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Advance Praise for Simple Serenity

“In the seemingly ceaseless cacophony of life today this book reminds us that the necessary grounding of mind, body and spirit is possible when we take the time to contemplate what really matters: the nurturing energy of insight that flows from within.

Sometimes it takes a sage guide to lead us through the distractions of our daily lives: Nancy’s book of meditative insights takes us where we need to go to stay the course of life on life’s terms.”

—William Moyers, VP Public Affairs and Community Relations, Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation, author of Broken, Now What?, and A New Day, A New Life.

“What Nancy Oelklaus has given us in this book is not only razor sharp check-ins for our personal life but also powerful insights for how to start our day over when we are out of sorts. If I can be so bold, this lady disappears within these pages so that Universal Truths might shine through with purity and simplicity. This treasure will make a good platform for a book study group.”

—Albert Clayton Gaulden, author of Signs and Wonders and You’re Not Who You Think You Are

“I edited this book for the publisher while running an online positive psychology course. In that course, I use two of my own books as references: students are required to read a specific section from one or another before a session, and another after. While working through Simple Serenity, I have realized that I could use it equally well as the textbook. Everything within it is the wisdom of the ages, and everything within it has been demonstrated as effective through research on positive psychology.”

—Bob Rich, author, From Depression to Contentment

“Peace. Serenity. Throughout the ages, great spiritual teachers have offered us these pathways to survival in a world troubled, grieving, and afraid. In this same tradition, Nancy Oelklaus shares her personal journey to quiet places in the heart. In language both beautiful and simple, she gently guides the reader into shifts in perspective, out of storms and into safe havens. Out of exhaustion and anxiety into balance and gratitude. Out of unrest into loving mindfulness. Simple Serenity, a soft light of hope and inspiration, is to be read and re-read. Oelklaus is more than a teacher. She is a wise friend and a comfort. A treasure.”

—Helen Delaney, author of The Messenger: The Improbable Story of a Grieving Mother and a Spirit Guide

“Dr. Nancy, as I’ve always known her—first my client, later hers, and ultimately, trusted colleagues. Great friends from the beginning. It hit hard when I learned of her plans to leave Texas. Initially, a sense of loss, until she began blogging her Journey from Head to Heart. I read every one. Shared widely to fellow seekers. Often responded to her gracious invitation to express myself—and always received a thoughtful reply. Now, the Simple Serenity meditation collection! Will savor her inspirational wisdom going forward—from head to heart.”

—Lucky Lindy Segall, Fredericksburg, Texas

“I have been on my intentional spiritual trek for almost 40 years of the 78 years that I have been blessed to live. I have chosen this life because the world has been such a challenging place to live as an African American woman. My heart and soul knew that there had to be another way, while still honoring my gratitude for being a Black woman in America. 

Living in fear of injustice and prejudice was the way of the world for people of color. It has been very challenging to grow to love who I am with confidence, grace, humility, and gratitude. I found this fear-based reality in everything and everywhere I lived and traveled in the USA. But, in the serene nature of Sedona’s Red Rock Country, I was able to refocus and gain a stronger sense of myself as a Black woman and as a spiritual person. And, after over 20 years of being in Sedona, I realized that I had learned many of the lessons that Nancy puts before us in Simple Serenity, and I could leave and take these lessons of the Red Rocks with me.

“I realized that the dichotomy of life shows us both sides of the coin – always – if we can stop, be still, and reflect on what is actually before us. I have come to understand and know that EVERY single experience is a lesson. I believe that is the big lesson that Nancy is calling us to consider – both sides of the big questions that LIFE puts before us. Which will we choose? I believe that she is calling us to live our life for the HIGHEST GOOD. Sit in the stillness and consider SIMPLE SERENITY for your life every single day.”

Sarah Payne Naylor, author of Crossing Rough Waters: A Journey from Fear to Freedom and COVID-19 TOOLKIT: Mindfully Manage Stress and Anxiety.
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Dedication

In Thornton Wilder's play, Our Town, the character Emily, from her afterlife, says, "Oh, Earth, you're too wonderful for anybody to realize you. Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it—every, every minute?”

This morning as I journal, a gentle snow is falling. Looking out at the white beauty, my whole being fills with amazed gratitude. In this moment, I am realizing life while I live it.

This book is for those who want to join me and for my sister Carolyn in her afterlife.
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Foreword

Once in a lifetime, if you are very lucky, you may meet a special person who seems to have been put in your path to magnify the moments that make you feel alive. These individuals elevate the ordinary and sanctify the mundane with the lightest touch, and a bemusing smile. Somehow, you are gently invited to open up your heart to recollections of your own that have been long forgotten, shut away from the light in the recesses of dismissal, minimization, and forgetfulness. Such a person is the author of Simple Serenity, my dear friend, Nancy Oelklaus.

In this beautiful book, Nancy shows generosity of spirit as she shares with us perspectives she has allowed to develop within herself over years of living courageously, sweetly, and boldly. From the Dedication onward, Nancy extends to us a personal invitation not only to retrace the magical moments of discovery along her life journey, but also to reconsider our own unique pathways and their lessons for us. For Nancy, prose becomes poetry, and the reader is entrusted with reading between the lines.

Jan Ford Mustin, Ph.D., Psychologist

Peak Performance Institute,

A Professional Corporation






Welcoming Serenity

I was third in line at the grocery checkout. The woman in the middle was complaining, to no one in particular, about Sedona. “I hate this place,” she said. “I can’t wait to get out of here, and I’m moving tomorrow.”

The woman first in line turned around with a bit of a smile. “In Sedona, we say that the energy we bring into this place gets amplified.”

But many people coming to Sedona expect a miracle and are disappointed that one doesn’t materialize.

My husband Harlan and I moved to Sedona, Arizona, in June of 2005, after a month-long vacation the January before. We simply fell in love with the Village of Oak Creek, and before we left to go back home to Austin, Texas, we had bought a house.

In 1991 I began a personal journey that I wrote about in Journey from Head to Heart: Living and Working Authentically, sharing the specific tools and processes I used, as well as my transformative experiences. I had worked diligently to shift out of negative, self-defeating thinking into a way of being that fused religion, spirituality and science. I was a truly happy person, with a very strong support system. The only question I had about the move we were anticipating was the loss of that support system.

Of course, I didn’t lose it. Those people and ways of being did not leave me. They moved with me, and I began to open even wider to the majesty of the red rocks, the blue sky and the white clouds—to appreciate the desert and all of its creatures. 

Today, Harlan and I often hike Red Rock Pathway, near Bell Rock, which is said to be one of the strongest vortexes in Sedona. One day we came upon a woman stopped on the trail, leaning against the rocks, with the palms of her hands lifted to the sky. As we neared, we could hear her wail, “I can’t feel it,” expecting us to tell her how to find the vortex energy.

The secret of Sedona is that you bring your energy into it, and the vortexes all around amplify it. 

The Sedona vortex expert I most trust is Pete Sanders. His weekly presentations share keys that help seekers maximize their meditations and experiences of the energy of the vortexes. His book, Scientific Vortex Information, enlightens about how to engage with vortex energy.

Sanders writes, “To maximize your experience in the vortexes you need to have an attitude of allowing, while you explore, focus and guide your awareness, rather than forcing...You have to allow it to come to you” (p. 34)

In this spirit, I offer the meditations in this book. May you allow their energy to come to you.

In making this offering, I don’t mean to imply that I never have a bad day or a negative thought. I have simply learned that, no matter where I am, I have a choice. Each of my reflections is followed by an opportunity for the reader to write or draw a response. In a sense, you are a co-author of this book. You’ll get out of it what you put into it.

This book is to be savored, not devoured. What’s written here won’t change your life—unless you participate, absorb and respond to the words from your heart. Then, get ready to live the life you truly want.






Getting to Healing

On Valentine’s Day 2022 I saw a piece in the Washington Post by Brittany Long Olsen. She posed the question “How do you wish you had been loved as a kid?” She suggested that couples answer this question together and agree to give what was missing in the past to their partner today.

I thought this was a great question, so I posed it to my daughter. She thought for a long while and then said, “I worked through all of that, and I no longer feel that something was missing.”

In other words, she had been through the process of awareness, acceptance, and forgiveness, and she is free from resentment for the mistakes and oversights of her father and me while she was growing up.

Don’t just read this book. Process it by writing, drawing, painting, making a collage or vision board, sculpting, working with clay. As you, in your own way, work through the prompts for processing the passages, may you experience whatever healing or forgiveness is there for you.






Chapter 1 - Moving from Here to There

When we traveled, my husband Harlan and I would often play “let’s pretend” while he was playing golf and I was driving the cart. One of us would ask, “I wonder what it would be like to live here?” Then we would imagine ourselves living in that place as he finished eighteen holes. At the end of his play, one of us would say, “Nah. I think we’ll just stay where we are.”

Where we were at that time is Austin, Texas, a fast-growing, technology-rich center. We loved Austin for so many reasons, chief of which was our home on the rim of a canyon on the eastern edge of the Texas Hill Country. 

Our favorite vacation spot was Sedona. After we had visited there for about five years, we decided to stay for a whole month in a condo in the Village of Oak Creek, which is about five miles south of Sedona. One day as we were driving along, he started our game—except this time his words were different. He said, “I think I could live here.” 

I replied, “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

The next day we were on the golf course. I was the driver. When we got to the fifth fairway, I looked to my right and saw a “for sale” sign. I drove over to pick up one of the flyers. Long story short, today we live in that house. Our decision wasn’t a straight path. There was another house that Harlan thought was “a deal,” so he gave a low offer, which was rejected when another offer for the asking price was made. But that’s another story.


The main point is that we decided to move from Austin, Texas to the Village of Oak Creek, AZ. From a population of around a million to around 6,000. Big change.

Yet, not a change at all. While I lived in Austin, I made a decision to live from my heart, to focus on myself and not the behavior of others, and to live with intention. Conscious living, you might call it.

Conscious living is a state of being, not a place. But because geographical move is a major stressor for most people, I’ll start with that transition.

1-1: From Chaos to Peace

Our decision to sell our house in Austin and move to Sedona has thrown my surroundings into a jumble, as, daily, workers swarm in to prepare the house to sell. Furniture that belongs in this room has been moved to that room for staging purposes. Boxes of framed family photos and other familiar items from shelves are packed and stored. I won’t see them again for months. Furnishings are clustered in the center of rooms.

Turmoil is the best way to describe what’s going on with me, and I’m laughing at myself as I realize the one who teaches others to find their calm center and live from there is having difficulty practicing what she teaches. Instead, the reverse has happened. My inner peace has been disturbed by my jumbled surroundings.

To make it through, in addition to morning meditation, I’ve increased my conscious awareness. Do I need a drink of water? How about a walk? A short nap? Reading just for enjoyment?

As I pull into myself and meet my own needs, the external disarray becomes less significant, and I begin to find peace again.


Last night I simply shampooed my hair and as I awoke this morning, I felt simple pleasure in the awareness of clean hair.

Exercise 1-1: When chaos surrounds you, what do you do?

1-2: Equanimity at the Car Wash

I strive for equanimity, the ability to stay even-keeled, regardless of what’s happening. To be kind, even when others around you are exploding. To be calm and clear-headed, even in the face of danger. To be true to myself when it might be tempting to conform.

I’ve made some progress towards equanimity, but yesterday I lost it. When Harlan and I returned home from a month away, a remodeling project that should have been finished had taken over our home. Realizing I couldn’t sleep in my own bed and had nowhere to hang my clothes, I lost equanimity. First, I exploded at my innocent husband and then at the unsuspecting contractor.

The next day I drove my construction-dust-covered car through a quick car wash. I guided the car to the conveyor track and, as instructed, put it in neutral, took my hands off the wheel, and my foot off the brake.

Then I put my head back and closed my eyes. I heard the water pelting the car, but I was dry. I heard the softer sound of soap. Then the brushes went to work. Water again. Finally, a long blast of drying air as my car completed its gentle movement through the process.

The cleaning had happened around me as I simply sat at rest, protected, eyes closed.

I realized I lose equanimity when I am displeased. But when I enclose myself within a safe space, put my gear in neutral, take my hands off the wheel and my foot off the brake, peace rules.


Exercise 1-2: What steals you from equanimity? What keeps you in it?

1-3: Leaving

As I look out toward the canyon in the gray morning mist, I know it’s time to leave. 

The oak tree that was just a sapling when we moved here has grown so tall that slowly and inexorably, it has taken the center of the canyon view. In winter, when the leaves are gone, the view emerges through the bare branches. Now that it’s spring again, green leaves prevail. 

I chose this house for that view. I liked its other qualities, as well, but it was the view I most loved.

Over the years, we terraced and planted the part of the canyon slope that is ours. With the plantings, we pulled nature closer until now, we are immersed in its exquisite beauty. 

It feels complete and whole. Gently and lovingly, I give thanks and release.

Exercise 1-3: What in your life feels complete and whole? For what are you giving thanks and releasing?

1-4: Done Too Soon

What are the words that describe my feelings as I prepare to leave Austin, where I’ve lived for 25 years? Here I started two new careers. Here Harlan and I met and married. Here I’ve loved living as I’ve worked with many people to find emotional and spiritual health.

One of those people emailed me last week, expressing her feelings about my leaving. Her words evoked sadness, and what immediately came to my mind were the lyrics from Neil Diamond, “And wept when it was all done, for being done too soon.” I shed some tears, but it didn’t feel right to grieve. There hadn’t been a death.


Then I ran across these words from Rabindranath Tagore: “When old words die out on the tongue, new melodies break forth from the heart; and where the old tracks are lost, new country is revealed with its wonders.”

Our move is more arrival than departure, and my true feeling is deep gratitude for the relationships and opportunities that Austin has so generously given, mixed with joyful anticipation of what the future holds in Sedona.

Exercise 1-4: Exercise: Right now, with whatever is going on, how do you feel?

1-5: Disappointment

By intention and design, I live a happy, peaceful life. Not having expectations and enjoying life one moment at a time is how I try to live.

But yesterday I was living the sentiment expressed in these lines from Emily Dickinson: “A great hope fell. You heard no noise. The ruin was within.”

Harlan and I made an offer on a house that had been on the market for almost a year—a house with some issues due to its age, but redeemed by a fabulous, panoramic view. We went for it. Unfortunately, on the same day, someone else submitted a higher bid, and of course the owner accepted it. A great hope fell. I went silent. So did Harlan. Finally, I was able to say, “I’m sad.”
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