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Internal Bliss

Growing up in Southern California can easily make a person jaded. Around here, a lot of people have become more preoccupied with what they have than who they are. Soccer moms have to have the newest and latest SUV to keep up with the crowd, kids have to buy popular clothing to make themselves look cool, and grown men can best express their worth by the size of their Rolex. That’s just the way it is I suppose. It’s just easier to try to buy happiness with material possessions, rather than deciding for yourself what makes you happy as an individual. Unfortunately possessions fade in value, as people move on to the next fad. In reality, I believe happiness comes from within, when you can find something that you are truly passionate about.. I couldn’t see this until I met a homeless man in the streets of San Francisco. 

I stepped out onto the curb on that wet San Francisco day with 20 dollars in my pocket and a reminder from my father to meet back at the hotel at “four o’clock sharp”. Rain poured down from the sky in a fury. I could feel the strong wind sweeping across my cheeks, sending a chill down my spine. Despite the conditions, I was eager to explore my surroundings.


I took off down the first street I could find, and within a few minutes, I found myself in the shopping district of the city. I was surrounded by monstrous buildings that seemed to ascend without end until reaching a towering peak. I had never felt so small and insignificant in my entire life. As I stood memorized by the shear size of these buildings, reality continued without me, as people hastily scampered around me on the crowded streets. Everything seems to move so fast in San Francisco. Everybody has somewhere to be, something to do, and not enough time to get there. In this moment of shear chaos, one person stood out to me. 


There he sat on the wet pavement under an awning that barely protected him from the harsh rain. Drops of water fell all around him, hitting the ground and exploding like fireworks. Under a large green jacket and raggedy beanie, was a man unlike anyone I had seen before. He had a wiry beard that extended until falling just short of his shoulder. His hair looked like it had not been cut or washed in years. In his lap was an acoustic guitar, which he stared at intently as a sweet melody flowed from the body of the instrument. Despite his rough exterior something about him enticed me come closer. 


For a few minutes I just stood there in a trance, as people walked past me on the bustling sidewalk. The man’s bony fingers moved so nimbly across the strings of the instrument, while his face maintained a look of what seemed like complete concentration. His lips curled into a tight bow while his eyes squinted. Wrinkles formed around his eyes and mouth as if to show that he had smiled many times before. At the end of his song, he muted the guitar and looked up at me.


“Didn’t your mama teach yuh its not polite to stare?” He said the words with a snicker; his kind blue eyes contrasted his rugged exterior. 


His words took me off guard so I nervously chuckled and said the first words that came to mind, “Uh … you’re really good.” 


The man chuckled again and replied, “Well, ah appreciate that man. Sometimes this guitar is the only thang keepin’ me goin if you know what I mean.” He let out another genuine chuckle. 


I went to speak, but the man continued back to his guitar and I didn’t wish to interrupt him, so I simply stood there in the rain, completely dumbfounded. I was amazed by how the man played the guitar. It was not that he was the best guitar player I had ever seen. It was that in that moment, despite his obvious shortcomings, he looked the happiest man I had ever seen in my life. Something as simply as playing a song gave this man a feeling of exuberance that few people feel in their lifetime. It was funny to think about. How is it that this man without a home, sitting on the wet pavement in the rain, is so overjoyed by something as simple as playing the guitar, when people around him are killing themselves running around town to buy something that will never actually be enough to satisfy? 


It was in this moment that I realized something that I will take with me for the rest of my life. I discovered that it is not about what you have, or what you appear to be, but about finding what brings you joy in the moment. I believe each person has some thing that can bring them that joy, and for the lucky few who find it, they possess something truly valuable – something that money can’t buy. 

