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20 Japanese Wisdom Lessons for a Noisy World

A note from the author

I never expected to write a book about Japanese wisdom.
That sentence feels almost embarrassing to type now,
because the truth is I spent years thinking that kind of book
belonged to someone else — to scholars, to monks, to people
who had been studying these things their whole lives. Not to
a woman from Ohio who stumbled into a tea room in Kyoto
at the age of forty-two and sat there for twenty minutes not

understanding anything, and yet understanding everything.

That afternoon in Kyoto was not a turning point in the
dramatic sense. I did not emerge transformed. I did not
immediately shed my habits of hurry and distraction. I went
back to my hotel, ordered room service, and scrolled through
my phone like the perfectly modern person I was. But
something had lodged itself in me. Some small question had
been planted: Why does this feel different? Why does sitting
still in this room feel like something I forgot I knew how to
do?

I have been a journalist and writer for most of my adult life.
I have interviewed people who have survived extraordinary
things and people who have done extraordinary things and
people who simply live with unusual thoughtfulness and
care. The ones I keep thinking about, years later, are rarely

the dramatic ones. They tend to be the quiet ones. The ones
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who have learned, somehow, to carry less noise inside

themselves.

This book is about that quietness — and what it costs us not

to have it.

I spent several years after that Kyoto trip reading widely and
returning to Japan twice more. I read philosophy and
psychology and cultural history. I talked with people who
had spent their lives practicing the arts and ways of being
that appear throughout these pages. I also simply paid
attention — to my own life, my own habits, my own hunger
for things that kept not satisfying me. The lessons in this

book came from all of those sources, in unequal proportions.

But I want to be clear about what this book is not. It is not a
cultural study of Japan. It is not a travel memoir. It is not a
self-help manual with exercises at the end of each chapter. I
am a writer, not a sensei, and I approach these ideas the way
a writer does — with curiosity, with some skepticism, with

attention to the specific and the concrete.

What I've tried to write is the kind of book I was looking for
during those years of reading: not a book that tells you what
to do, but a book that sits beside you and looks at the same

things you're looking at and says, quietly, yes — I see it too.

The twenty lessons in this book move through four
territories. We begin with noise — the internal and external
kind, the noise we manufacture and the noise we absorb —

and we ask what it would mean to create some genuine
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silence. From there we move to the question of enough: why
satisfaction is so elusive, what the culture of more actually
costs us, and whether there is another way to measure a life.
The third section looks at imperfection — at the peculiar
freedom that becomes available when we stop trying to be
flawless. And we end with gentleness: the undervalued
quality of moving through the world at a human pace, with

attention and care.

These are not small subjects. But I have tried to treat them
with a light hand. There is no shortage of books that lecture
you about mindfulness and simplicity. I hope this is
something different. I hope it is a book you can argue with,

sit with, return to.

I hope it is, in some small way, worth your time.

Sarah Malone

11
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The Noise We Live Inside
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Every era has its defining discomfort. For our grandparents
it may have been scarcity or insecurity. For us, the defining
discomfort is noise. Not primarily the sonic kind — though
that is real too — but the internal kind: the constant
movement of thought, the unending feed of input, the
chronic sense that we should be elsewhere, attending to

something else, doing something more.

This is not a small problem. It shapes how we sleep, how we
relate to the people we love, how we make decisions, how
we understand ourselves. And yet we rarely name it directly.
We talk about stress, about burnout, about overwhelm. We
don't often say: I am full of noise, and I no longer know how

to be quiet.

The five lessons in this section are about that noise. About
where it comes from, what it does to us, and what the
Japanese concept of ma — empty space, pregnant pause, the

gap that allows meaning — offers as an alternative.
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Lesson 1:
Empty Space Is Not Empty

Why We Are Afraid of Silence

Ma (fH): In Japanese aesthetics and design, ma refers to
the space between things — the pause in music, the gap
in a garden, the empty room. It is not absence; it is the

condition that makes presence possible.

The first time I encountered the word ma, it was on a placard
in a design museum in Tokyo, next to a photograph of a
raked gravel garden with almost nothing in it. The placard
explained that the empty space was not decorative — it was
structural. The garden worked because of what was not
there.

I stood there for a long time. I was struck not by the beauty
of the photograph, though it was beautiful, but by the
implication. We almost never design our lives that way. We
almost never think of the empty moments as structural. We

think of them as waste.

Consider how you spend the ten-minute gaps in your day.
The commute. The queue at the coffee shop. The three
minutes between meetings. I would guess — because I know
how I spend mine, and how most people I know spend theirs
— that you fill them. With your phone. With a podcast. With

14
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the mental rehearsal of things you need to do. The gap is

something to be endured, bridged, eliminated.

But here is what ma tells us: the gap is the point. The silence
between musical notes is what makes those notes audible.
The pause between breaths is where the body resets. The
white space on a page is what allows the words to be read.
Take it away and you don't have more — you have less. You

have noise.

There is a reason Japanese architecture — traditional
architecture, the kind you see in old temples and tea houses
— feels so different from Western spaces. It is largely a
matter of space usage. A tea room is almost empty. A Zen
garden has rocks, gravel, and silence. A shoji screen divides
a room not with a wall but with translucence, with the
suggestion of division. Nothing is crowded. Everything
breathes.

When I tried to articulate to a friend what this felt like, she
said: "That sounds peaceful but also kind of boring." And I
understood what she meant. We are trained to equate
fullness with richness. A packed schedule means you are
important. A decorated room means you are tasteful. A

conversation with no silences means you are engaged.

But think for a moment about what happens in the silences.
The silence after someone delivers difficult news. The silence
before you say yes to something you've been afraid of. The

silence at the end of a good meal with someone you love.
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These silences are not empty. They are dense with meaning

that words would only dilute.

Ma is not about emptiness as deprivation. It is about
emptiness as invitation. The open afternoon. The cleared
desk. The unscheduled Sunday. These are not voids to be
filled — they are spaces where something can actually
happen, including the very ordinary but essential thing of

your own thoughts catching up with you.

Most of us are running slightly ahead of ourselves. We are in
the next moment before we have finished with this one. Ma
is the practice of staying where you are long enough to be
there.

You don't have to travel to Japan to try this. You can try it in
the ten-minute gap. Instead of reaching for your phone,
don't. Not as a discipline, not as a punishment, but as an
experiment. What is in that silence? What do you think
about, left to your own devices? What do you notice about

the room, the light, the sounds around you?

I tried this on a train from Portland to Seattle once,
deliberately, for the first two hours of the journey. What I
noticed surprised me. After about twenty minutes of
restlessness — an almost physical itch to be doing something
— the restlessness dissolved. I looked out the window at the
evergreens and the grey sky and I had a thought that I had
apparently been trying to have for weeks, waiting for a

moment of silence to arrive.

16
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The thought wasn't important. It was about a conversation I
needed to have with my sister, a small repair that needed
making. But I had been carrying it around unfaced because I
was never quiet enough to face it. The space on the train gave
it room. This is what ma offers, practically. Not
enlightenment. Not transformation. Just room. Room for the

thing that has been waiting.

What strikes me, the more I think about ma, is that it is not a
passive concept. You don't stumble into it. You have to create
it, protect it, resist the pull toward filling it. The culture
around us — the phones, the schedules, the ambient noise —
is always pressing into the space, always trying to fill the gap
before it can do its work. Ma requires a kind of active
maintenance. A willingness to hold the emptiness against the

pressure to fill it.

This is harder than it sounds. We are social animals, and we
have deep wiring that makes silence feel dangerous. Silence
in conversation can feel like disapproval. Silence in a
schedule can feel like unproductivity. Silence in the mind can
feel like something coming undone. But these are mostly old
signals misfiring in a new environment. The silence is not

dangerous. It is, if you let it be, the most useful space in your
life.

17
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Lesson 2:
Not Everything Needs Your Attention

Escaping the Economy of Distraction

There is a mechanism in your phone that knows when you
are about to put it down. This is only a slight exaggeration.
The entire economy of the modern internet is built on one
thing: capturing and holding human attention. Every
notification, every algorithm, every infinite scroll is
engineered toward that single goal. Your attention is not a
private thing. It is a resource that other people are trying to

extract.

This is not a conspiracy theory. It is openly stated business
strategy. The founders of many of these platforms have
described, in public interviews, exactly how they designed
their products to be habit-forming. They borrowed from the
literature on variable reward schedules — the same
mechanism that makes slot machines so addictive — and

they built it into the software we carry in our pockets.

Understanding this doesn't automatically free you from it.
Knowing that the machine is designed to pull your attention
does not make your attention less pulled. But it does change
something in the quality of the relationship. It makes the
distraction a little less personal, a little more structural. You

are not weak for being distracted. You are a human being
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contending with systems that are expressly designed to

distract you.

The Japanese concept relevant here is not a single word but
a disposition — the careful, intentional management of
attention as a kind of practice. In traditional Japanese arts,
attention is not treated as a passive thing that simply lands
on whatever is loudest. It is treated as something you direct,
deliberately, like a beam of light. Where you place your

attention is where your life actually happens.

This idea is embedded in the practice of ikebana, the
Japanese art of flower arrangement. To a Western eye,
ikebana arrangements look sparse — a single branch, two
flowers, a curve of empty space. The arrangement directs
your eye. It says: look here. Not everywhere. Here. The
discipline of the form is about radical selectivity, about
choosing what deserves attention and ruthlessly excluding

everything else.

We are doing the opposite. We are arranging everything —
every notification, every news cycle, every ambient demand
— into a single undifferentiated mass and then wondering

why we can't focus on any of it.

I spent an afternoon once interviewing a woman who had
been a textile artist for forty years. She worked in a studio
with no internet access — not as a philosophical statement,
she was quick to clarify, but simply because she had never

connected it. "I can't afford the interruptions,” she said, not
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with bitterness but with matter-of-fact practicality. "What I
do requires sustained attention. You can't sustain anything

in fifteen-second chunks."

She said something else that I've thought about often. She
said: "Most people think focus is the ability to concentrate
despite distractions. But real focus means deciding that those

distractions don't belong in the room."

Not everything deserves your attention. This sounds
obvious, almost rude. But we live as though it is not true. We
live as though every email requires an answer today, every
notification warrants a glance, every news alert constitutes
an emergency. The machine encourages this. It profits from

this. But your life does not profit from it.

The practical question is not how to concentrate harder in the
presence of distraction. It is how to make genuine choices
about what gets into the room. What deserves the finite,
irreplaceable resource of your sustained attention? What can

wait? What can be ignored entirely without any actual cost?

The answer will differ for every person. But the question
itself is underasked. We treat the flow of incoming demands
as though it were weather — something to be endured rather
than a decision space we actually inhabit. Your attention is
your most personal possession. The economy wants it. The
news cycle wants it. The social feed wants it. The question is
whether you will occasionally choose to give it, whole and

undivided, to something that is actually yours.
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One useful experiment is to track your attention for a single
day — not to judge it, but to see it clearly. Every time you
shift your focus, note what pulled you. A notification. A
boredom. A habit. An anxiety. What you will likely find is
that the majority of your attention movements are not
chosen. They are reactions. The machine beeped and you
looked. The feed refreshed and you scrolled. The email
arrived and you opened it. The attention moved, but you did

not move it.

The practice of intentional attention is not about resisting
technology or living like an ascetic. It is about introducing a
small but significant pause between stimulus and response.
The notification arrives. Before you open it, you pause. You
ask: do I want to give this my attention right now? Often the
answer will be yes. But sometimes — more often than you
might expect — the answer will be no. And the ability to say
no, genuinely and without guilt, is one of the most useful

skills a modern person can develop.
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Lesson 3:
The World Moves More Slowly Than Your
Mind

On Anxiety and Mental Speed

Anxiety is a species of time travel. When you are anxious,
you are almost never fully in the present moment — you are
in the anticipated future, living through scenarios that may
never occur. The anxious mind rehearses disasters, runs
projections, prepares responses to events that have not
happened and may not happen. This is exhausting because
the body doesn't know it's imaginary. The body responds to
anticipated disasters with the same chemistry it uses for real

ones.

This is a design feature, not a bug. Humans evolved to
anticipate threats, and the ability to imagine a future danger
and prepare for it was enormously adaptive. But the mind
that was designed to anticipate the occasional tiger is now
turned on an environment of constant uncertainty, and it is

working itself ragged.

The Japanese practice of mindful presence — deeply
embedded in Zen tradition but not exclusive to it —
addresses this not as a problem of willpower but as a
problem of speed. The mind moves faster than life. Life is

happening right now, in this room, at this pace. The mind is
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