Many of you who read my posts know me at least passing well. Some of you know me not at all. The truth of the matter is that I am a completely ordinary middle American in almost every way. 

I am in my mid-thirties, married, with a young child. I own a small business. I teach yoga. I live in an old house in a nice neighbourhood. I watch some TV and I have a cell phone. I shop at my local grocery and periodically spend too much money at the mall. Like I said, I live a whole lot like everybody else out there. Just marching along through my life, doing the very best that I can to be a good and responsible person. 
Recently my little family has found itself in some rough straits. Gas is bloody expensive, so we have had to make some changes to our driving habits. My husband lost his job and cannot, cannot seem to find another no matter how hard he tires or how talented he is, so we have had to modify our budget to live on the pitiful allowance made by state unemployment ($200 a week after taxes—seriously). We lost our health insurance—all of us including the baby. (And, oddly, on that, last year we made too much money to qualify for state health aid today. Thank you, G.W.B.) Making the rent is tough. Making the bills is also tough. Things are really tough all over, and we have had to adjust. I take some comfort in the fact that it is not our own failings that have brought about this difficult time, and that we are not the only Americans out there struggling to meet the basic needs of American life. 

But I reached a point the other day in the grocery store that found me in the middle of the dairy aisle with tears in my eyes. I had clipped my coupons and gathered what cash I had in the house, a whopping $15. I knew what my baby needed to get through the week and I was bound and determined to make certain that she, out of all of us, would never, ever be hungry. I bought a half gallon of the milk she needs—enough to make it through two days only—and was pained at the $3.99 price. I bought an avocado for her, some on sale watermelon and a banana. I downgraded to a cheap coffee that I had a coupon for and realized that that was it. I was out of cash, out of money, stone cold broke. 
There was no money left to feed either me or my husband. There would be no nice meal for dinner; we would be relegated to whatever was on hand in the cupboard. Rice, cereal, cream of wheat, something that was a part of our dry-good stores. And that would just have to do. As the tears or frustration, fear and outrage welled up in my eyes I had a shocking realization: This experience had just afforded me the barest, merest, most infinitesimal glimpse of what it must be like to be a mother in someplace like Africa, where no meal is assured. Where the children scrabble for the meal of rice that I was lamenting.
That night for dinner I ate humble pie.  

I learned about how much of my financial life was spent on auto-pilot. I’ve never—with the brief exception of a few weeks in college—given any thought to the food in the fridge. I’ve never dreamed of not having any. I’ve lived my entire life surrounded by abundance, of a sort. Sure, as a yogi I tend to travel pretty close to the earth when it comes to money, but apparently I’ve been taking so many things for granted. I’ve always eaten what I wanted, when I wanted. I’ve always had a bit of ready cash to buy a new pair of shorts or shoes. I’ve always felt sure that there would be a roof over my head next month and the month following that. I’ve never, ever worried about being able to buy enough gas to get to work. Those times—those modes of thinking and behaving--are simply gone. I will never be able to think the same way about how I live again.
And I think that, no matter how difficult it is, that it was a handy and necessary lesson for me to learn. It is a lesson that we have all needed to learn. All over the world people live on the merest fraction of what we would consider poverty. Whole families live in houses that most of us would never dream of living in alone. Billions of people gratefully live on a bowl of rice a day while I weep in the store over not being able to afford a pork chop. 

I’ve had a wake-up call and it was not a nice one. My hope is that I am not the only one. For the last several decades we Americans have been living pretty high on the hog, indulging ourselves (unwittingly) on food and energy and housing without a second thought to how much we have. Or how much we waste. That carelessness has come back to roost, biting us all in the collective butts. Now it isn’t a question of wanting to conserve—we have to if we want to survive. 
Somebody asked me what I thought we needed to do in order to move forward from this. My answer was that we have to look back. We have to see where we’ve gone wrong and identify behaviours that have grown out of our inflated sense of entitlement. We have to take stock of what our organic, authentic needs are and move forward from there.  We could learn a lot from our grandparents and their parents before them. At this point, I think we’re going to have to. 

I have been humbled. And I guess I am okay with that….as long as I am not the only one. 
