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The following represents the third 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.
The warming spray of sunshine dancing upon his cheeks passed unnoticed that crisp spring morning as Shelley plodded down the forest path toward his cabin. He was almost a full stride past David before the latter spoke.
"Not even a good morning?"
Shelley halted abruptly in his trek and turned toward the man sunning himself upon a fallen tree at the edge of the path.
"Oh sorry, David. Morning," he muttered.
David nodded. "Morning it is but, by the look of you, it isn't so good, is it?"
The new arrival shrugged. "Guess not. I'm feeling rotten again."
"That makes the third time this week," observed his friend. "You must really be a glutton for pain to let yourself suffer so much."
Shelley scowled, his nostrils flaring in resentment at his companion's apparent callousness.
"What do you mean: let myself suffer? I can't help the way I feel!"
"Sure you can," David countered. "Like they say, we each create the worlds we live in."
"Just what I needed, a stupid damn adage. Is that all you have to offer?"
David pursed his lips, tilted his head skyward, and idly examined the few wisps of passing clouds. "Well, let me see. Day before yesterday, I listened sympathetically. Yesterday, I tried cheering you up. Yep, that's about it for today."
The scowl deepened upon Shelley's face. "I gather you're trying to tell me that you're tired of hearing about my troubles."
"Not at all," David replied. "I'm simply pointing out the fact that you're making misery a way of life."
The other man broke off a chink of bark from the log and gruffly flung it into the nearby underbrush. "What other choices do I have?"
"The same ones each of us have, to feel as good or as bad as we choose."
"That's easy to say," Shelley mumbled.
"And easy to do," David countered.
"Not when you feel rotten all over."
David rose to an elbow. "I seriously doubt that."
"Doubt what?"
"That all of you feel rotten. Sure, in some ways, a part of you feels out of sorts, but my guess is that the greater part of your being is indulging itself in this beautiful warm morning. Surely that isn't making you feel miserable, is it?"
"No," Shelley conceded. "But, on the inside, I feel like hell."
"Then why don't you simply turn off that misery? After all, it isn't a real part of you."
Shelley again scowled. "What do you mean 'not a real part of me'?"
"It's not, and I can prove it," David insisted.
"All right, genius," Shelley blustered. "Go ahead and prove it. Wave some magic wand and make my rotten feelings vanish."
"Well, I don't have a magic wand," David smiled. "But, I think I can make you feel a bit better. That is, if you agree to do ex-actly as I ask. Deal?"
The other man hesitated then nodded. "Okay, deal. What the hell do I do?"
"Not much. Just stop thinking about yourself for a moment and give your full attention to some other experience in the outside world."
"That's it?"
"Yep, that's it. Pick out something, say, that bunch of leaves up there in that tree and study them. Visually compare them, one with the other, without talking about them inside your head. I mean objectively study them without voicing what you observe. Go ahead, try it."
Shelley briefly eyed his companion with an air of distrust before resigning himself to the bargain. Complying, he diverted his focus to one of the nearby trees and, as directed, indulged his mind in the examination of its dense foliage. For several minutes, David permitted him to observe the view quietly before pressing for an evaluation.
"Well, how do you feel?"
Shelley's eyes flashed a brief glint of mild astonishment then lapsed back into their prior cast of gloom. "For a second there, I sort of forgot about my problems," he admitted.
"And how did that feel?"
"Okay, I guess," he conceded, quickly adding, "however, that was just a short escape."
David brightened. "You're right. It was an escape, but it was an escape into reality and not from it. Moreover, it proves what I said earlier. The misery you feel is not a real part of you."
"Bull!" Shelley growled. "It proves nothing! My rotten feelings are real. All I did was put them out of my mind for a few moments. They're still here and I'm still suffering."
"Is that a fact," David scoffed, leaning away from his troubled friend and scrutinizing the man's body from head to toe with mock intensity. "Then, tell me, oh suffering one, exactly which part of you hurts?"
The other man faltered as he frantically searched inwardly for the precise source of his pains. "Well, it's my . . . ah . . . oh hell, I don't know," he stammered. "It's not hurting in any one specific place like a cut or bruise. I guess it's hurting mostly in my head."
"Precisely," David said. "What'd I tell you? Your misery is your own creation. It's something you've conjured in your thinking mind."
Shelley flared. "Are you implying that I'm psycho or something?"
"No, I didn't mean that. I don't believe you're mentally ill, at least, not in the critical sense of the word."
"And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?"
"Just that, if you're suffering as a result of a mental state and that mental state is making you ill, then your mind is not functioning at its best."
Still annoyed, Shelley conceded. "Okay, so I'm not perfectly mentally well, but I'm not mentally ill."
David smiled. "Fine, I'll settle for not perfectly mentally well. Anyway, the idea I'm trying to get across is that your misery is no more than the exhibited result of a self-induced and sustained mental environment of pain."
Shelley's face contorted into a confused scowl. "Oh, that makes all the difference in the world," he sarcastically snarled. "Just what the hell are you talking about?"
"About your misery being a product of the creative aspect of your active conscious mind."
"The creative what?"
David sighed. "Look, let me put it this way. You're suffering because, in the conscious part of your mind, you're recycling experiences, which generate physical reactions that cause you real pain. That's all."
"And you believe the stuff that goes on in my thinking mind isn't real?"
"Right. It isn't real. At least, not in the same way your world of immediate experiences is real. You see, the reality part of your consciousness is made up only of those things you experience in the here and now. That real world has no pasts or futures. However, your mental world of ideas is made up of bits and pieces of stored memories - you know, past experienced sensations you encountered during the real right-now part of your life. As memories, they're recycled to produce the inner world you call conscious thought. However, that inner world of thought is a personal invention. It's something you construct and control."
Shelley's face twisted with that contorted glaze of skepticism. "Are you telling me that everything I think doesn't exist?"
"Oh, it does exist as memories, but not as a right at this moment reality."
"Explain," Shelley said sullenly.
"Gladly. It's like this. An experience is something that is happening to you and a thought is something you're causing to happen. The experience is being produced by the real world acting upon your consciousness at this immediate moment, but the thought is being produced by you from holdover memories of a past real world. Thus, your experiences are real and your thoughts are personal inventions."
"Well I don't see the difference," Shelley murmured. "Thinking, experiencing, it's all the same to me. It's all taking place in my head."
"Ah, but there is a difference . . . a vast difference. Thinking and experiencing are two different activities of consciousness. You saw that a while ago when you stopped thinking for a moment and concentrated upon experiencing. Thinking had made you miserable, but just experiencing made that misery vanish for the moment."
"Are you suggesting that I stop thinking?"
"Definitely not! That wasn't my point at all. Your thinking processes are absolutely necessary. They represent a capacity that makes you an intelligent being and a part of the dominant species on earth. Instead, I was simply pointing out that there is a difference between the reality of experience and the creativity of thought."
A moment of silence engulfed the pair as Shelley digested his companion's words. Ultimately, he turned to the latter.
"Okay, I can understand experiences. They're sensations like hot, cold, sights, and sounds, but what about thought? I mean, beyond the physical processes that go on within my brain."
"Recycled experiences. Your mind stores all of the things you experience and uses that reserve of data to create different mental points of view. For example, you put together remembered sounds to make up little groups you call words and, in turn, use those words to tie together other bits and pieces of remembered experiences into concepts or ideas. The sounds of the word cat revive remembered experiences related to that animal and to your encounters with that animal or that word. Yet, those elements of thought are not actual immediate sensations of a right at this moment encounter with a cat. That is, they're not a bunch of new incoming experiences but merely a mental reliving of experiences received in the past. See the difference? I mean, between thinking and experiencing."
Shelley reluctantly nodded. "Yeah, I think I get what you're driving at. It's sort of the difference between being wet and imagining being wet. Being wet is a real immediate sensation, but imagining being wet is a rehash of wet sensations I had before."
"Right," David congratulated. "One is happening now and the other is a carryover from the past - from yesterday's world."
Briefly, the perplexed frown returned to Shelley's face. "But what about the things I think of, I mean, those happening right now?"
"Well, if you're receiving the experience, you know, just absorbing it, then you aren't thinking it. However, if you're comparing it with bygone experiences, that comparative analysis is an invented thought. The absorbing of experience is real and the analysis of that experience is not."
"For instance?"
"For instance, you see a cat. Seeing it is a real experience. However, when you think to yourself, 'that's a cat', you've created a thought. Hanging the label cat on the experience is a drawing out of remembered sensations that, to you, appear to be similar to the immediate experience. It's a pull back into memory and away from the immediate sensations you perceive. Whether you do it in words or not, it is still a part of the conjured world of thought. Most individuals make that an automatic practice. They choose to overlook the reality of experience and to concentrate their focus almost exclusively on their inner realms of thought."
"But how can you not think?" Shelley protested.
"Simple. Merely take in the scenery of life, without scrambling it together with the things of the past. For the most part, it serves as a welcome break for your mind. After all, it takes an effort to think, especially within the realm of words."
"Do you mean that when I space out, I'm just experiencing?"
"No, not if you're withdrawing your conscious focus from your immediate sensations of living. That's simply tuning things out. Your mind is capable of that. You see, you have three basic options for your conscious focus: experience, thought or rest. You can focus on new experience, focus on thought, or simply put your conscious focus on hold."
"How so?"
"Well, your conscious focus is a sort of spotlight for your consciousness. You can shine that spotlight on this or that thing, or switch it off for brief moments of time."
"But, whether I'm thinking or not, I'm still experiencing?"
"Right, even if you're not consciously paying attention to that experience, it is still registering in your inner consciousness. However, paying attention to that incoming experience without thinking about it gives you a chance to really experience something new. You might call that true objective perception."
Giving a slight nod, Shelley settled back against the log. "Okay, I think I get the point. I experience and I think. Both things go on in my mind at the same time. Experiences trigger memories and I rearrange those memories up into thoughts, right?"
David agreed with a nod. "Yes, it's sort of an action-reaction process. The action: you observe. The reaction: you create."
Shelley frowned again. "But what about the things I invent in my mind?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean the things I dream up. You know, my original ideas."
"Like what?"
"Oh, like some fantasized monster that doesn't exist in the real world. I didn't experience that monster. So how can it be a part of my memories?"
"Ah, but it is," David declared. "Even though you may not be able to pinpoint the past experiences that go into making up the idea or concept, the thought is a rehash of yesterday. That holds true even for your most original or unique ideas. Take your fantasy monster for instance. It's really made up of tiny bits and pieces of what you generally regard as whole memories. You can take a remembered experience of a lion's head, add a memory of a cow's body; tack on a memory of human feet; put that all together to form a single image in your mind; and come up with a mental picture of a pretty weird animal. One which you've never experienced in the real world. However, that imaginary monster was conjured up from the real past experiences. Each of its components was a reality in your life at some time or other. In fact, only the way your rearranged those memory components is original. The thought itself is just a collection of things you've already perceived."
"Even if I think about the future?"
"Even when you think about the future. All of you thoughts, your concepts of pasts and futures, are inventions put together out of bits and pieces of recycled experiences. Therefore, you might say that no thought is really new. Each is no more than a novel arrangement of your experiences of yesterday's world."
"How far past? Yesterday, last year, what?"
"Or the last split second! Every new experience is a bygone event and a memory from the moment it occurs onward. It's real only in the flashing instant in which it occurs."
"So my thoughts about tomorrow are really rehashes of things already happened."
David nodded. "Made up of things that already happened but, at times, images of things that are to be."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, your mind is an amazing detective. Just the way it pieces bits of memories together to make up that monster it also pieces together subtle clues inherent in your experiences to project a future or potential experience."
"You mean, like it I was standing on a street corner and saw two cars barreling down the streets on my right and left, I could envision them crashing in the intersection before it occurred."
"Absolutely. That type of thought immensely expands our ability to survive."
Shelley nodded and, once more, sank into silence. Noting his obvious perplexed expression, David pressed his companion. "Problems with the concept?"
The other man shrugged. "No, but I was just wondering, if all of this is true, how can thinking cause me real pain?"
"Simple. Remember? I said experiences led to thoughts..."
"Uh huh."
"Well, the process works the other way, too. Thoughts lead to experiences.
"They do? How?"
"By generating physical reactions. You see, every time your mind conjures up an idea, your body reacts to the revived memories that go into making up that thought. If you think of freezing cold, you feel a slight shiver or, if you think of stepping on a thorn or nail, you wince at the remembered pain. Unless you consciously interrupt the process, each thought revives memories and, in turn, those memories trigger physical sensations that are fed back to your mind as immediate experience. However, reactions to thoughts appear new simply because each thought is attached not just to one but many chains of remembered events. Moreover, each of those remembered events would cause your body to respond in some manner. For instance, if you were to think of punching, you'd probably notice that, to some degree, your hand would form a fist; your stance would alter; your shoulders would haunch; and, your chest would tighten. In addition, your breathing and heartbeat would alter as your body reacted and acted out the thought. Also, the thought of punching would trigger other related memories, maybe those memories of moments of anger, fear or pain such as that caused by being punched by other people. Those, in turn, would set off other bodily reactions that would generate their own particular physical states. Such reactions could produce a whole range of feelings, even real internal pain. That is the essence of many contrived emotions. They are the experienced feedback from your body that has been triggered by the memories processed in thought."
"So, in short, if I think of things loaded with negative feelings, my body will make those feelings real."
"Essentially, yes. Even to the extent of making you physically ill."
"Damn, how can it do that?"
"By interfering with the processes that maintain your good health. You see, your mind is sort of the master control center for physical activity. Through thought, it acts and your body reacts."
"You mean that, when I think quietly to myself, I'm setting my body in motion no matter what?"
"Fairly much so. Like moving your lips or the muscles of your vocal chords when you mentally speak to yourself or read. Unless trained otherwise, your body imitates the actions involved in your thoughts. That's how your mind gives your thoughts tangible substance."
Shelley crinkled his brow and squinted at his companion. "But how can that make me sick?"
"Well, for instance, when you suppress something unpleasant within your mind such as some experience you'd rather not consciously deal with, that mental holding action translates into tensions. Your muscles physically hold the memory pushed out of your conscious focus and, in the process, shut off or diminish a part of their life support systems. They squeeze out blood and lymphatic fluid and block the carrying away of wastes in the affected area. Consequently, the suppression causes actual physical discomfort, like the proverbial pangs of guilt. However, the reduction of oxygen, nutrients and bodily protective elements bring about the real disaster. That could eventually make you rather ill. After all, the affected areas of your body wouldn't be functioning at their full capacity. Thus, their normal immunity to disease and ability to respond to impending disaster would be diminished, increasing your chances of greater injury and more permanent harm."
"Like what?"
"Oh, offhandedly, I'd imagine tensions could cause things like strep throat, migraines, constipation, and that plague of the civilized world, hemorrhoids, just to speculate on a few."
"Ulcers?" Shelley suggested.
"Possibly. And that is just the potentials of one type of negative thought."
"Damn," Shelley sighed. "I guess it doesn't pay to toss the wrong kind of things around in your head."
"No, it doesn't," David agreed. "Negative thoughts generate all of your so-called mental pains."
His companion drew closer. "What do you mean?"
"I mean, strictly speaking, there is no such thing as mental pain because all pain is physical. It is a sensation or group of sensations produced by your body and transmitted to your mind. Your body has to induce the sensation before your brain experiences the pain."
"Oh yeah?" Shelley scoffed. "What about mental anguish or grief?"
David shook his head in disagreement. "Nope, those occur as physical reactions to different elements of thought. Remember, I said thoughts produce related physical reactions."
"So...?"
"So, the process produces all of those alleged mental pains. It's no more than your mind commanding your body to do something, something that incites sensations of pain. Without those bodily sensations to stimulate your brain centers, you have no natural source of pain."
"What makes you so sure?"
"The physical realities of everyday living. For instance, if you numbed your entire body with some kind of anesthesia, what happens to all those emotions? Where are your sensations of pain?"
Shelley thought for a moment before responding. "Well I guess you wouldn't feel any pain, not if you're completely doped up."
"Not even those mental pains you mentioned."
"Probably not. But why?"
"Because you've temporarily shut down the external receptors of pain. Your brain, as a whole, has no internal sensors as such. Those exist outside the parameters of the brain. For the most part, your brain is central processing. It is connected to external sensors by a network of nerves. Sensations are the product of those external sensors. Without their input, there is no pain. In other words, the internal elements of the brain must be stimulated by those external sensors to register a quality of pain. That's why I believe there aren't real mental pains, only physical reactions to thought processes that you interpret as mental pain."
Shelley shrugged. "I don't know. It sounds a little confusing. I've always figured there was a difference between mental and physical pain."
"There is," David agreed, "but only in the arena of cause. True physical pain is provoked by external physical causes, tired muscles and the like. Whereas mental pains are physical pains invoked by the processes of the mind. So there is an element of difference between them, both in the instigation and the felt impact."
"Well, the pains in my head always seem different from the pains rising up from the rest of my body."
David sighed. "Of course. They seem different, but in reality they are not."
"No, not in my mind," Shelley persisted. "I mean the pains in my head area. Those seem different from the ones like in my stomach."
"Granted, but they are not. Your head is a part of your body. However, your mind is different from your head. True, you look out at the world and the rest of your body from your head and you listen to the world and the rest of your body from your head. Therefore, you tend to identify your head with your mind and to think of the balance of your body as something belonging to the rest of the outside world. Nevertheless, despite that self-created illusion, the truth is that your head, your nose, eyes, mouth, face, skull, and the rest of the paraphernalia surrounding your brain, is a part of your body as much as your foot is. They are all separate from your brain."
"Oh, that much I know," Shelley injected.
"Then anything generated by that head is physical. Migraines, tensions, the lot. They're all bodily trips, not mental trips."
"But grief . . ."
"Grief is a physical reaction. The sensations stem from a body source, even when those sensations are instigated by your mind."
"Then why do they seem different?"
"Because they are, in the arena of cause," David sighed in patient exasperation. "Mental pains are self invoked. Your mind brings them about. They have no tangible outside instigating cause like, say, a pain caused by a cut or thorn. Naturally they will feel different. They are generally more subtle and harder to pinpoint than externally caused pains. Nevertheless, they are physical events and, in that sense, there is no such a thing as a real mental pain."
Shelley slumped back against the log upon which his companion sat. "Damn, I never figured pain was such a complicated thing."
"But it really isn't," David chuckled. "Not if you remember that there is only one type of pain: physical pain produced by the body. Moreover, that there are two basic instigators of pain, things that occur to your body and reactions within your body provoked by your mind. The first, real physical pain, generally is easy to diagnose and remedy. If it's an infection, thorn or someone standing on your toe, you readily can locate and determine the cause and should be able to project a viable solution. However, the second, pain caused by your mind, is the real stickler. It isn't easy to pinpoint because the mechanisms with which you search for the source and solution are part and party to the cause. Moreover, you tend not to pay attention to the relationship between your thoughts and the physical reactions those thoughts provoke."
Shelley nodded. "That's for sure. I generally look for outside causes for all of my pains, mental or otherwise, and almost never within the things that ramble around in my mind. Yet, from what you've said, that seems to be the biggest source of my problems. I mean if my thoughts generate my mental pains, then they must be the things that are making me a physical wreck."
"Well, I wouldn't call you a physical wreck, yet," David laughed. "But I'll agree that your thoughts are powerful critters, lethal ones if you're not careful. And you should pay more attention to the effect they are having on your physical life."
"For sure. But how can I stop having negative thoughts? We all have negative experiences. So how do I stop the memories of those experiences from cropping back up?"
"Oh no, don't try to stop yourself from remembering your negative experiences. That will cause you even more grief. You'll only push them out of your active focus into the reactive background of your conscious mind where they'll lurk and cause you even more misery."
"Then what?" Shelley asked.
David shifted his weight and settled more comfortably on the old log. "Let me put it this way. The real problem is not merely remembering negative experience; rather the problem lies in the way in which you use those negative and positive experiences in the process of thought. For example, sticking yourself with a needle creates a painful experience and remembering that pain may cause you to wince a little. However, both the memory and reaction are intimately tied together and produce very little grief in your life. It's a resolved negative experience. You are aware of the process from cause to effect and have learned by the experience. You know the source of that pain and can project ways in which to avoid its recurrence. Therefore, it's a fiat accompli, a thing done. On the other hand, if you tie together that minor negative experience with a chain of distantly related negative experiences, like a fear of injections, fear of hearing some bad news from your doctor, or a general fear over your state of health, then you're in for some extended trauma. Every time you think of a needle or see a needle or have ideas related to needles, you'll dredge up that chain of negativity and kick up a great deal of anguish which will be quite far removed from the original simple needle prick."
Shelley arched his eyebrows in an understanding flare. "Oh, in other words, it's the overall thought package and process that creates the problem and not just the negative trips. It's more how I think about things and not what I specifically think."
"For the most part, yes," David concurred. "Whole memories generally are not too difficult to deal with in terms of cause and effect, even traumatic ones. You can connect the physical reactions directly to the former cause. However, when the elements of those memories are broken up and scrambled with elements of other memories, the cause and effect relationship and possible resolutions get lost in the jumble. And, even when the whole mess forms a lethal package, it remains difficult to recognize and remedy."
"Is that why two people can experience the same disastrous experience and one bounces back with just a few scars and the other goes to pieces?"
"Generally, yes. It boils down to the way they've dealt with it in thought and not the traumatic experience in itself. A calamitous tragedy to one can be no more than a c'est la vie experience to another. The latter accepts the experience at face value, for what it is, as a given fact of life while the other lumps the experience with a whole raft full of other past negativity and becomes overwhelmed by the concocted burden."
"So, in essence, it's the process - the way you break up and reassemble the memories of real experiences that creates the problem, not the negative experiences of themselves."
"You might say that. Negative experiences, when dealt with in the context of their reality, rarely are sources of extended grief. We are aware of the cause and the effect relationships - of the experiences, their results, and of possible ways to remedy or deter them in the future. Thus, they pose no ongoing survival threat and, without that ongoing sense of impending danger, the survival mechanisms of the body are at rest. However, when we reprocess negative memories, we create complex structures of different invented ideas that are far removed from their initial realities and that can hide the specific effects and potential resolutions from your active conscious mind."
"So what's the bottom line?"
"The bottom line is, be aware of the fact that your thoughts are the source of your mental grief. Don't go around blaming everyone and everything else for your emotional problems. Instead, sit yourself down and do an overhaul job on your own processes of thought, starting with your overall attitude toward life."
Shelley winced, but chose to avoid the provocation. "How about fears? Are they self created?"
"Of course," David replied. "They're no more than anticipations, imagined experiences that we project will happen to us at some future point in time. They are part and party to the same thought process. For example, you anticipate the prospect of falling, tying it together with some chain of associated or related ideas, and come up with your fear of heights. High places hold the prospect of falling. Thus, they activate that entire thought package which, in turn, produces the bodily reactions your mind interprets as fear."
"But how do you disassemble that package and get rid of the fear?"
"For a fact, you can reprocess it. For instance, tack together the stimulus, high places, with a chain of highly positive experiences. If sufficiently constructed, that new thought package will break up the old chain and its stimulus-response reactions. That will diffuse the old fear. It's sort of like learning a new habit. The new habit supersedes the old."
"Does that really work?"
"Well, people have managed to subdue their fear of small spaces like elevators by, first, entertaining fantasies of passionate sexual encounters in such a place, then by actually engaging in those acts in those places. Experiencing a powerful positive stimulus in otherwise negative surroundings have reprocessed the thought package and diffused the fear."
"That sounds wild," Shelley chuckled. "But how about just talking it out, like with a counselor? Could that have the same effect?"
"Of course, but it could be a longer process with very strong fears. Over a period of time, you rehash the thought package, picking it apart and reassembling it with other counter elements, bit by bit, until the greater negative impact is watered down to the point where it no longer figures as a major source of anguish in your life. That's the essential success of psychotherapy. It's a reprocessing of major thought elements, breaking them up and redistributing the pieces among other active aspects of your mind. At any rate, the bottom line is, thought is the major influence in our lives. It organizes and recreates the realities we experience and, as we choose, can make living pleasant or an act of constant anguish and grief."
"No joke," Shelley sighed. "Now that I look at it, I can see where a helluva lot of my problems seem to evolve from the junk I roll around in my mind. I think I need to pay more attention to my thoughts."
David nodded. "That wouldn't be such a bad idea. You could take some time to examine your thoughts, especially the more subtle ones, and see how they influence your overall state of mind."
"The subtle ones?" Shelley echoed. "What subtle ones?"
"Those nonverbal elements that you generally don't pay much attention to," responded David. "You see, you think on many levels, as many as there are ways in which you perceive the world. You have sight thoughts, sound thoughts, smell thoughts, taste thoughts, in fact, you think in every medium through which you perceive. Moreover, for the most part, all of these go into making up each idea that pops into your mind. Without them, words would have no substance. For example, the sound thought, cat, includes sight memories, touch memories, smell memories and memories of every other perception of cats and things related to cats. So while you concentrate on one particular aspect, let's say, the sight memory, you're also dredging up many other experiences or pieces of experiences related to cats, from litter box odor to the scratches you may have received or to pathetically cruel things done to cats. Consequently, that cute picture of a cuddly kitten could include other not so nice and, possibly, unpleasant things within the extended range of the thought."
"In other words, there's a hell of a lot more to any of my thoughts than just the part I choose to focus on."
"That's for sure. Especially when that thought seems to create some underlying physical uneasiness. It would pay to root out the source of that negative reaction because doing so would definitely improve your condition of life."
"And how would I go about doing that?" Shelley asked.
"Many ways. One of the best is to keep in close touch with your body. Keep yourself aware of your subtle feelings. That should give you an automatic window into your mind."
"You mean if I identify the feelings, the elements of thought that incite those feelings will make themselves known?"
"In most cases, yes. You see, tuning into the feeling is, in reality, tuning into its cause. Your mind can hold no memory in secret if your active consciousness really wants to review that memory. You are the ultimate master of your mind, whether or not you accept that mastery or resign it."
Shelley momentarily drifted off into quiet thought, and then heaved an exasperated sigh. "Damn, no matter how you look at it, thinking seems to be the major hassle. Maybe I'd be better off turning off the whole process and just go through life on firsthand experience."
His companion laughed. "Hey wait a minute. Even if you could, there's no need for that drastic a solution. Not all thinking is negative. In fact, for the most part, it's the other way around. The bulk of your thoughts are positive influences on your life. They benefit your overall health and well-being and can even cure your existing ills."
Shelley perked. "Healing thoughts? What are those?"
"Well," David drawled. "The most prominent ones are those you usually call beliefs."
A trace of skepticism crept into the other man's eyes. "People don't think up beliefs," he muttered. "They just feel them. Things like that are not a part of my made up thoughts."
"Ah but they are," David insisted. "Like I said before, you think on many levels and a major part of those things you say you feel are actually no more than accumulated physical reactions to your thoughts."
Shelley squinted at his companion. "You mean to say the only difference between the things I say I believe and the things I feel I believe is the kind of remembered experiences I use to make up the thought."
"I'm afraid so," David affirmed. "The context of the thought, the sights, sounds, feelings and such, fairly well govern the way you view that thought. It generates physical reactions which, when fed back to your mind, gives that thought its unique value. For example, memories of gut level bodily responses give a thought a sense of physical emotion whereas memories of sights give it a visual nature and so forth. However, regardless which element dominates the thought, it is still a personal creation, even if you call it a belief."
The other man stared off at the distant treetops. "How does a person form beliefs anyway?"
David unconsciously checked to see what had caught his friend's eye and, noting nothing of unusual interest, responded. "From experiences. If you see an object fall when dropped, the next time you see an object released, you will expect it to fall. When this happens a sufficient number of times to ingrain that expectation, it becomes a basic sight belief. Now, you can translate that belief into another thought medium or relate it to several other elements of experience by putting it into words. 'Objects fall when dropped.' That converts it into a verbal or spoken belief and intertwines it with all of the memories connected to those words. In essence, this is how you form all of your personal beliefs."
"But what about the things I believe based on what someone else tells me? How are they my manufactured thoughts?"
"There's really not much difference. For instance, if someone tells you there are craters on the far side of the moon, a side, which you've never seen from earth, you dredge up personal experiences to form the elements related to the idea in that belief. The words invoke only your personal experiences and memories. Only the sound experiences of those words are created by the other person. You draw upon your memories to envision the moon and craters and to visualize what the far side meant; and if you have no overt personal experiences to contradict the concept, you generally accept the whole package as a personal belief. If you were to orbit the moon, you would expect to see craters on the far side. Then, and only then, would your personal experience prove or disprove that acquired secondhand belief. That is, unless other experiences canceled the idea beforehand."
"Like how?"
"Like if there was no moon. You would reject the notion of craters because your visual experiences would tell you not to expect craters on something that did not exist. To the rational individual, supporting evidence establishes the credibility of a belief."
Shelley braced his chin upon his palm and intently stared at David.
"But what if someone tells me something I can't prove or disprove? What then? If they seem to sound like they know what they're talking about, can't I simply take their word for it? And, if I do, how's that my own made-up thought or belief?"
"Because their words merely evoke your own remembered experiences related to those words. The statement 'apples are red' draws out your personal notions related to each word. If you had never seen an apple or was colorblind, the statement would make no sense at all."
Shelley sighed. "Couldn't I just accept it?"
A smile crept across David's lips. "Well, you could take their word for it. However, if your own experiences at least do not imply that what they are saying could possibly be true, you're taking a hell of a chance. For certain, unreasoning blind faith is the ultimate long shot. Your personal experiences don't necessarily have to prove a belief but, on the other hand, they should not contradict what you choose to believe. In every case, your personal experiences at least should indicate that the idea is sound and potentially valid before you take that idea on as a belief. However, even if you accept someone else's words, the idea you wind up with is extracted from your personal experiences. It is your personally created thought."
"For instance...?"
"For instance, if someone told you, 'Little green men lived on the planet Jupiter', each of their words, little, green, men, and so forth, is no more than a sound experience like the word, cat. Each calls up your own personally remembered experiences to give it substance in your mind. Therefore, each forms your own unique mental concept that may be similar to but far from being identical to that other person's concept. 'Little' conjures up a personally distinctive part of the idea. It is your experiences attached to the sounds of the word. 'Green' conjures up another part of the idea. It is your conceptualization of the color, green, and so forth. Each differs from the other person's experiences and mental view. Ultimately, your own 'little green men living on the planet Jupiter' belief would elicit different emotions, have its own importance in your priorities of life, and have a different overall emphasis than that held by the imparter of the verbal belief."
"So what you're saying is that nobody really shares the same beliefs."
"True. Our commonly held beliefs are vaguely similar if we share generally similar experiences, but they are never the same. That makes all of your personal beliefs your sole property. Best not to entrust your mind to unquestioning and non-validated blind faith."
Shelley frowned. "That makes me responsible for all my beliefs."
David countered his frown with a grin. "I reckon so. Is that so tragic?"
The other man gave a lazy shrug. "I guess not. It's just that I can't blame anyone but myself if my beliefs are asinine or wrong."
"True. That is why I reject unquestioning blind faith. It simply means that you haven't bothered to examine even your own thoughts on the subject but took whatever popped into your head as fact. It conjured up a pleasing set of emotions, so you bought the idea to stimulate that thrill. A very poor way to run your life."
"But what's wrong with having faith in something?"
"Nothing at all. Faith is a necessity in life. Everything you anticipate as a future is accepted on faith. You believe the sun will rise tomorrow, that your health will continue, or that crises will pass. In fact, every moment is an expression of faith. You couldn't live without it. I simply was cautioning you against unquestioning blind faith. Simply have some valid basis for your beliefs, one that conforms to your understanding of the real world."
Shelley visibly perked. "Oh, in other words, there should be more to a belief than parroting someone else's words."
"Absolutely. Faith should be supported by your own personal insights and intuitive responses. In reality, those are the composite impact of the more subtle experiences wedged in your memory banks. Together with a measure of good old-fashioned horse sense, they should weed out the asinine or twisted beliefs. Both insight and intuition are elements of instilled or acquired experience. That experience is the prime factor in your survival and the basis for all principal decisions in life. Thus, if you try to deny or contradict that experience, you're opting for a massively screwed up existence."
"But my experiences can be wrong," Shelley countered. "Like, I can experience illusions, you know, like magic tricks. Those are never what I thought I saw."
"Precisely," his companion exclaimed. "They were not what you thought you saw. In other words, your experiences didn't deceive you. Instead, you were deceived by your mental evaluation of those experiences, by the things you thought."
"You mean what I saw actually took place, but the mental impression I conjured up from those visual experiences were wrong?"
"Exactly. You were not misled by the raw experience itself but by the hasty secondhand conclusions you drew from that witnessed event. The rabbit wasn't pulled out of the hat. You merely saw the hat and the rabbit appear in the hand of the magician and assumed, within the realm of thought, it came from inside the hat. Your erroneously concocted conclusion created the illusion, not the actual sensations you perceived. In fact, you could say you were deceived by an unfounded belief."
"But how could I tell the difference?"
"The same way you find truth in any experience. Examine all of the subtleties of that experience and not merely leap to a conclusion based on a few overt or obvious things. In life, you'll discover that truth invariably rests within the subtle nature of things and rarely, if ever, in the gross or obvious traits."
"Damn," Shelley muttered, "believing is a helluva laborious thing."
"Not laborious," David countered, "but one not to be taken lightly, especially when it concerns things fundamental to the way you carry on your daily life. Major or critical beliefs must be scrutinized and evaluated with a hint of skepticism before accepted. Pour your heart into them only after you're convinced of their feasibility. You'll save yourself a lot of grief."
Heaving a despondent sigh, the other man nodded. "If beliefs are so damn important, what the hell are they? I mean, besides ideas in my head."
"Expectations," David replied. "For the most part, they merely project the things you expect to happen in a given situation based upon things that have happened in the past. You believe objects will fall when dropped because that's the gist of your past experiences. Consequently, you expect it to happen again. That's the essence of a personally acquired belief. It's something you anticipate will follow when a set of certain prerequisite circumstances occurs. When that set of causing events occurs, you expect to witness a certain particular result."
"A sort of cause and effect relationship," Shelley offered.
"You might say that," David nodded. "It's a projection of possible future events. Like I said, an anticipation."
"Then, in reality, none of my beliefs are established facts."
David sympathetically nodded. "Not really. No matter what degree of past experience supports an expectation, circumstances could alter and produce a different unanticipated result. For instance, if you were in orbit around the earth, a dropped object wouldn't fall but float in space. In that case, you'll have to make an adjustment in your falling-objects belief. New experiences would demonstrate an exception to that expectation. In addition, if you weren't open to those new experiences, you'd develop serious mental conflicts trying to sustain your falling-object belief in outer space. You'd be unable to adapt to your new orbiting environment and, most likely, would endanger your ability to survive."
Shelley grinned. "Yeah, I know a bunch of characters like that - ones who are so buried in old non-working beliefs, they've lost touch with the realities of the present day world."
"Now hold on," David cautioned. "Before you go throwing that proverbial first stone, you'd better get your own mental house in order. It's far easier to see where and how someone else is screwing up than it is to see the same happening within your mind."
His companion glared. "What do you mean? I accept reality. When something changes, I accept it even when it disagrees with the things I want to believe."
"Is that a fact?" David drawled, cocking an eyebrow and accusingly squinting at his friend. "Then, Mr. Acceptance, why are you having so much trouble dealing with your personal life? Obviously, things aren't living up to your expectations and you're not dealing very effectively with those disappointed beliefs."
Shelley grimaced. "Okay, so I'm not dealing very well with my disappointments. But I'm not denying reality, either. I accept it. In fact, that is my problem. Disappointment. I get frustrated when things don't work out the way I expect."
David sighed, slowly shaking his head. "Just listen to yourself. You're sitting there telling me you're the helpless victim of your own expectations. I thought we agreed expectations were of your own doing. So tell me, how can you be so hopelessly trapped by something you invent and control?"
"Uh, uh, uh," Shelley protested. "My expectations are not the problem. It's the disappointment and frustration that results that cause me pain."
"Wait a minute," said David, holding up his hand to extinguish further protests from his friend. "Extended or exaggerated frustration and disappointment are only the ultimate impact of the real cause, your unwillingness to modify your expectations or beliefs. Sure, whenever your experienced world doesn't live up to your expectations, you undergo a momentary letdown. However, that's the entire letdown there should be, a fleeting experience of disappointment. Things did not work out as you believed they would. So what? In actuality, you merely thought a potential event would take place and, in the process, that thinking about the prospect of a particular type of experience caused your body to react. It started to generate advance sensations relative to the anticipated event, sensations stimulated by your thoughts. Now, when the event doesn't take place, you turn off the thought and, along with it, your premature reactions. Therefore, for a moment or so, you feel a bit deprived. That is all there should be to it."
"But that's frustration," the dismayed Shelley exclaimed.
"Not necessarily," his companion returned. "Frustration evolves from a sense of helplessness. In some way, you feel victimized by events that you seem to have no control over. Disappointment, on the other hand, merely is a termination of anticipation. It could be a positive experience, if you anticipated a negative event. If you expected to be chewed out by your professor but, instead, received some praise, that's a disappointed expectation. However, it's a positive sort of disappointment. Yet, whether positive or negative, your reaction should be momentary, a one shot occurrence. It happens and it's over with - that is, unless you choose to extend it in thought. Then it can become frustration. And the more you persist on clinging to your unfulfilled expectations, the more you keep recycling the reaction and, with each cycle, you add more garbage to the heap."
"How?"
"By association. The reaction evolving from a thwarted expectation, when dwelled upon, dredges up other related experiences that, in turn, call up others in a continual cycle that persists for as long as you continue to perpetuate that stream of thought. In fact, if you had a mind to, you could transform a momentary disappointment into a career of excruciating pain."
Reluctantly, Shelley nodded in agreement. "Tell me about it. I think I've been doing a lot of that lately," he groaned. "But I still don't see how that's related to my beliefs."
"It is. Like I said, beliefs are expectations, and disappointments are no more than expectations unfulfilled. How you deal with both is entirely up to you. For instance, say you believed or expected tomorrow to be a sunny day and, within your mind, you conjured up images of projected activities for that day. Those images dredge up memories, pleasant ones I presume, that cause your being to react accordingly. However, what happens if tomorrow turns out to be cold and rainy? Viola! Your projected images of sunny day activity are dissipated. They leave your active consciousness, turning off their accompanying pleasant physical reactions. Thus, you feel a sort of momentary letdown. And, if you accept that immediate rainy day reality and alter your concepts of projected activities, that's the extent of the letdown you feel. The letdown experience is replaced by the new sensations generated by your new expectations. However, if you reject that rainy day reality and persist in keeping your sunny day expectation alive within your world of thought, you'll not only keep recycling the letdown every time you take note of the rain, but will expand it by adding related memories of other similar letdowns until you work yourself into a thoroughly depressed and frustrated frame of mind. If you modified your expectation, adjusting it to the obvious reality, you could have a much more pleasant time in the rain."
Shelley sneered. "It sounds like you're telling me that in every life some rain must fall."
"For a fact, Charlie Brown," David chuckled. "People can't help but have some measure of unfulfilled expectations in their daily lives. Things almost never work out exactly the way we anticipate because we usually tend to over-expect. If you acknowledge that fact, why not accommodate it? Why not readjust your expectations to the reality at hand?"
The other man shrugged. "I guess I should," he conceded, asking, "But why do we have negative experiences, anyway? What the hell good are they?"
David grimaced. "That's like asking why we breathe. However, negative experiences provide a backdrop for positive ones. They are a part of the necessary contrasts of life. You'd never perceive the good if no bad ever occurred."
Shelley's face crinkled into a scowl. "What do you mean? Of course, I would. Life would be paradise without negative experiences."
"I'm afraid not," David countered. "Life would be indistinguishably bland. Just as you need a measure of darkness to perceive light or a measure of light to perceive darkness, negative experiences offset the positive ones and permit you to appreciate the overall quality of life. You see, perception itself is a product of contrasts. You feel smoothness because it compares with roughness, wetness because it compares with dryness and every other type of 'ness' because it contrasts with something of the opposite kind. Without that comparison, without contrasts, you wouldn't experience change and, without that experience of change, you wouldn't perceive anything at all. So you see, negative experiences serve our awareness. They are intrinsic aspects of our evaluation of life. However, self-perpetuated frustration strictly is a personal hang-up. We invent the expectations and, if those expectations aren't fulfilled, it isn't Nature's fault but our own. We can live quite comfortably with negative experiences as long as we learn to realistically deal with those experiences within the realm of thought."
"But that doesn't apply to all negative experience," objected Shelley. "How about physical pain? It can last for more than a moment and not be our fault."
"True," David conceded, "however, if you deal with the real immediate experience and keep that reality in perspective, you'll discover that true physical pain usually affects no more than a minor part of your body at any given time. In practice, physical pains generally involve only a small portion of your physical being and are expanded through the processes of thought. For example, a toothache or a sprained ankle affects less than one tenth of one percent of your body. However, if you focus your full undivided attention on that painful part and dwell upon it in thought, you'll make it seem like the pain has engulfed the total you. Just as your thumb held close to your eyeball blocks out the entire panorama of the outside world from view, the pain from that one small aching part can obscure all the other sensations generated by the greater physical you."
"Yes but how can you ignore pain?" Shelley protested. "It's out there, continually driving itself into your mind."
"Precisely, it's out there, in your body. It's external to the active conscious you. And like all incoming sensations, you can pay attention to it or ignore it as you choose. Ever skin your shin or step on a sharp rock while playing some game you were engrossed in and not noticed the injury until after you stopped playing?"
"Oh sure, quite a few times."
"And when did it start to hurt?"
Shelley shrugged. "When I noticed it, of course."
"There you are," declared David. "That proves what I've been saying about selecting your mental focus and creating your own frame of mind. The sensation of pain can be there. However, it hurts only when you consciously acknowledge it as a pain."
The other man sneered. "Oh yeah? How do you not think about a bad toothache?"
David grinned. "Well, you could try break-dancing on the freeway at rush hour or jumping into a cage with an angry grizzly bear. Either one definitely would get your mind off of the aching tooth."
"Ver-ry fun-ny," Shelley drawled. "Some distraction - risking your life to forget about a tooth."
"Okay, I concede that it's a bit drastic, but it needn't be. You can effectively distract your mind in much safer and more pleasant ways."
"But isn't that escaping from reality?"
"No, not really," David replied. "You know your tooth hurts and, hopefully, you've made plans to have the problem corrected. That's accepting reality. However, in the meanwhile, why extend or encourage unnecessary and unrealistic suffering? Why not divert your mental focus and attend to something else real? That may be escape, but it's only an escape from pointless self-inflicted masochistic indulgence in one little throbbing tooth. To me, that's just good common sense and self concern."
"You mean distraction is a constructive way to deal with negative experiences."
"Of course. You can focus upon how good the rest of you feels or on some other attractive aspect of your immediate reality and minimize your physical pains, disappointments, fears, and other negative trips."
"Isn't that merely a Pollyanna diversion?"
"Nope, not if you attend to the necessities demanded by reality. The real world is never an escape. That is, except from the depressing fantasies and other negative concoctions you dream up in the real of thought. As long as you recognize the whole of reality, why should you focus on a small percentage of downers? Why unrealistically expand the negative within your mind?"
"I guess you're right," Shelley muttered. "Maybe all of the hassles I've been having are the result of the things I tell myself."
"Oh no," David countered, "there's more to your problems than that which you mentally voice."
"More?"
"Of course. As I said earlier, there are many different facets to thought. Words or silent spoken ideas are only a small part of the overall mental picture. You need to pay more attention to the things you associate with those words."
"Like what other things?"
"Like everything. You see, by themselves, words are no more the keyboard of a sort of memory retrieval system. They are hooks you use to fish out elements of experience from your memory pool. Each word and each part of a word is attached to sight, touch, and other remembered sensations and, in fact, it's those associated sensations, which give meaning to your words. Every time you use a word, you set off a chain reaction of memory call-up that changes the entire environment of your realm of thought. And, each time you use a word, you add new memories to that chain. That's why it isn't as important to pay attention to your words as it is to take note of the sensations and reactions those words evoke."
Shelley eyed his companion for a moment. "You mean I could be creating my rotten feelings and not really be aware of it? Even if I think I'm using positive words."
"You could," David agreed. "After all, words, by themselves, are no more than so many remembered sounds or printed images. They mean nothing without the accompanying elements of thought. For example, the sounds, daw-og, would have no meaning unless it pull together images of dogs seen, sounds of dogs heard, feelings of dogs felt, and so forth. 'Dog' has a meaning because it assembles all those sensations in some combined notion of that animal. That notion may conjure up a loving feeling from a pet remembered, a touch of grief over a pet lost, or a fear of a dog that attacked you as a child. Moreover, you run the gamut of these at the very instant you voice the word. Now, you can focus upon the particular aspect of your choice but, behind that, within the realm of your peripheral mind, those other aspects linger to affect you to the extent to which you have consciously dealt with those experiences in the past."
Shelley's face brightened. "Then I can alter my feelings by altering the things I associate with my words, right?"
"Careful, my friend," David cautioned. "Altering word associations help only to a limited degree. Sure, associations that are more positive will go a long way toward diffusing the net depressing impact of your words. However, remember what I said earlier about there being more to thought than just words?"
"Yeah . . ."
"Well, there is a helluva lot more to living than just thought. You won't solve all of your problems merely by sitting around plying your memories and playing mental word games. That could submerge you in yesterday's world, trapped in a prison of unrealistic thought."
"Then what?"
"Strike a balance between thought and the immediate moment. Pay as much heed to your immediate experiences as you do to your thoughts. You see a large portion of your thoughts and feelings result from your encounter with the environment. Colors, seasons, physical cycles, the design of structures, and all the other physical attributes of your daily environment all have a distinctive impact on your moods and states of mental and physical being. Unnoticed, these evoke nonverbal thought patterns that can work against your efforts to upgrade your quality of life. Ever try to concentrate in a roomful of noisy people or relax around a group of individuals who are very uptight?"
"For sure," Shelley agreed. "That's why I moved out of my dorm and into the cabin out here. I could never seem to get anything done."
"That is an excellent example of environmental influence. Other things like the different phases of the moon, changes in barometric pressure, wall coloring, lighting or diet also have equal but more subtle impacts. Thus, an awareness of your immediate experiences and reactions is as important as an awareness of the effects of your words. In fact, to live successfully, you should learn to experience first before you qualify or evaluate those experiences in thought."
"Experience first?"
"Right. You should deal with the immediate reality as such before reorganizing it through thought. For example, when you look at something, actually see that something as a new experience before you begin to identify, describe or analyze it within the verbal aspect of your mind."
"What difference would that make?"
"All the difference in the world! It will make you truly aware and alive. As I said, thinking is no more than remembering. Experiencing is doing and being. Thus, you must experience life to really be successful in the art of living, and that experience should be gathered in its native form, before you scramble it through the processes of thought. That way, your biases, prejudices, expectations or habitual responses won't numb your sensitivity to the novelty of the immediate sensations you perceive."
Shelley sneered. "So what if I look at things with a little prejudice? It doesn't alter things that much."
"I'm afraid it does alter things a lot more than you think," countered David. "It keeps you wrapped in thoughts composed of yesterday's experiences, and that is little more than secondhand living, at least, it's living after the fact. At its worse, you'll wind up living in a world of lingering yesterdays and hoped-for tomorrows, one that exists only within your mind and not in the immediate moment. To my way of thinking, that seems to be a far cry from what I would call, living."
"I guess it's simply existing but not really living," Shelley conceded. "So what's the alternative?"
"What else, experience life firsthand. Perceive it before you mentally identify it in words."
"For instance?"
"For instance, when you look at something, say, a bird, see that creature as a brand new phenomenon. See it for the first time, as if you have never seen that bird before. After all, that is the reality of the experience. It is unique - a never before witnessed event. Don't start by focusing on the word, bird, or by telling yourself, that is a bird, or whatever. Experience it before you hand it over to your analytical aspects of mind - before you hang your traditional labels on it and tuck it away in the bird drawer of your memory files. Sure, it is a 'bird' but, unless you regard that creature as a new phenomenon, you'll end up centering your attention on the invented images conjured up by your bird related thoughts and blinding your consciousness to the unique and distinctive features inherent within that novel experience. Why settle for the ho-hum routine when you can engage in a new adventure?"
Shelley perked. "Are you implying that boredom is caused by verbal thought?"
"By viewing life primarily within the realm of self generated words. After all, if you deal with reality via verbal thought alone, nothing outside of your mental concoctions would appear new. How could they? Your verbal thoughts are made up of bygone experiences. They are remnants of yesterday's world. So how can there be any novelty, any fresh adventure, other than the false sense of novelty and adventure you deliberately must invent by rearranging memories in ways you've never experienced in life."
"You mean by conjuring up fantasies?"
"Yes, boredom is the lack of novelty and, within the realm of thought, fantasies, even creative thinking, soon transforms to boredom."
"Ouch," Shelley winced, "that sounds like the story of my life. I've been drowning in fantasies and straining to devise something new just trying to fill in so many boring hours out here. But hell, even that isn't working. In fact, lately, all I've managed to do is make things worse. I've been getting wired and frustrated over trying to dump my boredom, so much so that I can't stand to be by myself."
"That's precisely my point," David declared. "Getting hung up in verbal thought as a way of life forces you to invent your own internal entertainment, and constantly providing your own mental recreation is a tremendous strain on the brain. You either end up putting your mind on hold by wrapping it up in some temporary escape like television or video games, or by getting caught up in the fantasy four: sex, power, wealth or fame. So where does that leave you? I'll tell you where, frustrated, uptight and bored. You daydream of things that you don't have, can't have, or just aren't within the realm of possibility. Consequently, you stew in a kettle of impractical desires and wind up regretting the fact of being alive."
Shelley pressed his palms to his cheeks and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips in an overt display of exasperation. "Tell me something I don't already know," he moaned. "Why do you think I've been in the dumps lately? Living has become one hell of a large pain."
"I noticed," David said. "It's impossible to keep yourself enjoying life when you're hung up solely within the realm of thought. You're compelled to invent all novelty in your life and, after a while, that becomes a tremendous emotional strain. It presses you to tune out the effort and turn off all appreciation of life. However, if you live through your immediate experiences, even the most ordinary things will be new. After all, they actually are. Sure, each new event is like bygone experiences in some way, but for the most part, each is loaded with unique sensations you've never felt before. This novelty is there for the taking. All you need do is take the opportunity to perceive it. So you see, there's no valid reason for boredom. Start experiencing. You'll be learning, constantly. Forever seeing new perspectives, collecting new information, and finding new opportunities and excitement even in the most commonplace things in life."
"That sounds great," Shelley sighed. "But how the hell would I go about learning to do that?"
"You mean experiencing first?"
"Yeah."
"By doing it. You started out in life experiencing before you evolved the intricacies of verbal thought. Make a conscious effort to recapture that ability, and reintegrate it with your processes of thought. A simple start is to just let yourself experience life through your whole body. Take some time to turn off the thought processes and look, listen, and just let yourself feel things as they are happening. In short, try simply being without being or experiencing a this or that type or thing. It will take a measure of self-discipline at first but, if you take some time each day to practice it, it'll slowly seep into your everyday life. What you striving for in daily living is to have that fully conscious split-second of fresh experience precede your memories and verbal thought. Externalization – getting outside your mind and into your body and environment – is how the process of successful living works."
Shelley cast a quizzical glance at his companion. "Just do it, huh?"
"Yep, just like you did before. Take a break from thinking and take a good intensive look at what's around you. Take in all of its features, sounds, smells, and sensations. In short, enjoy simply being without trying to be or become a this or that person or thing. Try it!"
As David paused, an atmosphere of silence engulfed the pair. Shelley, in turn, slowly gazed about at the surrounding forest, his eyes finally coming to rest upon the path leading to his cabin door. The noncommittal glaze that adorned his face gradually blossomed into a rush of enthusiasm.
"Well I'll be damned," he drawled. "It's not the same."
David stared curiously at his companion. "What's not the same?"
"This trail," Shelley replied. "I've walked down this way to my place hundreds of times before but, just now, I tried doing what you said. I blanked out my thoughts about it and took a good cold look at it and, hell, I think I really saw it for the very first time. I mean I saw a helluva lot of things I never noticed before."
"Was it really a cold look?"
The other man turned and smiled. "Oh no, in fact, it was sort of warm and refreshing."
David laughed. "Congratulations! Welcome to the world of reality. Now you know why I enjoy just sitting out here. I discover something new about everything every moment of the day. It's not a bad feeling, is it?"
"Not at all," Shelley agreed. "Especially when you get the feeling that you're sort of a part of things."
"Uh huh, sounds like you've made a great beginning on your outreach effort. Now all you have to do is to follow through."
"Like how?" Shelley asked.
"By getting a little more specific and relearning to be aware of the many different ways in which you experience things. That way you'll not only rediscover the novelty of experience, but you'll also rediscover a large portion of the inner you."
"More specific, huh?"
"Yes, take a crack at observation, imitation and communication. Those will develop a real awareness for the continuous interaction that takes place between your mind and the external realm. For instance, observation is sort of like what you just did except, instead of trying to tune into the outside world all at once, you break up the experiences. You go through your senses, focusing on them one at a time, using them to explore your environment without thinking about them within the realm of words."
"You mean start off by looking at something, then trying to experience it through my sense of hearing, smell, taste, and the like?"
"Yes, sort of the way you did when you were a rug-rat of a child. Then go deeper into every other potential way you sense."
"What other ways?"
"That's for you to discover," David replied. "After all, it should be an unbiased effort. Besides, a lot of those subtler ways of perceiving lose a lot of their substance when translated into words."
"That sounds like a cop out," Shelley muttered.
David shrugged. "Call it what you like but, when you tune into your more subtle experiences, I think you'll understand what I mean. I'll just say that you have a whole range of senses beyond sight, sound, smell, taste and touch, and leave it at that. Go explore. That's part of the adventure. You'll probably discover some that I haven't, who knows."
David's companion heaved a short sigh. "Okay, I guess I'll have to settle for that for now."
"Good," David said, "just keep an open mind."
Shelley smiled. "I should, just to air it out."
David returned the smile. "Next, you can try imitation. That's sort of an exercise in empathy. It's basically putting yourself in something else's shoes."
"You mean like method acting where you try to be or feel like a tree or whatever?"
"That would work," David acknowledged. "However, it's more like encountering that thing. Empathy plays a large part in our feelings. In the back of our minds, we imagine what it would be like being a thing and that generates physical reactions through which we form our opinions about that thing. For instance, your tree. Try going out and sitting next to it. Look at it, listen to it, smell it, then try putting yourself in its place. Try to get a real feel for what it's like to be that particular tree. It may sound a bit stupid but, if you turn your attention to the feelings that generates within you, you'll put yourself in touch with the source of your sense of empathy, and that will go a long way in explaining the feelings you evolve from other things."
A pinched frown tightened Shelley's cheeks. "I don't know, I think I'd feel a little silly doing that."
"Why?"
"Dunno, just would."
David smiled. "Do it. I promise I'll never tell another soul."
Shelley submitted with a nod. "Alright, I'll give it a go."
"Good," David grinned. "After that, you can try communication."
Shelley scowled. "Hell no! I'm not talking to no tree!"
A blustering laugh burst forth from David's lips. "Relax. You don't have to talk to a tree. Communication is sort of talking to things without using sounds or words."
"I'm not talking to no tree," Shelley repeated.
"Okay," David laughed, "don't talk to no tree. Stick to the animate. Try communicating physically with some other living thing, a bird, dog, cat or, if you like, find a couple of people who are willing to try it with you. Spend an hour with them in a room without using speech in any form. Communicate physically beyond the realm of words."
"How the hell would I do that?" Shelley asked.
"Well, you can remove all the distractions like radio, television, books and the like, and not utter a word. However, you must try to socialize. Communicate with gestures, expressions, your body, face and eyes. The first half-hour may seem like an impossibility to some but, if your stick with it, you'll be caught up in nonverbal communication. You'd be surprised how much you learn about people from just one session of silent communication. Later, you may even want to try it for a full day, through the preparation and sharing of three meals in silence. It'll open up a whole new aspect of your social world."
Shelley shook his head with misgivings. "I don't know if that would accomplish anything. Why should it? What can you say without words?"
"Quite a lot," David responded. "It's even more fun than a game of charades. Ever notice how much easier it is to get the gist of what someone is saying when you speak face to face versus when you speak over the telephone?"
"Sure, there's meaning in their faces, especially around the eyes."
"Right, that's because most of our understanding of other people's words comes from physical communication, from tone of voice, expressions, gestures, body and voice emphasis, and the other nonverbal things they project. That physical communication gives most of the meaning to their words. That's why silence works. It focuses your awareness on that aspect of communication, not only that of others, but also on your own."
"Oh, that's body language," Shelley exclaimed. "I read about that, about the way your inner feelings are expressed in the way you stand or move."
"No," David contradicted. "That's only a small fragment of nonverbal communication. Every element of the environment communicates with every other element of the environment beyond the realm of words and, tuning in to that communication is really what I was driving at. The other things were only some suggested methods to help your reach beyond the realm of words."
Shelley nodded. "I guess I'll have to try some of those things to get a feel for it. After all, what have I got to lose?"
"Nothing but your misconceptions about yourself and other aspects of reality and that, in itself, is a helluva lot to gain."
"I guess so," Shelley conceded. "At least, these outreach bits will get me out of my own little mental world. I didn't realize how hung up I was in my own thoughts until I took that real look around a while ago. All of a sudden, it seemed like I had closed out most of reality and withdrawn into my own mind."
David smiled reassuringly. "Don't knock yourself. We all do that from time to time. That's why we all need to spend some energy on outreach. It's sort of like opening the doors and windows in a stuffy house to let in some clean fresh air."
Shelley returned his smile. "I think I'll do some vacuuming while I'm at it. It's high time I threw some of the garbage out."
The End