in despair, or, in fighting against the 

inevitable, I have learned that whatever is happening right now, 

regardless how unpleasant it might be, is simply what life is. It is part 

of the natural order of things. 

Whether or not our mind wants these things is not the point. When we 

can truly understand and accept that these things are part of every 

life, we can more easily take the next step and surrender into our 

experience, to be fully present to whatever it is. Sometimes all this 

takes is to breathe into exactly what we are experiencing in the body 

in the present moment. 

It also helps to have the awareness that we don’t have endless time—

which is an essential part of understanding the natural order of things. 

To be willing to be present with the time we have left, even when it 

might seem difficult, can even lead to the experience of 

meaningfulness and a quiet joy. Being aware that we don’t have 

endless time makes it crystal clear that right now is all we can ever 

work with. 

This awareness puts all of our petty and negative things in a new 

light: excessive worries about aches and pains, concerns about stocks 

going down or bills to pay, questions about whether some food will 

make us fatter or clog our arteries, anxieties over success or image, 

or other innumerable worries. Although it’s obvious how much these 

petty worries cause us to suffer, we still cling to them with a 

stubbornness that defies reason. Understanding the natural order of 

things allows us to relate to these worries and concerns from a clearer 

perspective. It also allows us to relate to our life more from a sense of 
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lightness and freedom, especially when we can give up the sense of 

being entitled—the feeling that this shouldn’t happen to me. 

The truth is, we have no idea how long we have. We never know what 

will happen next. We don’t even know what’s right around the corner. 

But if we remember that we have limited time, we can stop wasting so 

much of our life replaying the past, worrying about the future, or 

staying stuck in complacency. We can also begin to understand that 

we should never take anyone or anything for granted.

And yet, no matter how clearly we see our priorities, there will 

sometimes be cloudy days, and sometimes dark nights, when nothing 

seems clear. This doesn’t mean we’ve failed or that we’re on the 

wrong track. What it means is that we’re still beginners in this process 

of living. I have had to learn this over and over again—and still do. 

And like all beginners, we often will have to start again at square one. 

Yet there can be comfort in understanding the wisdom that there are 

no Big Answers that are going to explain the mystery of life or take 

away our pain or our dark nights. For me, it’s enough to know that 

this sometimes joyful, sometimes difficult journey is really not so 

complicated. Again, we are born, we live, and then we die—this is the 

natural order of things. And everything in between—including all of 

our struggles and difficulties—is also part of the natural order of 

things. We need to remember: everyone has pain; everyone suffers; 

and everyone will die. When we don’t understand this, we take all of 

the in-between things much too seriously. My wish is to truly take 

seriously just one thing, which is the commitment to living, as best I 

can, from kindness and from love.

Ezra Bayda, adapted from Aging for Beginners
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