
THE 5 SECRETS TO A

Life OF True 
Success

DEBRA PONEMAN
Bestselling Author and  

Founder of Yes to Success



© 2019 Debra Poneman • www.DebraPoneman.com 1  

THE 5 SECRETS TO A
LIFE OF TRUE SUCCESS

— TABLE OF CONTENTS —

PREFACE: The Story Of An Evening In May ....................................... 2

INTRODUCTION: What is The New Success? .................................... 4

SUCCESS SECRET #1: 
Creating Silence with Spiritual Practices .............................................. 6

SUCCESS SECRET #2: 
Living in the Flow with Energetic Practices ........................................ 9

SUCCESS SECRET #3: 
Discovering Your Dharma ........................................................................ 14

SUCCESS SECRET #4: 
Engaging in Sacred Activism and Selfless Service .......................... 18

SUCCESS SECRET #5: 
Doing Everything with Love ................................................................... 22

ABOUT THE AUTHOR ............................................................................... 25

http://www.DebraPoneman.com


© 2021 Debra Poneman • www.YesToSuccess.com 2  

I t was a balmy evening in May and I was driving 
across the Golden Gate Bridge with my dear 

friend of 40 years, NY Times #1 bestselling author, 
Marci Shimoff. She and I had co-founded a fabulous 
program five years prior called Your Year of Miracles 
(YOM) and I was about to step away from YOM and 
return to teaching my signature program — Yes to 
Success — which was actually where Marci got her 
start in the transformational world about 30 years prior.

We had just finished sharing our thoughts about the 
Master Mind we had just attended with about twenty 
of our colleagues from the world of transformational 
speaking who had flown in from around the country, and we only had 15 minutes until 
we would be home…and Marci was about to once again have to listen to me share my 
perennial dilemma. The one she had been hearing about for years…well, to be honest, 
decades. 

“It happened again,” I said.

“What happened again?” she asked.

“One of my Yes to Success on-line students suggested to the program planner at her 
company that they hire me to give the keynote for their annual conference but when he 
heard my company was called Yes to Success, he assumed I would lure his employees 
away from their 9 to 5’s by implanting in their minds visions of money falling from the 
sky so they could buy a big house and a fancy car and have fame and fortune. I’m telling 
you, ‘success’ is such a simple word but people are confused about what it is. When most 
people hear the word, even if I add “true” in front of it, they immediately think of material 
success and people aren’t all that sure anymore that that’s worth pursuing.

“I mean, you speak on happiness. Everyone is clear what that is and they’re also clear that 
they want it and they want their employees to have it…and if you have a formula, they 
want that too.

“Our friend Steve (Farber) speaks on being an effective leader. There isn’t a company on 
the map that doesn’t want effective leaders in their ranks.

PREFACE: The Story Of An Evening In May
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“Janet (Attwood) speaks on self-love. I don’t know anyone who would say, ‘no thank you’ 
to self-love.

“Katherine (Woodward Thomas) speaks about how to ‘call in the one’ and ‘consciously 
uncouple.’ Not much ambiguity there.

“But success is confusing. I mean, we see those people who are thought of as successful, 
who seem to have it all—the TV star with a top show, the designer whose name is on 
handbags, clothing and jewelry on every continent, the rock legend who every aspiring 
performer dreams to be like one day—and their successful lives are so painful that they 
can’t even bear to go on living.

“People aren’t sure that they want success if that’s what it leads to…”

“But Deb,” Marci reminded me for the 100th time, “your teaching isn’t just about outer 
success. You first teach people how to create inner success, inner stillness, inner freedom 
and on that basis, you show them how to effortlessly manifest amazing outer success.”

“Yes,” I replied, “I do, but again, the minute people hear the word ‘success’ it  
immediately conjures up pictures of fancy cars and mansions on a hill. 

“I do know the formula for true and lasting inner success and we’ve both seen over and 
over that once people establish that state of immovable contentment on the inside, they 
can then manifest outer success with almost no effort, but at that point, they no longer 
need outer success to love their lives. We know that once inner success is established, 
outer success comes effortlessly, but their well-being isn’t dependent on it. In fact, what 
I’ve seen is if my students lost all their outer success tomorrow, it would only be a blip on 
the screen of their lives. Based on the foundation of inner success, they’d just create it 
again—or choose to create something else.”

“So why don’t you call your company something different… Yes to Real Success, or Living 
True Success, or Soulful Success?”

“How about, The New Success?” I asked…

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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INTRODUCTION: What 
is The New Success?

W e all know that the days of thinking that 
success is only about money or fame or a big 

house or a nice car or even a bestselling book are 
over. There isn’t one of us who doesn’t know people 
who have all that and more, who smile on the outside 
and are dying on the inside. They have no self-love 
and no foundation of trust in the perfection of the 
universe.

Slowly but surely people everywhere are coming around and recognizing that success 
is not an outside job. The old success was about material possessions, titles and fame, 
accolades and a corner office.

But The New Success is something else entirely.

It’s not, “I’m crushing these sales,” it’s, “I’m changing lives with my great product and I’m 
grateful so many people will get to experience it.”

It’s not, “I’m killing the competition,” it’s, “I’ve found a way that I can win and they can 
win too. I know there’s enough abundance in the world for us all.”

It’s not, “What matters is the bottom line,” it’s, “What matters is we do business with the 
highest integrity at every moment.”

And it’s not, “I live in a big open house,” it’s, “I live with a big open heart.”

The New Success doesn’t discount that it would be nice to have your podcast rank in 
the top 3 in your genre or have your company acquired for 8 or 9 figures or meet your 
soul mate…but if it isn’t, or you don’t, that’s fine too. Your self-worth, your identity, your 
fulfillment doesn’t hinge on any of that because you know that it’s just a paper tiger anyway.

The New Success is about being able to look in the mirror and  
deeply love the person you see.

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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In 1981 when I first began offering my Yes to Success seminars around the world, I taught 
that in order to be successful you had to have a goal, a purpose, a reason to get up in the 
morning, something to look forward to that lights you up…but not be so attached to the 
outcome that you forget to enjoy the journey. This is also a part of The New Success.

And what really rocks about The New Success is that the visceral desire you have to 
contribute to the world, that desire that is so strong you can taste it, is automatically 
fulfilled as you fulfill your personal goals and desires.

There are five essential elements or “secrets” to living The New Success. These elements 
are not linear steps but all work together synergistically and when you live these five 
secrets, your life will be more successful than you can even now imagine.

So, let’s get going with Secret #1….

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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SUCCESS SECRET #1: 
Creating Silence with Spiritual Practices

C ommitting to a regular spiritual practice, once thought to be the domain of people 
on the “fringe” or religious fanatics, has not only become mainstream but is no 

longer an option for a life of true success. Creating a foundation of inner silence through a 
regular spiritual practice is essential at this time on our planet.

The great Indian saint Ammachi, known as the hugging saint, stated this beautifully when 
she said, “We must be vigilant with our spiritual practices so that when the world shakes, 
we remain unshakable.”

When we have an effective spiritual practice that creates inner silence, we can be 
immovable even in the midst of chaos. When we’re anchored to the silent depths of our 
own Being, we are like ships anchored to the silent depths of the ocean and are not at the 
mercy of the winds and the waves.

And when we are silent on the inside, we are infinitely more effective on the outside.

There are numerous spiritual practices that create 
inner silence including meditation, yoga, breath- 
work, japa, prayer, and more.

There are even some that have actually been 
scientifically proven at research institutes throughout 
the world to create a state of inner, immovable 
silence. The physiological parameters cited in these 
studies including brainwave patterns, heart rate, 
breath rate and more indicate that not only has a 
deep state of silence been achieved during the 
practice but the state remains as the practitioner 
returns to dynamic activity. The practices that I have 
personally found most effective are:

1. The Art of Living Sahaj Samadhi Meditation 
www.artofliving.org

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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2.  The Art of Living Breath Course (now called SKY Breath Meditation)  
www.artofliving.org

3. Transcendental Meditation www.tm.org

And in addition to the unshakable inner silence and expansion of consciousness that 
these practices engender, there are additional reasons to practice these techniques.

The state of our inner life is reflected in what we radiate to the world and  
how we affect others around us. 

We all know what it’s like to be around people who are highly stressed. Stress is like a 
contagion that is easily transferred to those in its field. We can be feeling happy and 
mellow and then we interact with an individual who is full of stress, anger or anxiety and 
the next thing we know, we feel stressed ourselves. One moment we’re happy and the 
next we yell at our partner who yells at the kids who get in fights with their friends, who 
kick their dogs, who anger their parents….

If we are peaceful on the inside, we radiate peace and we create an aura of peace in our 
environment. When more people radiate peace, like a circuit board, we will connect and 
create a planet of peace.

One of the keys to becoming a radiator of peace and tranquility is regularity of your 
spiritual practice. If you meditate just once or twice a week, it’s less likely you’ll create the 
state of inner silence than if you meditate once or twice each day.

Additionally, how we are on the inside actually determines how we perceive the world. My 
first spiritual teacher, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, used to say, “We don’t see the world as it is, 
we see the world as we are.” 

Taking this one step further, according to the research cited in the movie, What the Bleep 
Do We Know?!?! our thoughts can actually affect matter. 

The scientists in What the Bleep!?!? share that if we see the world as a fearful place, it 
becomes more of a fearful place by the power of our attention. If we see the world as a 
loving place, we infuse love into the fabric of our planet.

And finally, if you really want to go for the gold, you can supplement your daily practices 

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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with some “fertilizer.” In other words, as your inner silence is growing through your daily 
spiritual practices, you can add weekly or monthly or yearly practices that will accelerate 
your results.

Many of my friends meditate regularly and also do things like ecstatic dancing or go to 
drumming circles or attend yoga classes or take walks in nature or enjoy weekly services 
at their houses of worship. All of these accelerate their spiritual growth.

Besides my daily and weekly practices, I attend bi-yearly “silence” courses for a long 
weekend or even a week through the Art of Living. We not only do extra meditations 
but we remain in complete silence as we attend lectures, meals and go about our 
daily routine. The profound silence that I experience during these courses creates an 
extra foundation of peace and I feel that it significantly raises my personal vibration of 
tranquility and thus my contribution to the world.

DEBRA RECOMMENDS: Before moving on to Secret #2, choose a spiritual practice to 
commit to (or to look into) in the coming week.

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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SUCCESS SECRET #2: 
Living in the Flow with Energetic Practices

T he New Success is about living life in an effortless flow. It’s about no longer 
struggling against the tide but rather going with it. Regular “energetic” practices 

will help you not only go with the flow but help you increase the momentum until 
eventually the flow will be taking you lovingly along in its wake with little or no conscious 
effort.

The difference between a spiritual practice and an energetic practice is that a spiritual 
practice would be something like prayer or meditation or yoga or chanting—practices 
that are done outside of your daily life. An energetic practice is something you do in the 
context of your daily life.

There are hundreds of energetic practices we can do as we go about our day that allow us 
to be in the flow and live in harmony with the Laws of Nature.

A flower doesn’t struggle to grow. We plant a seed and with the right soil and sun and 
water, it effortlessly goes from a seed, to a sprout, to a tiny plant, to a glorious flower.

We too can grow effortlessly if we give ourselves the right kind of nourishment.

Here are just a few energetic practices to nourish yourself and increase the flow. Try them 
out and see the results for yourself:

1.  Consciously practice gratitude. When we express gratitude for those things 
that go well, more will go well. My friend John Gray coined the saying, “What we 
appreciate, appreciates.” Oprah said, “The more we praise and celebrate our lives, 
the more there is in life to celebrate.” When you give someone a gift and they 
express sincere thanks, you want to give them more…and so it is with the universe.

  I personally express gratitude for every bit of grace that comes into my life. 
When I get the proverbial perfect parking space, I say out loud to the God of my 
understanding, “Thank you.” When unexpected money comes to me or something 
wonderful happens for one of my children, I say, “Thank you God!”

http://www.yestosuccess.com


© 2021 Debra Poneman • www.YesToSuccess.com 10  

  Before I go to sleep at night I scan my day and write down everything I’m grateful 
for that happened. If I’m too tired to write, I lie down and mentally give thanks. 

  But there is also wisdom in expressing gratitude for those things that seemingly 
don’t go well. I’ve always loved the saying, “Rejection is God’s protection.” 

  We live in a loving universe and everything that happens is for our growth and our 
good. If we look back on our past disappointments, we can see how the things 
we thought we wanted and didn’t get, wouldn’t have been good for us and those 
things that we thought were misfortunes turned out to be our greatest fortune. 

 If we can celebrate and give thanks for those things that appear in the  
moment to be misfortune, we’ll see the blessing in the situation much  
more quickly and the energy of gratitude will also create an opening  

that will lead to something greater.

  Here is an example of something that happened in my own life…

  I belong to an organization called the Transformational Leadership Council. It was 
started by Jack Canfield of Chicken Soup fame back in 2008. Because there are 
about 125 members and we’re almost all speakers, we only get to be presenters at 
our bi-yearly gatherings once every 4 or 5 years.

  The time had come for me to present and I couldn’t have been more excited. I had my 
presentation all planned replete with my flip chart and white board and power point 
and I was ready to romp around the stage and give the presentation of a lifetime.

  And then, two nights before the big day, I tripped over a curb in the dark, broke 
my right foot, sprained my right ankle and bruised my left kneecap. So much for 
romping around the stage.

  True to form, as I lay on the dark street with no help in sight, in shock and excruciat-
ing pain, I said over and over, “Thank you God. Thank you God. Thank you God.” 

  Attending the rest of the retreat in a wheelchair, and in so much discomfort I could 
hardly think a thought, I obviously had to cancel my presentation.

  The morning came that I had been scheduled to speak and I ran into the program 
planner who told me they hadn’t found a replacement for me and I said, “Well 
then, you know what. I’m going to do it.”

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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And I did. Sitting on a 
stool on the stage with 
no props to prop me 
up, I gave what was 
truly one of the best 
presentations of my life 
as I was forced to be 
raw and real and talk 
heart to heart. 

 With no dog and pony show to depend on, I had to be the 
person Debra and not the personality Debra—which is one of 
the greatest gifts of pain and “misfortune.” When you’re really 
suffering, it’s the seed that allows your true self to emerge, the 
one with no defenses—the real you, not the personality you. 
When you suffer, the personality gets destroyed but not the 
person. The person gets stronger.

At the end of the presentation, Jack Canfield came up to me as I sat 
back down in my wheelchair, and said, “I’m totally blown away. That 
was a textbook example of the perfect presentation.” John Gray 

shared, “I am so inspired. Your words changed my life.”

2.  “Cancel”/“And that’s for me” Often when what we want for ourselves comes to 
others around us we criticize them and their good fortune, sharing with anyone we 
can get to listen why they don’t deserve what they have. But when we criticize or 
feel negativity towards another who has what we want, we are simply cutting off 
the flow of good into our own lives.

  In The New Success, we “cancel” those negative thoughts (I even say “cancel” out 
loud) and rejoice in their good fortune and then add, “And that’s for me!”

  I remember back in the early 80’s when I first learned this technique to increase the 
flow, whenever I would see someone with a nice car, like a Mercedes, my knee-jerk 
reaction, cultivated from my childhood, was, “I wonder how many people that guy 
stepped on to get to the top. Rich people are all crooks.” 

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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     After I learned to notice those thoughts, cancel them and replace them with a 
wish of success and prosperity from my heart to theirs…and the addition of, “And 
that’s for me,” my fortune took a miraculous turn. In fact, less than two years 
after I started “canceling,” I was driving my own beautiful Mercedes that literally 
manifested out of the blue. All I did was change this one habit.

3.  Moving from your head to your heart. Although the mind can be your friend 
in certain situations, it’s not your friend when it needs to be right or when it starts 
to judge or it over analyzes. The mind has a habit of looking for what must be 
wrong in a given situation. It divides. It sees the differences between you and me. 
It thinks about the future and what can go wrong. It ruminates over what’s already 
gone wrong and what we wish we had done differently. It holds impressions and 
programs from the past and in some cases exaggerates the negative truths and 
minimizes the positive ones keeping us in an endless loop of fear and unhappiness.

     The heart on the other hand, unites. It sees how you and I are so alike. It connects 
us. It doesn’t judge but rather accepts. It trusts. It lives in the present. It doesn’t 
need to be right. It just needs to love.

     Moving your attention from your head to your heart can be a powerful antidote 
to the mind leading us astray. I recommend that even if you are in the midst of a 
heated discussion, remind yourself to move your energy from your head to your 
heart and see what happens.

     The only reason it can be a difficult journey is because we somehow believe that 
if we move out of the mind and live from our hearts we’ll lose control. When the 
truth is, that the only way to really have control is by giving it up, by surrendering 
to a higher power that always has your back.

     And all you have to do is to consciously move your attention, your awareness, 
from your physical head to your physical heart. It’s so simple.

     Let me give you an example of how this once worked in my own life.

     One day, about a decade ago I was discussing something with my son, actually, 
you would probably say we weren’t discussing at all, we were arguing—and I really 
thought I was right.

     So I’m giving him all of my logic and I’m going on and on and on and making my 
very superior educated points, when all of a sudden a little voice reminded me to 
move my attention from my head into my heart, and I did. And do you know what 

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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happened? I burst out laughing. It was so ridiculous. I mean, not that my points 
weren’t valid, but who cares? Inherent in me being right was him being wrong. 

  I was making him feel badly about himself. It wasn’t that he needed to be right, he 
just didn’t need me to make him feel like he was wrong and incompetent.

  And as soon as I moved into my heart and I let go, he immediately let go too and 
then we both were laughing. It didn’t matter who was right and who was wrong.  
All that mattered was the love, and when you let go of your position, the love can 
enter and you create a space for a beautiful solution to present itself.

“When you let go of the fight, the Divine blessing simply enters you.”  
– Master John Douglas

And finally, when we do these energetic practices (and I will be sharing many more with 
you in my blogs and vlogs to come at yesttosuccess.com), we not only bring flow into 
our lives but in Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical texts, it says when you do these types of 
practices, you let in the light of grace by removing “veils” between you and the light. And 
when you allow the light of grace to shine on you, it illuminates all the good that is yours 
for the taking. You just can’t see it in the darkness.

And the bonus is that when you let the light of grace into your own life, you’re letting it 
shine and bring illumination on to the entire world.

DEBRA RECOMMENDS: Before moving on to Secret #3, choose an energetic practice 
and commit to practicing it for an entire week. You might even want to ask someone 
else to read this ebook so that they can pick a practice as well and you can share how 
it’s going with eachother. It makes the practice more fun!!

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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SUCCESS SECRET #3: 
Discovering Your Dharma

T he word dharma is a Sanskrit word that means “the way.” Living your dharma 
simply means living the path of your destiny, playing the role you were born to play. 

The problem is that many of us veer from that path and lose sight of that role. We listen 
to our parents who say, “You’ll never make a living being a dancer,” or we go into a 
profession because it makes logical sense but it doesn’t nourish our souls in any way.

How do you know that you’re doing what you were born to do? How do you know if 
you’re living the path of your destiny? You know because it makes your heart sing. You 
know because you are making use of the gifts that were given to you by the Creator.

If you are a fabulous writer and you’re not writing, there will be a subtle but constant 
feeling of emptiness inside of you. If you are a beautiful singer and you’re not singing, it 
will always feel like something is missing in your life.

Your dharma does not necessarily have to equate with your daily vocation, it can simply 
be that you’re using your gifts inside that vocation—or using those gifts outside of it.

You might be thinking, “But I don’t know what my dharma is.” I believe you do know. Your 
inner voice has been whispering to you since the day you were born—and we all are born 
with different dharmas.

Why is it that you love to design interiors? I don’t. Why is it that you’re in heaven when 
you’re cooking? I’m not. Why is it that you can’t wait to get out to your garden? Not me. 
Why is it that you are so content or even overflowing with bliss when you’re coaching a 
client or styling someone’s hair or making a sale or fixing a computer problem or acting in 
a play or decorating a cake or leading a meeting or speaking on a stage?

We love what we love because it is our dharma—and we all love different things, which is 
great, because all the jobs need to be done for the world to work.

If you really believe you don’t know what makes your heart sing, I recommend that you do 
two things.

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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First, do what I call Sitting for Guidance and some call “spontaneous writing” to employ 
your higher self in helping you uncover your dharma. Simply sit down and take out a 
piece of paper and write at the top of the page the question, “What is my dharma?” and 
then just start writing the answer, letting the words simply flow on to the paper. 

This is not a thinking exercise; it is a spontaneous writing exercise, by-passing the 
analytical, judgmental mind. Don’t read what you’ve written until you’re done and nothing 
else is coming through you. Write for a minimum of 5 minutes. I promise, if you don’t 
control what flows out, you’ll be blown away by the answers you’ll receive. 

Second, take the Passion Test (www.thepassiontest.com). The Passion Test is a brilliant 
“test” designed by Janet and Chris Attwood to help you discover your passions, which in 
essence, is your dharma. If you want an example of how powerful the Passion Test is, Jack 
Canfield conceived of the idea of forming the Transformational Leadership Council while 
taking the Passion Test!!

And, once again, the bonus is, when we live our dharma, we contribute to the world.

In the Vedas, the sacred texts of the Hindu religion written in Sanskrit over 3000 years 
ago, it says that when the time comes on earth when we each are living our dharma, a 
golden age will descend that will last for thousands of years. In other words, when the 

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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healers are healing and the builders are building and the business people are growing 
businesses and the mothers are mothering, all will be in perfect Divine order.

And sometimes we have to be courageous to live our dharma when our inner voice speaks 
to us. When we do our spontaneous writing, the easy part is allowing the messages from 
our higher selves to flow out. The part that can sometimes be more difficult is to trust 
and follow those messages. But if you do trust, since the messages come from a place of 
higher knowledge unfettered by your analytical, judging mind, the blessings that unfold 
will be much greater than those you can create with your own limited awareness—and the 
blessings will be great not only for you but for everyone else involved.

When you do what’s best for yourself, it will always be  
what’s best for everyone else.

An excellent example of this phenomenon happened when, after five wonderful years, I 
made the decision to move on from the fabulous Your Year of Miracles program that Marci 
Shimoff and I founded in 2013. When I first had the thought that it was time for me to 
pursue some of my other passions, my logical mind was screaming, “Are you nuts? This 
program is changing thousands of lives! Marci and you are so good together! It’s fun! It’s 
powerful! It’s becoming more of a global phenomenon every year!” But my higher-self/
inner voice was saying, “You’re done with this dharma. It’s time to embark on a new journey. 
When you follow your inner voice, it will be best for you and Marci and everyone else.” 

It was not an easy thing to do but the result of following that illogical inner voice has 
brought amazing new opportunities for me to serve you like never before and the most 
incredible women miraculously appeared to take my place to teach alongside Marci. 
New vistas for me and juicy new knowledge and experiences for the Your Year of Miracles 
community just from following that inner voice…

Everyone has a dharma they were put on earth to live. In fact, we all have many dharmas 
as we move through life. When you’re living your dharma there is a knowingness and a 
happiness that, again, spreads its light into the world.

You are here for a purpose. Nobody can do what you were put here to do. There are 
people waiting whose lives you are destined to touch.

So listen to the impulses of your heart and don’t think you can’t do it. You are never given 
a desire without being given the means to fulfill it. The Creator is not a trickster!

http://www.yestosuccess.com
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Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “There is nothing capricious in nature. The implanting of 
a desire indicates that its gratification is in the constitution of the creature who feels it.”

And don’t wait until you think you’re ready because you’ll never think you’re ready. We 
live in a relative universe and there will always be loose ends. Just take into your heart, 
these words from our higher power in the Course in Miracles, “Don’t be concerned with 
your own readiness. Just be consistently aware of mine,” and begin to live your dharma.

And as my friend Lisa Nichols says, “If you think ‘I can’t do this,’ you’re right but you’re 
not doing it. There is a higher power that is working through you and if a dream burns 
in your heart, that’s because you’re supposed to move on it. So move quickly enough to 
keep your momentum going but slowly enough to hear the guidance of your inner voice.” 

And remember these powerful words shared by Master John Douglas, a world renowned 
healer from Australia: 

The first thing you’re shown when you die is what your life was supposed  
to be and what it was. 

There is no time like right now to make your life what it is supposed to be. 

DEBRA RECOMMENDS: Before you move on to Secret #4, Sit for Guidance and ask, 
“What is my dharma?” Highlight all of the action steps your “higher self” recommends 
that you take and pick one to act on knowing that living your dharma is living your truth 
and you will receive support from all the laws of nature when you take action. 
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SUCCESS SECRET #4: 
Engaging in Sacred Activism and Selfless Service

Sacred Activism is a term coined by British author and teacher, Andrew Harvey.

The definition of Sacred Activism is the coming together of spirituality and activism. It’s 
activism that comes from the heart, activism that is compassionate, kind, and positive. It’s 
not about being against something; it’s about being for something. It’s embodied by this 
quote from Mother Theresa who when asked why she wouldn’t attend an anti-war rally 
said, “I will never attend an anti-war rally but when you have a pro-peace rally, invite me.”

Sacred activism is a way to channel your desire to make a difference in a way that creates 
solutions and doesn’t add to the problem.

In the words of Andrew Harvey:

“A spirituality that is only private and self-absorbed, one devoid of an authentic 
political and social consciousness, does little to halt the suicidal juggernaut 
of history. On the other hand, an activism that is not purified by profound 

spiritual and psychological self-awareness and rooted in divine truth, wisdom, 
and compassion will only perpetuate the problem it is trying to solve, however 

righteous its intentions. When, however, the deepest and most grounded 
spiritual vision is married to a practical and pragmatic drive to transform all 

existing political, economic, and social institutions, a holy force—the power of 
wisdom and love in action—is born. This force I define as Sacred Activism.” 

– Andrew Harvey

Sacred activism is having a passion for justice and not just sitting around talking to our 
friends about how bad everything is, which of course, by the power of your attention 
makes it worse, but doing something about it. Rally your friends to take action with you, 
as there is strength in numbers.

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed, citizens can change 
the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”  

– Margaret Mead 
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I have to re-remind myself every day to stop allowing myself to be angry, scared or hopeless 
about what’s going wrong in the US around issues like rampant racism and the deepening 
political divide, and the perennial problems like lack of sensible gun laws and inhumane 
immigration policies and unbridled homophobia and unchecked climate change. Instead I 
need to be excited about what’s going right like our increased political representation by 
women and minorities, and the plethora of people who are rising up and saying enough is 
enough and recognizing the power of sacred activism, and other glimmers of light in what 
appears to be a dark landscape. I also like to take time each day to read the good news 
shared in some of my favorite free on line subscriptions like OptimistDaily.com and  
www.cnn.com/specials/us/the-good-stuff. 

Sacred activism is also about doing selfless service or service with no desire for reward or payment. 

When thinking about sacred activism and selfless service, although it now seems like ancient 
history, I still often think about the text I received from my son two days after the 2016 
presidential election when he was living in New York City working 
on his Emmy-nominated film, Shot in the Dark. The purpose of 
sharing this anecdote is not to assert my political leanings as I 
honor each person’s heartfelt convictions—different views are what 
makes our country great—but to share my son’s example of Sacred 
Activism embodied in this text. Daniel founded and runs a non-
profit in Chicago that helps high school basketball players in the 
inner city procure college scholarships:

Daniel Poneman: Hi mom. How are you doing?

Debra Poneman: Not great.

Daniel Poneman: I understand mom. I also feel disappointed.

Debra Poneman: What are we going to do?

Daniel Poneman: I don’t know what you’re going to do but I’ve decided I’m going to move 
back to Chicago in January. I’ll give myself one more day to mourn and then I’m channeling 
this disappointment to go all in for the kids in the hood who will now need my help more 
than ever. What we need to do mom is work even harder at the grassroots level and do our 
part. We have to do right by our people.

Debra Poneman: Thank you Daniel.

Daniel Poneman: And after you take a little more time to mourn, then do what you tell me to 
do…Find the good that’s always there. Remember mom “there’s always good in everything 
that might not reveal itself right away but what you put your attention on is what grows in 
your life.” 

Debra Poneman: Thank you, Daniel. I will.

Daniel Poneman: Because if you don’t, that’s when we really lose.
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So Daniel left New York and moved back to Chicago and redoubled his efforts putting 
on free basketball showcases for high school boys and girls so that they could be seen 
playing in front of college coaches and scouts in hopes of getting a scholarship and 
changing the trajectory of their lives forever. To date, my son’s showcases have generated 
almost $50 million in college scholarships for kids on the south and west sides of Chicago.  
www.ShotintheDarkFoundation.org.

Sacred Activism is not about going down to the Senate and shouting, “Shame! Shame! 
Shame!” at the senators who didn’t vote in accordance with what you thought was right. 
Pushing against in this way, more than likely has the opposite of the intended effect. If you 
don’t like a decision, go out and register voters in an area that would most likely be “red” 
or “blue” in accordance with your beliefs; or join the campaign of a candidate who holds 
your views; or work on the grassroots level to change the laws that you feel are unjust or 
undemocratic. 

If you don’t like the current immigration policies, here is an organization that is looking for 
donations and volunteers to support immigrants who are currently separated from their 
families: https://www.immigrationjustice.us/volunteeropportunities/volunteer-public

Sacred Activism is using our dharmic talents to further causes we believe in. 

Are you a visual artist? Find a way to help kids who are survivors express their emotions 
through art or help a non-profit create their website. Do you feel agony hearing about a 
young black man being incarcerated for years for allegedly stealing a backpack?

Become a big brother or sister and form a relationship with one of these kids and be their 
voice when these things happen and there is no one else to advocate for them.

There are many other actions you can take to support the concept of Sacred Activism. Are 
you passionate about the environment? Ride a bike, walk or take public transportation to 
make a smaller carbon footprint. Rigorously recycle and compost. Plant a garden. 

Are you frustrated by the growing divide between the right and the left? Sit down and 
without rancor or judgment, listen to someone who has a different political view from yours.

Does educational inequality upset you? Volunteer for an after-school program or tutor 
kids whose parents can’t help them with their homework because they’re working three  
jobs just to put food on the table.
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I know that the problems of the world seem so big and 
insurmountable and you might feel small and insignificant. 
But you’re not. You just have to start somewhere.

Your dharma might not be to be a Stacey Abrams or Greta 
Thunberg or Mahatma Gandhi or Colin Kapernik or Malala. 
Not everybody is going to go down in history. But I know 
in my own life that the foster kids I mothered and the kids 
in the townships in South Africa where I offered Yes to 
Success, and the earthquake survivors in Haiti to whom I 
taught stress relief programs didn’t need me to be anyone 
except a person who loved them and took the time to stop 
complaining and do something. 

And, there are three things you can’t do if you want to 
make a difference…

The first is play it safe.

“Cautious, careful people, always casting about to preserve their reputation and 
social standing can never bring about reform. Those who are really in earnest must be 
willing to be anything or nothing in the world’s estimation, and publicly and privately, 
in season and out, avow their sympathy with despised and persecuted ideas and their 

advocates, and bear the consequences.” – Susan B. Anthony

The second is give into despair. 

“While injustice is the worst of sins, despair is the most dangerous.”  
– St. Thomas Aquinas 

And the third is do nothing.

“Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can,  
in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can,  

as long as ever you can.” – John Wesley

DEBRA RECOMMENDS: Before you move on to Secret #5, choose one act of Sacred 
Activism/Selfless Service that you will do in the coming week.  

Debra doing volunteer work with children  

in Haiti for www.AidStillRequired.org
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SUCCESS SECRET #5: 
Doing Everything with Love

S o let’s talk about love. 

Just as spiritual practices are not a luxury anymore, neither is love…and I don’t mean 
romantic love. I mean the kind of love that changes the world.

Everything is energy and when we withhold love from others or ourselves, we withhold 
love from the world.

In 1975 I was on a course for 6 months with the renowned spiritual teacher Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi, founder of the Transcendental Meditation program. We meditated and did 
yoga and breathing practices for 10 and 12 hours every day from the first of January to 
the end of June. We were on a strict, simple vegetarian diet and often in complete silence 
and even fasting for weeks at a time.

When it was time for the course to end, all of the other 100+ women were beside 
themselves with sadness that our time with Maharishi was coming to an end. Me? Not so 
much. In fact, I was counting the days until I could go home and eat some pizza, go to the 
movies and see real live men!!!

We each were granted a private meeting with Maharishi and we were told to only ask 
him one question. Practically every woman went into the meeting room with tears in her 
eyes and came out with those tears streaming down her face. And as much as I love long 
meditation retreats, my judgmental thought was, “Get a grip, girl! You will be free by 
tomorrow!”

My turn came and as I entered the room, I was prepared to ask Maharishi if he thought I 
should go back to college or teach TM full time.

So I walked in, knelt on the ground next to his chair and burst into tears the moment he 
looked into my eyes. The question that spontaneously spilled from my quivering lips was, 
“Why does everyone love you more than I do?”

His answer changed my life forever.

http://www.yestosuccess.com


© 2021 Debra Poneman • www.YesToSuccess.com 23  

He said, “When love comes, let it flow. Don’t stop it with your thinking.”

If we didn’t stop love with our thinking, we would be open-hearted love machines. We 
aren’t because we think too much… “What if I approach that person with an open heart 
and I’m rejected?” “I’ve heard that he’s not a good person. I’m not going to extend 
kindness to him.” “Look at how she’s dressed. No way do I want to have a friendship with 
her.” “Carol says he has a weak ego. I’m not going to invite him to the Master Mind.” 
Judge. Judge. Judge. Often based on hearsay. Reject and protect. Reject and Protect. 
Reject before I get rejected.

Professor, scholar, researcher, and author of The Gift of Imperfection, Dr. Brené Brown has, 
for over 11 years been researching vulnerability, courage, and authenticity.

What she discovered is that the greatest human fear is not snakes, heights, public 
speaking or even death but the fear of not having deep connection with other humans. 
And she further discovered that in order for real connection to happen, you have to allow 
yourself to be vulnerable. You have to be able to say, “I’m scared. I don’t know if I did the 
right thing. I need you.”

The problem is, showing vulnerability is probably the second greatest human fear! It’s 
terrifying for most people, but if you want to experience The New Success, you need to 
have the courage to be vulnerable, to be imperfect and to ask for help.

Dr. Brown’s research showed that if you can let go of who you think you should be in   
order to be who you really are and fully embrace vulnerability and do things like saying, “I 
screwed up and I don’t know how to get back on track,” or “I think I’m in over my head,” 
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or “I love you” even if there are no guarantees the person will say “I love you” back, that 
will bring you the connection you long for. 

But we are so afraid of being vulnerable that instead we numb ourselves with food and 
drugs and alcohol and making sure we look good and making sure that we’re right at all 
costs and making sure we have the corner office and that people only see us as the smiling 
couple with the perfect kids—and that’s exactly how we keep happiness and joy away.

And there is a sequel to my Maharishi story. When I recently shared what Maharishi said 
about letting love flow with my dear friend Suzanne Lawlor, she said, “I think he was actually 
saying something different to you. I think he was saying that when love comes towards you, 
you should let it flow and not stop it with your thinking.”

She was right.

I believe that even more than stopping the flow of love going out, most of us stop the flow 
of love coming in. And more than anything else, if we want to live The New Success and 
contribute to a world that works, we need to stand in the center of our fear and let love in.

And the harder and scarier that is, the greater the light you will bring into your own life and 
thus into the world when you do.

DEBRA RECOMMENDS: Stand in the fire, breath, and let love in.

Thank you for reading this e-book. Hopefully one day we can meet in person. 
Until then, I send my love to you.
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