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The following represents the second in the five-part series "Dialogues in Esse" and based on the Essean premise that "the cosmos is an infinite presence whose perpetual movement gives rise to all material forms". In this context, the term 'Essean' is derived from the Latin word 'esse' which the Society of Esseans International defines as 'that which truly exists'. It is not related to, nor associated with, the ancient Middle Eastern 'Essenai' (Essenes), their religious views, nor their communal lifestyle.
David knelt, just beyond the door of the cabin, tending to the small garden of vegetables he planted beneath its window. The hasty shuffle of footsteps on the nearby path diverted his attention to the approaching young man.
"Back so soon?" he asked, adding, "I thought you had a class assignment to complete."
Shelley nodded. "I'm still working on it."
"Not out here," David said.
The young man pulled an overturned bucket between his legs and sat. "Yes, I am," he insisted. "I came out to ask you a few more questions, that's all."
David set aside the trowel with which he had been cultivating his little garden and sat upon the walkway near Shelley. "More questions about religion?"
"Sort of," Shelley replied. "Only, it's more like on rules for living. We're supposed to include some sort of living guidelines derived from the religion we chose to write about and, since I'm writing about the one we discussed earlier, I thought maybe you could give me a few? You said cosmic pantheism had only one commandment, know thyself. However, I thought you could translate that into some sort of list of specific things to do."
David mildly frowned. "You called it cosmic pantheism, not me."
Shelley passively shrugged. "Whatever," he said. "It sounds like a religion. At least I called it that in the draft I submitted for my class. Now my professor wants me to explain its rules."
"If anything, the perspective is called Esse. It means 'that which truly is'. What one makes of it is left up to the individual."
"There's got to be more," Shelley said with a deep scowl. "I'm going to have to define this Esse."
"Fine," David sighed. "Esse is based upon the premise that the cosmos is an infinite presence whose perpetual activity gives rise to all perceived material forms."
"That's it?" Shelley wheezed. "Doesn't it have another name?
"Like what?"
"Like some kind of ism. The other religions have, I mean, like Buddhism, Catholicism, and Protestantism."
David again sighed. "Call it cosmic pantheism if you like. It means the cosmos, taken as a whole, could be considered God in the abstract sense. I'm sure that will satisfy your professor."
"Cosmic pantheism," Shelley repeated. He raised a brow, smiled and nodded. "I'm sure the old coot will like it. He's into classical Greek. Now what about its rules?"
"What rules?"
"Like its moral code," Shelley replied. "All religions have them. What about this – what did you call it?
"Esse."
Shelley shook his head. "No, the other word. Cosmo something."
"Cosmic pantheism," David said. "Esse has no moral code."
Shelley's brow furrowed. "It must have something – something I can write about."
David heaved another plaintive sigh. "I could give you some guidelines, but those would be mine."
"Okay," Shelley agreed. "Those should work."
"Fine," David conceded, "but call them maxims, not a moral code or rules."
"Maxims," Shelley repeated, nodding.
David reluctantly resigned himself to the task of assisting his friend. "Okay, but these are only guidelines, my own, not a religious doctrine. They simply are the things I try to follow in organizing my own life."
"Great," Shelley beamed, "lay them on me. I'll take notes."
David glared a bit as the young man produced a small notebook and a pencil. "If you're going to take notes, you'd better number them from one to eight."
The young man nodded. "Ready. What's number one?"
David sighed again. "Label number one 'acceptance'. Live your life the best you can at this given moment and, at this moment, live within the reality of this moment, without remorse or regret."
Shelley scribbled for a moment then frowned at David. "Wait a minute," he drawled, "that first part's fine, but what's this bit about no remorse or regret?"
"Just that," David replied flatly. "You shouldn't hassle your head over anything you've done in the past."
Shelley rose to his feet and paced out on the path. Several strides away, he turned and faced his friend. "Aw, come on, man. That's cold-blooded. What happened to concern for others? You just scrapped that."
David braced himself against the bottom step of his front porch and peered up at his companion. "Come back here and sit on your bucket," he said. "There's nothing cold-blooded about that first guideline. I simply meant that beating yourself over the head with guilt trips profits no one, least of all you."
Still not reconciled with the idea, Shelley returned and reseated himself next to his friend. "Okay, explain."
"Gladly," David said. "If you'll hold off forming opinions until you've heard me out."
Shelley reluctantly nodded. "Okay. Why shouldn't I feel guilt?"
"Because it profits no one. You see, when you're trying your best and screw something up, what's the sense of torturing yourself with that accomplished act. How does that help anyone? Sure, if there's something you can do right now to remedy a past screw up, do it. Nevertheless, do it because it's a now something that should be done, and not out of guilt. Do it because you see you can straighten out an existing mess or, at least, make things better. You should do that anyway for your own benefit, whether it's your own or somebody else's mess."
Shelley appeared to relax. "Oh, in other words, I should concentrate on positive action and drop negative guilt trips."
"Isn't that what I just said?" David asked rhetorically. "Beating yourself over the head with those proverbial pangs of guilt or pounding your chest and declaring yourself to be a miserable sinner are futile masochistic acts. They are no more than living on past what-ifs. If I knew what I know now, I would have done this or that differently. Hell, the fact is, you didn't. So forgive the past and move on with your life. Live in the present and for the future. Yesterday's gone. It was a learning experience. Profit from that experience and keep moving on."
"But what if I tried my best at something and failed?"
"C'est la vie, such is life," David replied. "What more could you have done? Anyway, there is no such a thing as failure. You just achieve results different from your expectations. So take another good look at things. Maybe you've really profited or succeeded in some unexpected way. At least you grew by the experience. You discovered one course of action that doesn't achieve a particular result. Set it aside and try something else. That is the only intelligent and profitable thing to do."
"Okay, now that makes more sense," Shelley conceded. "However, why do you feel that regret and remorse are such disasters?"
"Because they are." David replied. "They focus your attention on the negative side of yesterday, on unfulfilled expectations and, as a result, they generate more negativity today. They may be fine for any onlooker who might want to see you suffering or paying for your mistakes. However, they are of no profit to you. That's why I've stop bothering with guilt trips. Whatever I've done, I consider it done and over with. It's yesterday's garbage. I look at the results achieved and try to learn from them but, for the main part, I concern myself only with today's reality. That way, I hope to keep myself steadily improving and, as life goes on, hope to find that I won't repeat the same dumb mistakes."
Shelley flashed a broad toothy grin. "That seems to make screwing up an adventure."
"Maybe," David chuckled, "but, if I were you, I'd try to keep that sort of adventure at a minimum."
"I wish I could," Shelley mumbled. "But you're right about remorse and regret being disasters. All I seem to do lately is punish myself over past mistakes."
David nodded. "I've noticed. I'd say it's time for a change."
Shelley frowned. "But how do you forget the past hassles?"
"You don't forget them," David said. "You resolve them within the context of your mind. Forgive yourself. Admit that you're human and fallible and, like everyone else, prone to making mistakes. Then you focus you attention on the present and try to do better in the rest of your life."
"But what if the memories of it keep coming up?"
"Simply repeat to yourself that you've already forgiven yourself for that and that it's yesterday's garbage, and then ignore it. Focus your mind on something present and positive in your life. Eventually the message will sink in. Old habits take time to break, especially the habit of plaguing yourself with unproductive guilt. Just don't try to tell yourself not to think about that guilt."
"Why not?"
"Because the surest way to keep something plaguing your mind is trying to tell yourself to forget it. It's like telling yourself, 'don't think of oranges'. The more you repeat that, the more your mind focuses on oranges. But you'll stop thinking of oranges if you simply picture apples in your mind."
Shelley grinned knowingly. "In other words, divert my attention from my resolved and forgiven guilt, right?"
"Right," David agreed. "Now, are you ready for guideline number two?"
Shelley nodded. "Fire away."
"Good," David said. "Number two is: commit yourself wholeheartedly to the act of living and accept full responsibility for your personal thoughts, words and deeds."
Shelley scribbled a bit in his notebook, then looked up and asked. "Why?"
"Why?" David repeated. "Because that will build your self-confidence. After all, you can't evolve any measure of self-assurance unless you're willing to face life head on and willing to accept yourself as its main determining factor. You must realize that you're a free agent, in full command of your own body and mind. Be willing to select from the infinite multitude of alternatives presented to you by life in an extended environment, willing to try your best and to make mistakes. That you can label it: commitment. Because, unless you make that commitment, there's no way you're going to accomplish any positive change."
"Okay," Shelley said. "I got no argument with that."
David grinned. "Well, that's a first. Did it sound that good or are you just in a hurry to get back to your class assignment?"
"No, it was fine. I just think that it's a bit of good advice. What's number three?"
Casting a doubtful look at his companion, David shrugged. "I still think you're just in a hurry, but here's number three. Label it 'faith'."
Shelley scribbled a notation and nodded. "Ready. Fire away?"
"Revitalize your faith in yourself, in the providence of a providing cosmos, and in the intrinsic value of life."
He paused to allow Shelley to complete his scribbling then continued. "Believe in yourself, in your inherent worth as an individual human being, endowed with natural capacities evolved over millions of years of evolutionary development. Believe in the inherent providence of a cosmos that has provided for you thus far and will continue to provide for you. Moreover, believe in the value of living, in its intrinsic rewards, in its challenges, and in your ability to cope with those challenges. You need that faith because it's the basic mental perspective that programs your mind to materialize its creative potential. You see, consciousness is a pliant neutral energy. It takes on the form of those experiences that your personal beliefs emphasize, and it channels your life into a mode of reality compatible with those beliefs. In short, you are as you believe you are, and you become only that which your faith permits. That's the incredible power of believing. Nothing is impossible if you have sufficient faith in yourself and in life."
Shelley looked up from his notebook and gasped. "Damn, you're starting to sound like a revival minister at a faith healing service with all of those believes."
"With good cause," David replied. "After all, that is the reality of faith healing, not the particular religion or cult, but the faith."
"You mean the brand of religion doesn't matter?"
"Of course not. After all, doesn't every religion, from the primitive wooden totems of aboriginal tribes to the most intellectualized doctrines, have their successes in faith healing?"
"Yeah, but . . ."
"But nothing," David interrupted. "If everyone does it, it can't be the result of the brand of religion, but the result of the individual's faith. Miracles evolve from individual endeavor. If an eddy within an ocean's whirlpool in an ocean is intense enough, it can not only reorganize that entire whirlpool, but reorganize the surrounding ocean as well. Moreover, within the cosmos, that's what we are, whirlpools of cosmic energy. If we can marshal enough intensity within that whirlpool, we can change the patterns of energy within ourselves and within the environment at large. That is the essence of faith healing. It hinges entirely upon the word, faith."
"But how can I go about establishing that faith in myself?" asked Shelley.
"By doing a good selling job, like any preacher does. Try repetition. Consciously remind yourself about the basic things in which you believe. That will develop a mindset. You may not feel you believe it at first but, if you're sufficiently persistent and sincere in your desire to believe, that faith will become a fact. In addition, you can regularly state it to others. Not in any big sermon or selling of religion, but in simple everyday statements like, 'I have faith in myself', or 'I don't sweat it, life will provide', or 'Yes, my life is going fine, I feel it's worthwhile'. Or anything that reinforces your faith. Hearing yourself say it aloud and to others will further ingrain those ideas within your mind. Like any propaganda, if repeated often enough, it becomes a matter of belief."
"That sounds logical," Shelley admitted. "Now, how about number four?"
"You must want to meet a deadline on your paper," David observed with a trace of sarcasm.
"Well, we do have quite a few more to go." Shelley admitted. "And I figured you were done with faith."
"Okay," David conceded. "Number four could be called, awareness. Become aware of your full immediate encounter with life. Get in touch with the real, right now happenings. Live with those as much as possible, and spend only necessary time with tomorrows and yesterdays. Yesterdays are remembrances and tomorrows are merely plans conjured up from those yesterdays. However, living only takes place in the immediate moment. So direct your consciousness to the immediate moment of environment, body and mind."
"Is that so vitally important?" Shelley asked.
"Judge for yourself," David replied. "Yesterdays and tomorrows are elements of thought. However, doing is an aspect of the now. Your focus determines how much time you spend thinking about what you've done and are planning on doing, and how much time you actually spend engaging in a productive act."
"Oh, I see what you mean. Personally, I've been spending almost all my time thinking and not getting anything done."
"I rest my case," David said, flashing his companion a smile. "So I guess it's on to number five, right."
Shelley nodded. "Fine."
"Okay, here's number five. Label it, cooperation. Seek to recognize the natural flow of cosmic events and learn to live in harmony with that flow."
"Damn," Shelley gasped, "that's a tall order."
"Not really. Not if you keep it on a practical level."
"Like how?"
"Like, for instance, keep in touch with your body's natural rhythms. Rest when you're tired, drink when you're thirsty, eat when you're hungry, and do all the other things necessary for your well-being as those things make themselves known."
"But that's just the routine of living," Shelley commented.
"Of course it is. If you begin with those, that perspective will naturally extend to everything else. You'll learn to recognize that things proceed from cause to effect and that each resulting effect is another causing agent. So, if you begin with the simple processes of your body, you'll have no problem harmonizing that body's existence with the general patterns of cosmic life. Don't try to fight the inevitable evolution of events. Instead, learn to channel those inevitabilities toward attaining your own desired ends."
"What do you mean: channel?"
"I mean, for instance, let's say you were going to attempt to swim across a swiftly flowing river. You could go about it two ways. You could fight the current and try to swim directly across, or you could go with those currents by swimming diagonally down stream. In the first case, you'll just exhaust yourself fighting the currents. The other way, you'll land further down stream without much effort and can walk back to the spot where you wanted to be."
"So . . .?"
"So, events in life are like the water in that river. They pull you along as they flow by. However, like that river, you don't have to submit and be victimized. Neither do you have to exhaust yourself trying to fight it. Instead, learn to recognize that flow and to use it to take you where you'd prefer to go."
"That's still a tall order," Shelley insisted.
"Sometimes," David admitted. "However, it can be done if you prepare yourself by creating the proper frame of mind. Train yourself to observe the cause and effect relationships that exist in all natural events, even in those that, on the surface, may appear to have no connection with each other. That should give you some insight into using those events for the betterment of your life. After all, how do you know what you can accomplish until you give it a try."
"Okay," Shelley conceded impatiently. "I'll buy that. Let's move on to number six."
"Fine. That would be involvement," David said. "Take an active role in life. If you fail to be an active participant in the evolution of things, you'll wind up the victim and not the master of your own destiny."
"How so?"
"Because the whole of life - your physical surroundings, the social setting, and the prevailing culture - all have a direct impact upon you. They modify and shape your personal perspectives by influencing the way you experience life. So you'd better take a hand in shaping those three elements."
"Oh sure," Shelley sneered, "I'm going out and change society and its culture all by myself. That would be fine if I was some great reformer, but I'm not."
"You don't have to be," David sighed. "It's something you do simply by taking an active role in things. Sure, if you're talking about widespread radical changes, few individuals ever accomplish that. However, gradual or evolutionary change takes place whenever you take a deliberate part in the things that have an immediate and direct bearing upon the way you live. You make your influence felt just by participating, even in things that, at first glance, may seem beyond your ability to alter. Every overt act on your part makes a change, even if only the way a small rock tossed into a raging river alters a part of that river's flow."
His companion shrugged. "Yes but is it worth the effort?"
"Definitely," David responded. "If nothing more, your involvement in the attempt to alter those things that have a negative impact on your well-being will lessen that negative impact. You'll be meeting them head on, and that will prevent those influences from covertly corrupting your mind."
"For instance . . ."
"Well, take any sort of prejudice. If you ignore it, you remain ignorant of its influence in the seemingly routine events of your life. That ignorance allows prejudices to mold the way you think and behave. However, when you confront and oppose it, your involvement amounts to an education in its subtleties. You become aware of the events that it influences, and that awareness alters the way in which you view those events. Therefore, by your involvement, you prevent those prejudices from taking root within your personal perspectives, diffusing its influence over your mind."
Shelley absently stared off at the distant treetops. "Does that involvement have to be outwardly? I mean I can be opposed to something inwardly and still benefit myself, can't I?"
"Not really," David replied. "Outward silence cripples the mind. It creates hypocrisy - a schizophrenia if you like - between the way you think and act. Moreover, likely as not, your actions will guide your thoughts. You see, you may not always act the way you think. However, eventually, you'll begin to think the way you act. You'll begin to invent reasons to justify your behavior and that process eventually will corrupt your judgment and life."
"But, sometimes, you have no choice except to think one way and act another," protested Shelley.
"In that case, my friend," David cautioned. "I'd do so with extreme care. Hypocrisy is an extremely dangerous game. It's an attempt to fool others. However, I'd be willing to bet that, in the end, you'll wind up fooling only yourself."
"You really think so?"
"Yep. I suggest you eliminate hypocrisy from your repertoire of social behavior and simply be yourself. Act the way you believe. That way, you'll always believe in your actions."
The other man nodded. "Sounds reasonable," adding, as he glanced at his notebook. "What's number seven?"
David paused a moment in thought. "Oh, that would be purpose. Set up personal goals for yourself and give some concrete direction to your life. This one's extremely crucial."
"Why?" Shelley asked, scribbling an extra notation in his little book.
"Because with a sense of purpose, life takes on the aura of opportunity. You're living for a reason. Therefore, your efforts, inconveniences, and even your occasional hardships and deprivations take on an air of challenge and add zest to your life."
"You mean I should do things for a specific reason."
"In short term undertakings, yes. It's great to set practical goals for yourself. However, the sense of purpose I'm referring to is more along the lines of long-range general ideals and goals. Those give you a more constructive mindset. They give you a preprogramed mental course to follow as you go about accomplishing your daily chores."
Shelley grimaced. "I'm not sure I follow you."
"Okay, let me put it another way," David said. "You might say that living is like a journey. You're constantly moving through an ongoing evolution of events. And, like a journey, you should set yourself some long range destination or goal."
"Something by which I can gauge how far I've traveled and how much further I have to go."
"How far you've traveled, mainly. That gives you a sense of going somewhere and doing something constructive. For instance, walking involves nothing more than putting one foot in front of the other, and becomes aimless rambling unless you're going to some particular place. The same with life. Give yourself an ultimate mental destination. It makes living more meaningful by keeping you heading in a general direction even though you may be preoccupied with the immediate events and surroundings. That's what I meant by a mindset. It's the sort of thing you add to your life by setting up ultimate ideals or long range goals."
"That makes sense," Shelley agreed. "But how do you go about setting up those?"
"By deciding what's best for yourself as you see yourself and your ideal future self at this immediate moment in time. You always have the option to alter those goals and ideals at some future date. After all, life is evolutionary. New experiences make for altered points of view."
Shelley frowned. "Doesn't that contradict the notion of setting long range goals? After all, if you're constantly changing them, how long term can they be?"
"Wait a minute," David countered. "Having the option to change your goals doesn't mean that you should alter those daily. If you select some well thought out goals, only a radical turn of events in your life will dramatically alter those. More than likely, your goals will gradually evolve as your experiences evolve. Besides, long range ideals and goals should be general in nature, not specific nitty-gritty things."
"For instance?"
"For instance, the type of lifestyle you'd like to live, the type of person you'd like to become, and the type of physical and social environment in which you'd like to live. Those sort of general ideals and goals."
"Oh, things for future development and growth."
"Right! You set out specifics for the things you plan to do in the immediate future and construct a long-range game plan for the future you. That's the bottom line of purpose. Do that and you'll give your life a sense of direction. It'll add meaning to everything you do."
"Is that it?" Shelley asked.
"For purpose, yes" David replied. "That leaves us with number eight. Actively work to realize your purpose. I call that, engagement. Without it, you're just spinning your wheels."
"How so?"
"Well, goals and ideals are, in reality, rational fantasies. They're mental inventions created by your imagination that become meaningful realities only when transformed into tangible conscious acts. Therefore, you have to go out and work at fulfilling whatever purpose you set for your immediate and future self. Otherwise, those things will be little more than fanciful daydreams that never materialize."
Shelley snapped shut his little notebook and stuffed it back in his jacket pocket. "Great," he exclaimed, "that completes all of the rules."
"Guidelines," David insisted.
Shelley absently nodded, eying the path back to his cabin. "Guidelines. Yeah right. I think I'd better go."
Without another word, he waved goodbye to David and hurried trudged back toward his abode. David watched the young man retreat for a moment.
"Let me know what grade I got on that paper," he called out before returning to his gardening chores.
The Eight Guidelines for Successful Living
1. Acceptance: Live your life the best you can at this given moment and, at this moment, live within the reality of this moment, without remorse or regret.
2. Commitment: Commit yourself wholeheartedly to the act of living and accept full responsibility for your personal thoughts, words and deeds.
3. Faith: Believe in yourself, in your inherent worth as an individual human being, endowed with natural capacities evolved over millions of years of evolutionary development. Believe in the inherent providence of a cosmos that has provided for you thus far and will continue to provide for you. Moreover, believe in the value of living, in its intrinsic rewards, in its challenges, and in your ability to cope with those challenges.
4. Awareness: Become aware of your full immediate encounter with life. Get in touch with the real, right now happenings. Live with those as much as possible, and spend only necessary time with tomorrows and yesterdays.
5. Cooperation: Seek to recognize the natural flow of cosmic events and learn to live in harmony with that flow.
6. Involvement: Take an active role in life. If you fail to be an active participant in the evolution of things, you'll wind up the victim and not the master of your own destiny.
7. Purpose: Set up personal goals for yourself and give some concrete direction to your life.
8. Engagement: Actively work to realize your purpose.
The End