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“In the Dance of Opposites, Dr. Rudy Scarfalloto tells a compelling story of how the world actually works. Despite our insistence – particularly by males of the species – that the world fit our neatly formed ideas of logic, that’s just not the way it is. Dr. Scarfalloto gently guides us into accepting the premise that Truth (with a capital “T”) and truth (small “t”) are not only compatible, but can actually set us free! He brings a clarity to some otherwise complicated issues, and combines mysticism and science in a way that transcends our mental pictures. The Dance of Opposites is a great read for those who need a reason to just stop, smell the roses, and know that there is an intelligence out there (and in here) weaving some pretty potent magic!”
--- Michael Craig, Author of The Logical Soul™
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By Robert Anton Wilson
Every month I receive a pile of books the publishers want me to read and to comment upon. Very, very rarely do I receive one that arouses my enthusiasm as much as the present work, which manages to bring some of the most advanced concepts of Oriental and Occidental mysticism into a framework so down-to-earth that even the allegedly esoteric “unity underlying all opposites”, seems so obvious that you wonder how anyone could ever have overlooked it.
Indeed, the singular achievement of this book consists in making you understand why the human mind must overlook unity once we begin thinking at all, and why we must rediscover it if we continue thinking clearly enough and long enough. Only one other book explains so clearly why we always begin by positing polar opposites and why we must end by reconciling the opposites: G. Spencer Brown’s Laws of Form. And, alas, you need some background in mathematical logic and cybernetics to understand Spencer Brown. You just need common sense and an open mind to understand Dr. Scarfalloto.
Dr. Scarfalloto begins with an enlarged Y to illustrate the bifurcation of the nervous system when the brain stem splits into the right and left-brain hemispheres. This hauntingly resembles Dr. Wilhelm Reich’s famous diagram for the bioenergetic unity underlying biology and psychology. And that, in turn, suggests the bottom, or root, of the well-known emblem of medicine, the staff with two intertwined serpents (which appeared in the dream that inspired this book), as Dr. Scarfalloto explains.
In China, the same symbolism appears in the philosophy of the Tao, the cosmic energy that always manifests as the opposing forces of yin and yang.
A symbolism that appears in so many places and times does not belong in the category of “beliefs” or “concepts.” It pre-exists such front-brain abstraction. It comes, rather, from that timeless abyss which Carl Jung called the “collective unconscious,” or from Sheldrake’s “morphic field,” or the “akashic records” of Theosophy—i.e., from a level so deep that we cannot profitably consider its symbols as ideas but only as the preconditioning forms (or archetypes) out of which all of our less primitive images, and eventually abstract ideas, can grow.
Dr. Scarfalloto’s method of reducing all opposites to their underlying unities uses only everyday examples from ordinary human life so that anybody can understand this book. (Few can understand Jung, Sheldrake, Leary, etc.) Consider by contrast the shock tactics of Aleister Crowley: “Nothing is. Nothing becomes. Nothing is not.”
The mind whirls. If one has the taste for this kind of meta-logic, one struggles with Crowley for a long time before understanding what these Strange Loops communicate. Most people lack that taste and give up quickly. Nobody will give up on The Dance of Opposites, I suspect. It deals immediately and urgently with our most intimate and painful conflicts and shows us with great clarity how we got into them and how we can work our way out of them again.
A last word: this book seems too good for simple “reading.” Rather, you should keep it handy and re-read a chapter a day for a few years, until you begin to feel deeply the simple path that Dr. Scarfalloto presents.
As a way of introducing this third edition to The Dance of Opposites, I wish to point out that the first edition was called The Alchemy of Opposites. I initially wrote the book in response to a dream, described in the forward of this book.
The dream turned out to be a life changer. After publication of the book, the torrent of information continued. What’s more, some of my original ideas would not hold still, but insisted on evolving. One facet of that evolution was the realization that my work was closely related to the Taoist concepts of Yin and Yang. That relationship should have been obvious to me from the start, but it wasn’t. In fact, during the months that I was furiously writing down all the cool ideas that came to me after my dream, I never once considered the relation of my work to Yin and Yang. Even after Robert Anton Wilson briefly commented on this, in his introduction to my book, it went right over my head.
Yes, I was peripherally aware of Yin and Yang, as are many individuals in the West. However, I never once focused on their connection to my work. I never said, “Hummm, Taoism, Yin and Yang, opposites; that’s what I’m writing about.”
Finally, after the book was in print, I made the “discovery.” During a conversation with one of my readers, he casually commented that my ideas were very much akin to Taoism. For a moment, I just stood there, sort of stunned and embarrassed, as if he had just informed me that my fly was open.
My oversight is sort of understandable because the ideas I was exploring in my book were based, not so much on my academic study of other works, but rather, personal experience. None-the-less, I was perplexed as to why I didn’t at least reflect on the link, while I was writing the original book. In retrospect, it was rather spooky. When the realization finally sank in, I started an intense and prolonged study of Taoism, Traditional Chinese Medicine and the Martial Arts. I was astounded. “Those crooks,” I said, “They stole my stuff – four thousand years ago!”
My initial blindness to the Tao-connection turned out to be blessing, because I was able to contemplate the same core principles described by Taoism, but from a perspective that was free of its language and mental constructs. I was able to freely explore the dance of opposites in ways that I did not encounter in my subsequent exploration of Taoism.
None-the less, when I finally took the time to study Taoism and its practical applications, it was like coming home. Consequently, I absolutely had to write a second edition. I also felt compelled to change the title from The Alchemy of Opposites to The Dance of Opposites. This reflects the understanding that we do not make the opposing qualities within us and around us interact harmoniously, no more than we can order two individuals to love one another. We simply cultivate the ability to recognize how they naturally dance harmoniously. When we do so, we tend to cooperate with that dance, which invites health and happiness, as the ancient Taoists well understood.
So, what is this third edition all about? As with the second edition, it incorporates the fruits of my deepening understanding of the subject, while retaining the exuberance, flair and flavor of the original book. In addition, I have rearranged many of the chapters with the intent of promoting clarity and readability.
This book was born early one morning when I awoke from a startling dream. The main feature of the dream was a snake. Snakes in dreams are not that unusual, but this creature was thousands of feet long and proportionately wide. And, it had two extremely ferocious looking heads.
In the dream, I was flying close to the snake’s heads, high in the air among the clouds. The beast undulated in a most menacing manner. Its tail was far below on the ground. The two heads had intense, ravenous eyes. Each mouth was wide open, revealing dagger-like teeth and a sharply forked tongue. In the dream, I also knew that the serpent was extremely venomous. It was obviously capable of annihilating me with no effort at all. In addition, I saw that its power was so great that it could easily swoop down and destroy all of humanity.
Even though I was afraid, I prepared myself to fight. I did so by climbing into a two-headed snake costume, which was going to act as my “battleship.” And so, we squared off, ready to do battle, high in the air among the clouds. At that point, I awoke.
For a while, I remained motionless in bed with my eyes closed. Behind my closed eyelids, I still saw the gigantic snake, and I continued sensing its horrific power. Even after I opened my eyes, I continued feeling its deadly presence. I stared at the sky through the window, watching the clouds drift by.
For me, the dream was, to say the least, unprecedented. Still seeing the snake clearly in my mind, I said to myself, “This probably means something.”
As the emotional impact of the dream gradually wore off, I took note of my initial impressions as to the meaning of the dream. Later that day, I consulted books and experts to get additional information as to the possible meaning of the symbols of my dream. Not surprisingly, I found no reference to extremely ferocious two-headed snakes of monstrous proportions. So, I went back to my strong initial impressions, which were as follows:
The two-headed snake symbolized duality - the dance of opposites. This idea was reinforced by the appearance of the second snake (me in the costume).
The humongous size of the snake suggested that the duality in question wasn’t merely one particular pair of opposites. It was the granddaddy of dualities, containing within it all other pairs of opposites.
The foreboding feeling that the snake was extremely powerful and dangerous suggested that I would either master it or be devoured by it – devoured by the conflicting opposing forces within me.
The dreaded fear that the snake could destroy me and all people on Earth suggested that the snake not only symbolized duality within me personally, but also touched into the collective consciousness of humanity. This impression was reinforced by the snake’s tremendous size and extremely high altitude above the earth - its two heads ready to swoop down on the population below.
The final impression was that if I tried to overpower and destroy the snake, I would surely lose. The message was, Don’t kill it, just understand it. If this had been an actual snake in the outer world, I would have laughed at such an idea; however, since the snake was a symbol of the opposing forces within my own mind, the idea that I could master it through understanding was reasonable.
In the days that followed the dream, my mind was flooded with a variety of opposites. I had the notion that duality is beautiful and that it does not have to be synonymous with conflict. I saw a man and woman dancing, rejoicing in their differences; the strength of him delighting in the grace of her, and the grace of her embracing the strength of him. I then had the frightening and exciting notion that all opposites can be experienced in this manner.
When inner duality is not fun, it shows up as neurosis, a condition in which opposites are at war within the mind. We set them at war with each other by judging one as good and the other as bad. We then identify ourselves with the one that is judged as good and pretend the other doesn’t exist - except maybe in someone else.
External opposites are generally well tolerated. We are not troubled because up is the opposite of down. We are not emotionally tortured by the fact that hot is the opposite of cold. We do not lose sleep over the oppositeness of night and day. However, when the opposites are our own emotions and thoughts, we find it more difficult to just observe them without taking the whole thing personally.
This book addresses those interesting forms of internal duality, inner opposites such as truth/lie, hold on/let go, pleasure/pain, forgiveness/revenge, birth/death, etc.
With regard to the dancing opposites, the big joke is this: With any pair of opposites, the side we have judged as inferior is the one that rules us. This is commonly known principle, even for individuals who are not familiar with how opposites dance. It is the basis for the cliché, “What you resist persists.”
Likewise, when we recognize both sides of any duality as partners in the dance of Creation, the inner conflict dies. It does not die, however, as a soldier on a battlefield. It dies as a seed dies when it breaks its shell and germinates. The sprout is the vision of Life wherein opposites make love instead of war. Such a vision leads us naturally to the primordial Unity beyond opposites.
Essentially, there are two ways that we can benefit from this book. One is immediate, and the other is long-term.
The Immediate Benefit: Since Creation is a dance of opposites, any aspect of your inner or outer world can be understood more deeply when seen as part of that dance. In that sense, this book is essentially a handbook for understanding various common issues that impact our health and happiness.
The Long-Term Benefit: The more deeply we understand the dance of opposites within us, the more we tend to spontaneously “cooperate” with it. Therefore, as suggested above, the long-term benefit of applying the information in this book is that the reader gradually becomes free from the habit of consciously or unconsciously placing opposites at war with one another. By thus setting the mind free of that subtle but perpetual conflict, we deepen our potential for healing and renewal of the body and mind. We also tend to relate more harmoniously with the world around us.
Stated differently, the short-term benefit has to do with the way you think, and the long-term benefit has to do with the way you feel. For example, one specific short-term benefit is that you might see the usually hidden contradictions and inconsistencies in the behavior of people around you. A specific long-term benefit is the awareness that any such contradictions that you perceive (and react to) in the outer world are, more than likely, reflections of your own inner contradictions. That awareness is usually experienced as a feeling. That feeling is commonly called “compassion.”
In other words, you can simply use this book as a handbook for gaining new perspective on specific subjects or issues that are of interest to you in the moment. In addition, if you make it a habit of looking at life in this manner, your efforts will, more than likely, compel a subtle and gradual evolution or transformation in the deeper, feeling areas of your mind. The more deeply we see and appreciate the dance of opposites within us and around us, the more we invite the vision of Unity beyond opposites.
We will start our journey by asking this question: What is it about the dance of opposites that makes it so fundamentally important to life? This question is answered in Chapter One.
Part I
The Steps of the Dance
“What about apples and oranges” asked the young lady, sitting in the first row. I was teaching my anatomy and physiology class to a lively group of budding massage therapists. When the student asked her question, I stopped in my tracks, at first, not knowing what to say. You see, up to that moment, the class was not actually focused on anatomy and physiology. We had gone off on a tangent and somehow found ourselves talking about the interaction opposites. Massage students are like that. On the surface, they may look like average citizens, but in reality, they tend to be renaissance thinkers, interested in just about everything.
We were talking about how the very life within the body is a dance of opposites. “When the dance is harmonious,” I declared, “life renews itself.” The class had been happily rambling on about the dance of opposites within us and around us, when the student asked about apples and oranges. Apparently, in her mind, apples and oranges were opposites. They aren't, but she didn't know that because I had not defined the word, “opposites.” Opposites are partners in the dance of creation. Sounds rather cosmic, but it has no meaning if you think that opposites are just apples and oranges. So, the class went off on another tangent as we endeavored to clearly define opposites. We were neglecting our regular class work; but that was okay because they were a bright group and we were ahead of schedule anyway.
If Two Things Are Opposites...
If two things are opposites, they define each other. Each side has meaning only in the presence of the other. If we eliminate one, the other loses its identity. For example, night defines day, up defines down, hot defines cold, young defines old. On the other hand, apple and orange do not define each other. We can certainly recognize an apple without comparing it to an orange.
In other words, opposites are relative terms. Life is about relationship, and the dance of opposites is the most fundamental way of relating things. When we take the time to understand the simple dance of opposites in the created universe, the complex relationships that follow make more sense. For example, once we understand that opposites are simply two things that define each other, we would not say that two people are opposites. The term, opposite, specifically refers to a pair of qualities, ideas or choices that define each other. You cannot completely know yourself by just comparing yourself to others, The wholeness of who you are, ultimately, is beyond comparison, therefore, you can't be someone's opposite.”
Granted, you can understand some things about yourself by comparing some of your qualities with the opposing qualities exhibited by others. For example, one person defines himself as a male by comparing himself to a female. There is nothing wrong with this, provided we recognize that such knowledge is limited; each individual has qualities that go beyond gender and beyond duality, qualities that cannot be understood or appreciated through comparison.
We can easily understand that opposites are two things that define each other. Opposites, however, have another calling card: if two things are opposites, each side bears the seed of the other. When each side expresses itself in fullness, it brings forth the seed or essence of the other. In one sense, each side becomes the other. And so, the dance of opposites is, among other things, a dance of transformation. This is the dance of transformation that makes life possible.
In other words, true polar opposites are not static. They may be likened to the roots and the fruit of a single plant. The root gives rise to the fruit, whose seed brings forth new roots. Simplicity swells into complexity, which then returns to simplicity. Spirit condenses into flesh, which returns to spirit. The child becomes an adult, and the adult must, once again, become a child. When this dance of transformation is allowed to unfold naturally, life goes on with ease and grace. When we resist or disrupt the flow of this dance, we suffer.
The life of the body consists of many pairs of opposing functions and qualities interacting harmoniously: hot and cold, rigidity and flexibility, acid and alkaline, emptiness and fullness, motions and stability, etc.
The mind also consists of many opposites in a dance of transformation. The dance occurs whether we are aware of it or not. However, as conscious beings, we have the choice of cooperating or not cooperating with it. Cooperation doesn't mean that we have to identify the many pairs of opposites in the body and mind so we can figure out how to make them fit together. They tend to integrate automatically, especially when we recognize that life is a dance of opposites. The more deeply we understand this dance, the more we tend to flow with it. The more we flow with it, the more we invite vibrant health, mental clarity and emotional serenity. The purpose of this book is to allow the reader to gently cultivate a basic recognition of the dance.
In summary, if two things are opposites, they define one another. In addition, if we examine any pair of opposites closely enough, we see that each side bears the seed of the other. The next chapter describes the two basic ways that opposites interact with one another.
Opposites interact in two ways: they compete and they complement. Both are essential to life. When the many opposing functions and energies of the body "compete," each side restrains or subdues the other, so as to avoid harmful excess. Therefore, the body doesn't get too hot or too cold, too wet or too dry, too acidic or too alkaline, too relaxed or too agitated, etc. The same holds true for workings of the mind. Mental clarity and emotional serenity are made possible by the many opposing thoughts, ideas, emotions, desires and choices that test, prune and temper each other.
When opposites complement one another, they enhance and exalt each other. One side "fits" into the other. Each derives its identity from the other. Each reaches the fullness of its expression in the presence of the other, thus creating a wholeness that otherwise would not be possible. For example, the normal posture and alignment of the body is the result of rigid bones connected to flexible muscles, tendons and ligaments. We can move because of active muscles pulling on passive bones.
With regard to the workings of the mind, intellect and intuition reach the fullness of their potential when they are allowed to complement one another. Our capacity to give is enhanced by our capacity to receive, and vise versa. Work supports play, and play supports work.
We are alive and healthy because of the many opposing functions and qualities interacting harmoniously within us. Harmony specifically means that they compete and complement in appropriate ways that promote life and health.
Before we apply this dance of competition and complementing to human relationships, we must again, emphasize that people are not opposites. True opposites define one another. On the other hand, two individuals cannot define each other. The wholeness of an individual cannot be understood through comparison with others. The individual's personality is rich and unique. Every person has qualities that, ultimately, transcend duality and therefore, cannot be comprehended through comparison.
Two people, however, can have some opposing qualities. In fact, any two individuals will have a number of opposing qualities. To the extent that they do, they will recognize one another, as if looking into a mirror. Their awareness might be a nonverbal or emotional recognition, sometimes called "chemistry." This simply means the individuals have the potential to compete with and complement one another.
In a true complementary relationship, the two individuals enhance one another but cannot replace one another. If one party belittles the other or tries to usurp the power of the other, both sides lose. This does not mean that the competitive part of the relationship must be eliminated. It is simply integrated. The two sides can truly complement each other because the competitive part is ever present to question, confront and challenge the two individuals, so as to promote stability and balance. Such harmony is possible to the extent that each of the two individuals is in touch with a sense of self that is beyond duality, which means, beyond comparison.
When we are in touch with our silent essence, competing and complementing find their rightful place. We can compare ourselves to others and even compete, without becoming nasty or insecure. We can form healthy relationships because we sense that our wholeness resides within, not in finding another individual who fits (complements) us perfectly. Neither do we frantically try to change ourselves or the other person so as to create a better fit. We can just relax and delight in our differences, allowing our many opposing qualities to reach out to each other and dance the dance of life.
A complementary relationship has the quality of synergy, a condition wherein the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Synergy doesn't just happen between two individuals. Any two or more people or things can synergize. When there is synergy, there is wholeness. All the parts integrate in such a way as to create something new.
With regard to two people in relationship, the capacity to complement one another goes hand in hand with the capacity to be intimate with one another. Intimacy simply means the individuals share a high level of honesty and trust. When we say that two individuals complement one another, we are describing how they function or work together. When we say they are intimate, we are describing how they relate emotionally.
In other words, when we speak of opposites in general, we say the two sides interact by competing or complementing. With regard to two individuals in a relationship, we can also say the two parties interact through competition or intimacy. Competition and intimacy are not mutually exclusive. The two tendencies flow and ebb organically in any relationship. In general, when the competitive instinct is allowed to express honestly, its natural tendency is to evolve toward intimacy.
The year was 1891. The cold wind blew briskly, and the rain fell steadily, as six men carried the coffin out of the church. Inside the coffin was the body of General William T. Sherman, who, twenty-six years earlier, had captured Atlanta, thus, crippling the confederate army to end the Civil War.
One pallbearer was a sickly old man who was warned by his doctors not to attend the funeral because, in his condition, he ran the risk of contracting pneumonia and dying.
He attended the funeral anyway. Standing outside in the inclement weather, he even refused to wear a hat, out of respect for General Sherman. As the doctors predicted, the old man developed pneumonia and subsequently died. He had no regrets, however. As he lay on his bed, he was asked why he had risked his life like that. He simply said, "General Sherman would have done the same for me."
Who was that man? A fellow Union soldier? No. He was General Joseph E. Johnston, Sherman's confederate counterpart in the Atlanta campaign. These two men, who had once tried to annihilate each other, had developed a deep respect for one another.
Almost exactly one hundred years later, I found myself in a wooded area, northwest of Atlanta, not too far from the place where General Sherman and General Johnston had met in battle. I was holding an air-powered rifle that fired paint-filled plastic pellets that splattered on impact. I stood with a group of thirty or so goofy-looking men wearing helmets, goggles and heavily padded ponchos. I said to myself, "This is dumb; I don't want to do this."
I soon realized, however, that my reluctance to play paintball had nothing to do with the dumbness of the game but rather my fear of engaging in competition and losing. So, I decided to participate, figuring it was good for me.
Eventually, I found myself running through the forest, sweating, growling, crawling on my belly and diving for cover to avoid the dreaded barrage of paintball pellets. Sometimes my team won and sometimes we lost. Either way, I thoroughly enjoyed the game as I participated in the hasty planning of strategies and attacks on the enemy fort. I even felt the thrill of personally capturing the enemy flag, racing with it through a volley of paintballs and diving over the wall, into the safety of our fort. I was very pleased with myself.
Later, both teams sat around a huge campfire and had dinner. I soon forgot who was on which team, and the act of capturing the flag shrank into insignificance.
My experience with paintball showed me that underneath my fear and judgment of competition was a love of competition. This is not surprising. We often judge and fear what we secretly desire. Likewise, once we fully recognize how we enjoy competition, we discover the desire to relate to others beyond competition. When the competitive instinct is expressed honestly, it wants to evolve into intimacy. In other words, the element that creates intimacy (the "seed" of intimacy) is already present in the competitive nature. That element is passion.
I once listened to a speaker who stated that men are driven by the desire to compete, while women are driven by the desire to form intimate relationships and are, therefore, spiritually more highly evolved than men. Many of the people in the room objected to such a sexist idea. They became rebellious and angry, which, apparently, was the intention of the speaker. He also stated that one of the ways men form deep friendships is by first engaging in competition, especially physical competition. This, according to him, is why women are superior; they have the remarkable ability to bond with one another without having to kill each other first.
The above generalization about men and woman is just that - a generalization. None-the-less, it is a useful generalization that highlights an important point. If we (men and women) reject or suppress our desire to compete, we block the road to intimacy. If we try to create intimacy by denying our competitive tendencies, we sabotage intimacy.
Competition is one way of expressing vitality and individuality. In attempting to purge ourselves of competition because we have judged it as inferior to intimacy, we also cut off the flow of our lively self-expression. The result is that intimacy goes out the window.
We are often quick to discard the fighter within us, unaware that the combative spirit has within it the potential for genuine acts of caring and affection. It's like a chunk of metal ore that we might overlook because it looks rough and dirty, and so, we do not see that it contains gold. In our quest for love and intimacy, we (especially men) have performed a funny dance. We discard the fighter, wash our hands, make ourselves look pretty, and then approach the goddess of love, and ask, "Where do I find intimacy"? And, she serenely responds, "It is in the ground, exactly where you buried it."
To be intimate means we bring into the relationship all aspects of ourselves, including the part that likes to compete. If we keep that part secret, it competes in secret. If we hide that part in shame, it manifests in a way that brings shame. If it is rejected, it expresses itself in a way that creates rejection. If we think it to be destructive and malicious, it manifests in a destructive and malicious way. If we think that it is useless, it manifests in a way that causes us to feel useless. If we express it cleanly and honestly, it evolves into intimacy.
The hidden motivation for competition is the desire for self-knowledge. In everyday life, we define ourselves by comparing ourselves to others. Competition provides us with the opportunity to experience ourselves in contrast to others. Once we experience ourselves in this manner, the natural progression is to know ourselves within the context of intimate relationship.
A major reason we might linger too long in the competitive mode is that we judge it harshly. On the other hand, if we simply recognize the competitive drive and allow it to unfold naturally, it evolves into the passion for self-knowledge and a desire to bring the knowledge into intimate relationship.
Compromise is the middle ground between competition and complementarity. In a compromise, each side accepts less than full satisfaction in order to accommodate the other.
Compromise works best when each side has values that cannot be compromised. In everyday life, this looks like the willingness to compromise by first refusing to compromise one's personal truth. Compromising truth generally means we are truthful only if it makes us look good or somehow gives us power over others. When we do this, our efforts to compromise break down. We might experience short-term success, but we eventually become unsettled on the inside, and things tend to fall apart on the outside.
When we are mindful of our deeper values, compromise tends to work. Though we make concessions, there is no feeling of having been cheated or deprived. We can happily haggle over prices and logistics, but regardless of the outcome, there is peace because we have not compromised or otherwise sacrificed the pearl of great price. In fact, when we refuse to compromise the pearl of great price, it seems to shine more brightly, emitting a powerful and inexhaustible energy that galvanizes our thinking and enlivens our relationships.
It is important to emphasize that accepting the competitive instinct does not mean that we merely tolerate its presence, as we might tolerate a naughty child. We are speaking here of a gut-level knowing that we really appreciate it.
If such integration of competition does not occur, we invariably try to get rid of it. However, since there is no place to put it outside of ourselves, "getting rid of it" translates into putting it somewhere within ourselves where it can't be seen. In other words, it becomes covert or unconscious.
When competition becomes unconscious, its power multiplies. It silently takes dominion. It frequently shows up as passive aggressive behavior. We smile sweetly and compete silently; disguising it as service, religious piety, altruism and other forms of spiritual one-upmanship.
Just as covert competition is insidiously destructive, excessive competition has the obvious disadvantage of destroying both parties. Or, they might just replay the scene again and again until they finally catch on.
When we begin to allow competition to evolve into intimacy, we find clever ways of expressing our competitive instinct, so that, rather than destroying one or both parties, it leaves a legacy of relationship. Rather than having gladiators fight to the death, we have football games and pie eating contests. Rather than having feudal wars among power-hungry dukes who plunder each other's treasure, we have colleges competing for trophies and stealing each other’s mascots. Rather than having a duel to the death, we have philosophical debates and games of ping-pong. These are all ingenious methods of recognizing the competitive spirit and allowing ourselves to experience it free of harsh judgment, so that its power and potency can evolve into genuine expressions of intimacy.
Though most of us have some degree of competitiveness, it is possible to virtually transcend it. In the presence of such a rare individual, the competitive nature within us can do what it secretly yearns to do; it relaxes, for it does not feel diminished or harshly judged by such a master. There is no hidden message of "I'm better than you because you're competitive and I'm not." Obviously, such a hidden message can only be sent by someone who is very competitive and is in denial of it. One who is genuinely non-competitive sends a different non-verbal message: we are equal.
To be in duality is to perceive opposites. To be in singularity (1) is to experience unity. These two qualities dance together in the mind, each contributing to our everyday experience of life. The perception of duality occurs through thinking. Whether we are aware of it or not, we mentally understand something by comparing it to its opposite. Singularity is more of a feeling.
The perception of duality allows us to compete, complement, analyze, discern and set goals. Singularity cannot do any of these, for it does not recognize anything outside of self. There is nowhere to go because all is here. There is nothing to do because everything simply is. Singularity does not say, “There is duality and here am I, singularity.” It does not say, “I am in a sublime state of unity, and that poor slob out there is stuck in duality.” One must be in duality to reject duality. One must be in duality to even speak it.
The awareness of singularity flavors our perception of duality with feelings of thankfulness, humility and compassion. These echoes of primordial unity reverberate through the mind, allowing us to contemplate the many forms of humanity (the rich, the poor, the hero, and the villain) with understanding and a sense of equality or kinship. This personal memory of unity is silent, but if it could speak, it might say something like, “I love being alive and I love life in its diversity!”
(1) The term, singularity, is borrowed from astronomy. It is the mathematical expression for a point in space where there is no space in the usual sense. A singularity has no here or there, now or then. It is a point where time and space have merged into something beyond time and space, as we know them.
The notion that we are moving along a continuum from duality into singularity has meaning only in duality. Once we “shift” into the full-blown awareness of singularity, we perceive that we really haven’t gone anywhere. There was no race, and no one came in first. In other words, when our experience of unity is strong enough, the numbered scale used to measure our progress no longer has any meaning. Neither would we entertain the idea that one person is farther along than another.
On the other hand, as long as duality is real to us, so is the notion of progress. Therefore, the mind in duality wants to know, “How do I increase my awareness of primordial unity?” As suggested above, unity is commonly experienced in everyday life as an appreciation of diversity. Therefore, we can invite a deeper awareness of unity just by cultivating the capacity to appreciate everyday life. When singularity is experienced in the world of duality, the bus driver has as much intrinsic value as the king; the prostitute is as holy as the priest.
In fact, one reason most of us cannot sustain the state of timeless bliss of “the unity Beyond Opposites” is the lingering perception that it is better or more important than doing laundry, driving to work or telling your friend that you feel sad or angry. In other words, one of the ways that we are pulled into the mundane drama of duality is through our tendency to devalue it. On the other hand, when our perception of duality and subtle experience of Unity are balanced, they support each other and work together to promote clear thinking and emotional serenity.
There are many accounts of near-death experiences in which the almost-departed soul feels the overwhelming presence of cosmic love and peace beyond duality. When they were compelled to go back to Earth, they become disappointed or even angry. Why did they have to return? In so many words, they were told they have work to do. The nature of the work, stripped down to its essence, is to move beyond the judgment that the grandness of there is better than the smallness of here.
Experiencing the oneness beyond duality does not mean we become neutral. Neutrality is just another way of being in duality. Neutrality is literally in the middle of opposing forces.
Neutral is zero; singularity is infinity. Neutrality is neither; singularity is both and beyond both. Neutrality sees the two opposing forces as mutually exclusive; singularity sees them as inseparable. Neutrality sees incompatibility; singularity sees that one side contains the other. Neutrality perceives that one side can defeat the other; singularity recognizes that whatever is done to one is done to both. Neutrality is the impartial judge; singularity does not judge for it sees no separation. Neutrality says, “I don’t care who wins,” Singularity says, “I care about both, for I am both.” Neutrality might show up as the earnest attempt to forgive sins; singularity is the awareness that there never was any sin. Neutrality can show up as indecision; singularity is a quiet certainty that needs no validation. Neutrality is emotionless; singularity is the deep and silent tranquility at the core of all emotions. In everyday life, neutrality is reached by being disengaged, propped squarely between two polarities. Singularity is experienced by being fully engaged, going all the way to one side with deep sincerity, which allows us to organically bring forth the seed of the other.
In fact, the inner call to go beyond duality compels us to move beyond neutrality. As long as we remain neutral on any two opposing views, we cannot discover that one is contained within the other; we do not experience the birth of one within the other. Perhaps this explains the wisdom of the biblical passage that advises us to be hot or cold, but not lukewarm.
At the risk of being at odds with the Bible, there is value in being lukewarm or neutral. In fact, if we wish to move beyond neutrality, we must first know and appreciate its value.
As long as we honestly perceive duality, neutrality has value. Neutrality is a useful discipline; it is an exercise in objectivity. If we sincerely do not know the solution to a given issue, the honest thing to do is to gather data so we can be fair to both sides, as any honest judge or true scientist would do. This is the act of being consciously neutral
To be consciously neutral is different from being unconsciously neutral. To be unconsciously neutral means we are stuck in neutral. We do it, not out of choice, but out of fear and self-doubt. We want to choose or make a change but are afraid to do so. This condition of immobility is a far cry from the deep stillness that occurs when we feel internally unified. Such deep stillness is energizing because it is associated with the harmony of inner opposites. The immobility of being stuck in neutral is debilitating because, like any inner conflict, it depletes our energy.
On the other hand, conscious neutrality is a skill that requires attention, thoughtfulness, and humility. For example, while I was in my office, I happened to overhear a phone conversation in the adjacent room. My friend and colleague was acting as the mediator in a fight between a husband and wife. Let’s call them “Jane” and “Bob.” My friend, while speaking to one of the warring parties, declared that he was perfectly neutral and was not interested in taking sides. He spoke for quite a while on this, making a strong point of his neutral stance. Later that day he spoke with another close friend to whom he passingly said, “Bob is having a problem with Jane.”
Interesting choice of words: “Bob is having a problem with Jane,” instead of, “Bob and Jane are having a problem.” I brought this to my friend’s attention. He looked inside and discovered that he did have an emotional leaning toward Bob. After a moment of embarrassment, he laughed about it.
The same honesty that recognizes the value of neutrality and the mindfulness that is required to be neutral also sets us free to acknowledge our genuine bias. Such freedom allows us to eventually feel the truth of the other side. To feel the truth of both sides simultaneously is to perceive duality, while experiencing singularity.
Part II
The Inner Dance
We perceive duality by thinking. We experience unity by feeling. Thinking allows us to separate things. Feeling allows us to bring things together. Normal waking consciousness is a blend of thinking and feeling.
The correlation of duality with thinking and of unity with feeling is crudely reflected in the anatomy of the brain. The cerebrum, or new brain, houses the capacity to think, discern, dissect, analyze and compare. The brainstem, or old brain, contains centers for our animal desires and instincts.
The cerebrum consists of two well-defined hemispheres that seem to grow out of the brainstem. The two-pronged cerebrum and the singular brainstem may be visualized as the letter Y. The cerebral hemispheres are like the upper branches of the letter Y and the brainstem is like the base.
The “Y” Model of the Brain
Cerebral hemispheres


Y Brainstem
The lower end of the brainstem, often called the old reptilian brain, integrates and unifies our vital body functions. The upper end of the brainstem interfaces with the cerebrum to generate the full spectrum of our everyday human emotions.
By virtue of the numerous connections between the cerebrum and brain stem, the two are functionally united. Our logical thoughts are influenced by the impulses that emerge from the brainstem. Likewise, our animal urges are influenced by the thoughts emerging from the cerebrum.
The smooth operation of the cerebrum is dependent on the smooth operation of the brainstem, and vice versa. The two interact in a seemingly infinite variety of ways to create the unique tapestry of physical and psychological qualities of the individual.
As in other dualities, if we value the thinking of the new brain over the feelings and instincts of the old brain, or vice versa, the one that is regarded as inferior becomes the secret ruler. In this case, the separation is often described as a "cutting off" of our rational thinking from our feelings. In reality, this is impossible without seriously endangering physical survival. However, the two can become somewhat dissociated. This happens when the thinking of the new brain represses or censors the instincts and urges of the old brain. As a result, the discerning power of the cerebrum becomes cold, calculating, intellectual tyranny and harsh judgment, while the instincts and urges of the brain stem translate into hysteria and chaos. These two “opposing” states can exist only in the presence of each other. Each is the result of lack of harmony between the animal (feeling) experience of the brainstem from the human (thinking) experience of the cerebrum.
In Western cultures, this inner split is personified as Satan, often shown as a two-horned beast. The two horns represent duality, and the ferocious animal/human face represents the primordial impulses that have become monstrous because they were rejected, subjugated and exploited by the human intellect.
The two parts of the brain are reintegrated when the cerebrum recognizes the feelings rising out of the brainstem. The cerebrum uses its power of discernment to simply report the truth of those feelings.
The harmonious blending of human discernment of the new brain with the primordial impulses of the old brain results in the everyday experiences of kindness, respect and integrity. The integration deepens as the new brain cultivates the ability to be still, so that it can listen more deeply to the echoes of singularity rising up as feelings from the old brain. Such a deeper integration of the new and old brain may translate into religious ecstasy, transpersonal bliss, timeless peace and a sense of connection with the rest of life.
In everyday life, there are three ways of promoting inner integration: truthfulness, stillness and loving touch. These three activities support the brain in integrating itself and integrating all opposing functions within. This is how we create wholeness of the body and mind. Wholeness shows up tangibly as vibrant health, mental clarity and emotional serenity.
In other words, the inner integration of opposites in the mind and eventual transcending of opposites do not require mystical knowledge. We quietly promote inner integration through the daily practice of truthfulness, stillness and loving touch. These three activities are instinctual. We are drawn to them whenever we feel a need for healing of the body or mind.
Most of us can recognize the importance of truthfulness and stillness for health and well-being. Loving touch, however, is often neglected. The importance of loving touch reflects the fact that we are mammals - like dogs, cats and horses. The mammalian brain needs sensory input in the form of frequent touch. Without that sensory input, the brain's integrative ability declines.
For infants, touching is critically important. Inner integration, especially integration of the new and old brain activities, depends on physical touch. This is especially true in the first precious hours following birth. The quality of those first stimuli to the uninitiated nervous system of the infant is of prime importance.
Animal studies have shown that, with many mammals, if the mother does not lick the infants, they die. Likewise, if human babies are not touched sufficiently, they experience physical and psychological disturbance.
Loving touch remains important throughout life, not only in interpersonal relationships but also in the relationship of the thinking self to the feeling self. Depression, sexual abuse, self-destructive behavior, addiction and brutality have been linked to touch deprivation.
Though the human mamma relies on her hands to touch the baby, the older instinct to use her mouth is apparently still intact. This was dramatically illustrated by a woman who gave birth while she did not have full use of her arms and hands. The attendant in the delivery room was going to take the baby away, since the mother obviously could not hold it. However, the mother still wanted her baby, and she screamed bloody murder until the attendant complied.
As per the mother's demand, the attendant placed the baby - still covered with birth slime - against the mother's chest. The woman then proceeded to lick the infant all over.
With our civilized sensibilities, we might conclude that the woman was being abhorrent, however, my own conversations with women patients over the years - mothers and non-mothers - suggest that if the new mom is being spontaneous, she is likely to taste, lick and bite her baby. She is likely to place her mouth on the baby's bare tummy and play motorboat. She might even stick the baby's entire hand or foot in her mouth and give it a thorough massage with her teeth and tongue. And, the baby loves it, of course. I suspect that for every mother who yields to this old oral instinct, there are many others who have a notion to do so but ignore it, perhaps feeling quietly embarrassed for having such animal impulses.
Since civilized society emphasizes rational thinking over feeling, our health care and education have conspicuously given little attention to the value of touching. Traditionally, hospital births tend to separate mother and child almost immediately following birth. Pediatricians had, at one time, instructed parents to avoid picking up the baby when it cries. Some pediatricians even instructed parents to tie the baby's hands to the crib to prevent it from sucking its fingers. Years ago, kindergarten and first grade teachers were encouraged to "hug every child, every day". As of this writing, one of my patients, a public school teacher, informed me that she and her colleagues are advised against touching the children.
With increased awareness of the importance of touch, we find that health care practices are changing. Many hospitals are becoming more respectful of mother/child bonding during birth. Some pediatricians have broken with tradition by advocating home births and telling parents to touch the child as much as possible. Some even advocate allowing the little one to sleep with parents - a practice that had been considered perverse by other medical authorities in the United States. Likewise, in recent years, we have seen a dramatic increase in the demand for health care practitioners that emphasize hands-on body procedures.
Physical touch is one way of making emotional contact. To maintain inner health and outer harmony, we must touch each other emotionally as well as physically. Lack of physical and emotional contact contributes to a split in the personality; thoughts are at odds with emotions, logic is at odds with instinct. This split gets projected into many areas of our lives and typically shows up as interpersonal conflict.
The dissociation of the old brain from the new brain may also be looked upon as a defense mechanism of sorts. When feelings are too painful to bear, the cerebrum simply unplugs itself from the source of those feelings. Touching the body is a way of reconnecting the two. When this happens, the traumatic memories and feelings that compelled the separation to occur in the first place may be re-experienced or remembered. This is why deep massage, even if it is not painfully deep, may trigger the spontaneous release of emotions and the remembrance of long forgotten events.
Physical touch is intimately connected to the ability to tell the truth and to be still and quiet. In order for the whole brain to stay in touch with itself, the body must be touched, lovingly and frequently. This establishes inner harmony, allowing the hard-driving cerebrum to be still so that it can listen respectfully and express truthfully the deep feelings rising up from the brainstem.
Again, most of us recognize the importance of truthfulness and stillness for health and well-being, especially on the mental and emotional levels. We can also see how truthfulness and stillness go hand in hand. Telling the truth helps us to quiet the mind. Likewise, stillness helps us to get more deeply in touch with our truth and to express it honestly. Sometimes, however, inner turmoil remains no matter how earnestly we try to practice truthfulness and stillness. Quite possibly, what is missing is an adequate amount of loving touch.
The synergistic blend of touching, stillness and speaking the truth allows the many warring or neglected parts of the individual to come together into wholeness. Truthfulness, stillness and loving touch allow the new brain and old brain to function as one brain.
Deep inside the brain, in the upper region of the brainstem, is a tiny gray lump of tissue called the pleasure center. Mother Nature wires the brain so that whatever feels good is also good for us. We are motivated to carry out life-sustaining functions because these same activities stimulate the pleasure center. Therefore, even if we had no education, we would still be instinctively do things that keep us alive and healthy. We eat just enough, drink just enough, get just enough sleep, exercise and have sex to adequately stimulate the pleasure center. When these activities no longer stimulate the pleasure center, we stop doing them. The saturation point, where a given activity no longer stimulates the pleasure center, coincides with the point when the same activity is no longer beneficial to the individual.
If our life-sustaining activities do not result in the experience of pleasure, we might simply stop doing them and die. For example, in one animal study, an electrode was implanted into the pleasure center of a male rat. The electrode was also connected to a lever in the cage so that the rat could stimulate its own pleasure center at will. The result: The rat stopped eating, drinking, and sleeping and refused the company of receptive female rats. The animal died. We might argue that the rat died happy, but the point is that it died because its pleasure center was not allowed to fulfill its natural function.
Humans seem to respond in a similar manner. Individuals addicted to some drugs often stop taking care of their basic needs, as if the pathways to the pleasure center have been altered.
It is important to emphasize that the pleasure center is stimulated not only by routine life-sustaining functions like eating and drinking, but also by other activities, such as smelling a flower or reading a poem. In addition, the emotional areas of the brain (the limbic system) are intimately connected with the pleasure center. This is why telling the truth and “getting it all out” feels good. Furthermore, the expression of truth opens the door to intimacy with others, which also stimulates the pleasure center.
If we close the door to certain avenues of pleasure, we automatically try to compensate by overusing the remaining pathways. We might do this to the point that the activity in question is no longer a source of health for the body and mind. For example, if we deprive ourselves of emotional expression, we might try to compensate by having sex more often. If sexual pleasure is inaccessible, we might compensate by eating more. If the existing avenues of pleasure are insufficient, we might come up with artificial methods such as smoking, drinking alcohol and taking drugs. On the other hand, when all naturally occurring avenues of pleasure are open and accessible, each one is likely to be used in a way that promotes physical and emotional well-being.
The pleasure center has a next-door neighbor. It’s the pain center. Stimulation of the pain center causes us to feel physical pain or emotional distress. Physical pain is a marvelous invention of Mother Nature. It is a system of alarms designed to motivate us to resolve whatever is threatening our physical well-being. Physical pain is the smoke detector, burglar alarm, and watchdog that stand guard over the body.
If we touch a hot stove, the pain that immediately follows is obviously triggered by excessive heat on the body. In the case of emotional pain, the cause might be more difficult to define and is subject to the unique history of the individual. There is an underlying simplicity, however. A major cause of emotional pain is suppression of those activities that produce emotional pleasure.
As mentioned earlier, a major source of pleasure is the expression of genuine emotions, especially when it is associated with intimacy with others. It follows that a major source of emotional pain is failure to express oneself genuinely and connect intimately with others.
Failure to express the genuine self has an effect on our emotional well-being that is comparable to the effect of food deprivation on the physical body. Emotionally, we are fed by the expression of personal truth. When we deprive ourselves of this soul food, we feel “empty.” Chronic emotional pain is a gnawing and aching feeling that often bears a resemblance to physical hunger. Perhaps that is why we often try to fill the emotional hunger by eating more. Likewise, when we express ourselves genuinely, we experience emotional pleasure, which is often described as a feeling of being fulfilled.
While I was driving with a friend, she commented that the seatbelt in my car felt very pleasant against her. At first, I thought her comment was rather strange. Then, she went on to say that the seatbelt in her own car pushed against her neck and was therefore very annoying.
My friend’s comment underscores the fact that the experience of pleasure or pain is ultimately subjective, involving a delicate balance between the pleasure and pain centers in the brain. Functionally, the pain and pleasure centers are closely related. Like other pairs of opposites, pleasure and pain define each other. Each derives its identity from the other. Every experience of pleasure is defined by a background of accumulated experience of pain, and vice versa. In fact, if an individual were in constant pain (physical or emotional), the sudden removal of the pain might be experienced as “pleasure.” As one former drug user once pointed out to me, what felt so good in taking the drug was “not feeling pain.” The “fix” is the blessed relief of not suffering or feeling anxious.
There are instances where the pleasantness and unpleasantness of a given activity are clearly a matter of choice, attitude, or conditioning. Painting a house can be a pleasing experience today and very unpleasant tomorrow. In other words, the sensory input is exactly the same, but is handled differently in the brain.
In Mark Twain’s novel, Tom Sawyer, our hero was convinced that whitewashing the fence was a dreary experience. So, through his artistry as a con man, he convinced his friends that whitewashing the fence was a glorious experience that any healthy boy would gladly pay for—which they did.
Similarly, the pain response can be toned down. It still hurts, but we don’t feel it as much. Not surprisingly, toning down the pain response results in a similar dampening of the pleasure response. Individuals who seem to feel very little pain also seem to feel very little pleasure. Such an individual doesn’t appear to be bothered very much by the little upsets of life, but at the same time, seems to have a decreased ability to take pleasure in a beautiful sunset or the touch of a loved one. Even the pleasure of sexual intercourse is decreased and becomes restricted to a small region of the body. Once the pleasure center has been toned down through the blocking of the pain center, we then try to compensate by over-stimulating the pleasure center with food, sex, loud music, alcohol, etc.
If the nervous system is allowed to develop naturally, it learns to direct harmful stimuli to the pain center and beneficial stimuli to the pleasure center. Therefore, harmful activities are experienced as unpleasant, while beneficial activities are experienced as pleasurable. This process can apparently be reversed. Certain activities that harm the body can be experienced as pleasurable, while activities that promote well-being, such as expression of genuine emotions and loving touch, are equated with pain or anxiety and therefore avoided.
If a small child, whose neural circuits are still very malleable, is repeatedly punished for self-expression, the result is that the child learns to associate self-expression with punishment. Thus, the very activity that promotes emotional well-being and intimacy is regarded as painful and scary, and is therefore avoided.
When the reversal of the functions of pleasure and pain is severe enough, the individual is said to have an addiction. When an addiction is present, activities that harm the body can be experienced as pleasurable, while activities that promote health and well-being are avoided.
The blurring of pleasure and pain in their respective functions can be so deep that the individual may appear to be addicted to pain. In one sense, the pain becomes pleasure. This can show up in a number of subtle ways. For example:
Addiction to suffering and tragedy.
Addiction to personal struggle.
Taking pleasure in watching others suffers and struggle.
Addiction to being hurt or victimized.
Addiction to martyrdom.
Addiction to yearning; the romantic lure of not having what you want.
The sweet ache of almost getting what you want.
The pleasurable agony of unrealized potential.
Preoccupation with death and dying.
These conditions are more common than we might think. To the extent that we suppress the genuine self, pleasure and pain drift away from their natural functions. When we block the natural portals of pleasure, we are likely to develop an addiction to pain. When our lively self-expression is so severely repressed that we feel trapped by life, we are likely to secretly yearn for death.
We can untangle the relationship of pleasure and pain by understanding their underlying unity. The commonality of pleasure and pain may be called aliveness, a quality of self-awareness that includes, but is not limited to, our emotions and body sensations. If we close the door on the aliveness we feel through the pleasure of participating in life-enhancing activities, we then seek the experience of aliveness through pain. We might harm ourselves, doing anything that produces physical pain and emotional turmoil, so we can have the experience of I am alive. The experience of aliveness is fundamental to our well-being. If denied, it causes us to override common sense and even our basic survival needs.
We perceive opposites through judgment. In this case, the primordial experience of aliveness is separated into pleasure and pain by a gut-level sort of “judgment” that is designed to support health and well-being. It is designed by Mother Nature to make us feel pleasure when we doing things that promote health and well being, while making us feel pain when we are doing something harmful. However, even when pleasure and pain appear to have strayed from their ideal functions, we must be respectful of their unique expression within us. If we criticize our “taste” with regard to what we find pleasurable and painful, we are, in effect, judging the judgment, which causes us to become even more emotionally tangled.
On the other hand, we can use our judgment more judiciously by simply being honest with regard to what we find pleasurable and painful. Such honesty and self-acceptance result in a gradual transmutation of the pleasure and pain responses. We become more appreciative of their equally brilliant and complementary functions. When we do this, we walk that straight and narrow path that a lead to a door, beyond which is the freedom to know that I am alive beyond the fear of pain and desire for pleasure. This is the peace that is said to be beyond human understanding, for it is beyond duality.
Fear and desire serve the same functions as pain and pleasure. Basically, fear is the anticipation of pain and desire is the anticipation of pleasure. Fear directs us away from the potential source of pain and, therefore, away from whatever might endanger health and survival. Desire directs us toward the source of pleasure that, ideally, promotes health and well-being.
Like other true opposites, fear and desire define one another. Each derives its meaning from the other. And, each bears the seed of the other. The obvious presence of one implies the hidden presence of the other. As with other opposites, fear and desire also complement each other. The healthy expression of fear supports us in fulfilling our desires. Likewise, when we are respectful of our desires, fear finds its proper place as well. They might take turns on center stage, but, at any given time, the visible one is silently supported by the invisible one.
Excessive fear and problematical desires are common in modern human cultures. Such problems may seem baffling and intractable, until we see how fear and desire dance together in the mind.
When we see the natural relatedness of fear and desire, we can more deeply understand how and why fear and desire become dysfunctional. For example, as with pleasure and pain, fear and desire can essentially undergo a reversal of roles. In other words, the individual fearfully avoids things that promote health and well-being, while desiring things that are harmful. When this role reversal is severe enough, the individual is said to have an addiction.
Why does fear become excessive? Why does it drift from protecting us to imprisoning us? How does the natural guardian of our well-being become a ball and chain that we have to drag around? The answer, in a word, is programming.
Like any emotional response, fear can be programmed. For example, we can be programmed to be overly afraid of confrontation, conflict, or competition. We can be “trained” to engage in confrontation only if we do not have to risk personal discomfort, rejection or failure. We don’t play unless we are sure we will win. We might avoid situations where our weaknesses might be exposed. We associate only with those whom we can control or who do not push us beyond our comfort zone.
Fear can also be programmed in such a way as to cause us to habitually sacrifice truth for the sake of safety. Consequently, personal relationships become shallow and dull. On other levels, when we do not value truth, we also do not value justice. In other words, if we are so concerned about safety that we neglect truth, we also become blind or indifferent to the rights of others. We speak the truth and show respect for others only if doing so allows us to control the situation.
When fears are excessive, our talents and abilities become tools for keeping our fears and anxieties hidden. For example, if I’m very articulate but afraid of emotional closeness, I might use my gift-of-gab to avoid emotional closeness. As a result, fear and anxiety silently grow. This is the reverse of the biblical wisdom that says, “Your biggest weakness shall become your greatest strength.” In other words, our talents and abilities, when ruled by hidden fears, become weaknesses.
When the fear response is thus adulterated, we not only avoid potentially fulfilling excursions into the unknown, but we also blindly stumble into situations that are damaging. When fear is functional, it contributes to our power of discernment. When fear is no longer a reliable part of our discernment, we are likely to be too careful or not careful enough.
This sort of programming of the fear response usually occurs unconsciously, over a period of years. If we were conscious of it, we probably would not have allowed it, since it is contrary to our basic desire to be healthy, happy and free. Likewise, by becoming aware of how our fear response has been programmed, we tend to gradually free ourselves of it.
In general, desires tend to become problematical when they are habitually suppressed or harshly judged. Like fear, desire can be programmed. There are many ways of doing so. For example, harsh judgment of a desire is one of the most common ways of unintentionally programming it.
Desires can also be unprogrammed, especially when we recognize the associated fears. The more deeply we can see how our desires are linked to our fears, the less we have to “control” our desires.
For animals living in the wild, fear and desire are precisely balanced; therefore, controlling desires is irrelevant. A desire dissolves on its own when it is allowed to fulfill its function. Its function is to motivate the animal to do something beneficial for its survival, or for survival of the species. If, in a given situation, the fulfillment of the desire threatens survival, fear steps in and overrides it. Very simple.
For humans, things are a bit more complicated. Besides physical survival, a number of other factors determine whether or not we are drawn to something. For example:
It is a novelty. Newness tends to evoke curiosity. Just as fear compels us to remain in the safety of the known, desire compels us to venture into the unknown. One is not necessarily better than the other. Each has its rightful place. When fear and desire are balanced and integrated, we instinctively know when to listen to our fears and stay in the safety of the known, and when to listen to our desires and venture into the unknown.
It is scary. We tend to be curious about anything that evokes fear. Naturally, if the fear is intense enough, we run the other way. However, as long as safety is not too severely comprised, the fear itself can act like an emotional magnet. In other words, since fear and desire are so closely related, we can generate desire in a given area simply by creating the right amount of fear around it. A benign application of this principle is a roller coaster at the amusement park. We desire to go on the ride because it’s “scary.” The emotional part of the brain rings the danger alarm, but the rational part knows that all is well. The result is an artificially induced but quite benign feeling of excitement. The fear, when openly expressed, produces hormonal secretions similar to those occurring during strong desire and emotional expectancy. In other words, openly expressed fear can easily transmute into excitement or passion.
It is forbidden. When something is outlawed, it tends to entice us. In fact, one of the easiest ways to create desire for a particular thing is to make it taboo. Our innate desire for freedom stimulates curiosity for any forbidden thing. This is the basis for “reverse psychology.”
Reverse psychology is often called into play unintentionally by authority figures that instigate an unwanted behavior by rigidly suppressing it or otherwise harshly judging it. This is the case of the teenage daughter who develops a strong desire to date a certain boy because her parents said “no.” On the other hand, if the parents simply offered their insight and then set clear and respectful boundaries, the daughter would, more than likely, access her own inner discernment. Since she isn’t blinded by the thrill of doing something forbidden, she can more effectively assess the young man’s attributes.
For example, when I was a teenager, I received some unexpected support in my first clumsy attempt at dating. The support came in the form of my girlfriend’s overprotective mother. I met the girl, whom I will call “Debby,” while we were both counselors at a day camp. Debby’s mother preferred that her daughter date only Jewish boys. In addition, she specifically frowned upon her dating an Italian boy. And, when Debby’s mother found out that I was not merely of Italian ancestry, but a native-born Sicilian, she absolutely drew a hard line—which her daughter absolutely had to cross. My new-found sweetie found me that much more appealing. I had it made! Debby was an attractive girl with no shortage of boys who were interested in dating her. But, she wanted only me—the one boy who caused her mother to throw a royal conniption fit!
“Since, finally, the armored animal, man, is utterly incapable of reaching his most ardent longed-for goal, namely, freedom of his organism from rigidity, dullness, immobility and the rest of the biophysical straitjacket, he must of necessity fear and hate it; and the less he is capable of reaching it, the more he must hate it… Man’s cruelty is directed mainly against what he most longs for…”
—Wilhelm Reich, 1950
The above passage is great news. It tells us that we judge, fear, hate, and deny those things we secretly want but believe we cannot have. The more unreachable a thing seems, the more we fear and hate it. The hidden frustration of “I cannot have this,” becomes the judgment, “I should not have this,” and therefore, “no one else should have this.”
So, why is Dr. Reich’s insight great news? It is great news because it offers an important clue for determining what we really want. If we are afraid of something, we are probably curious about it and perhaps secretly desire to experience it, or something related to it.
Therefore, if we wish to discover our deepest desires, we need only look into our deepest fears. This does not have to be as scary as it might seem. A practical and gentle application of this principle is to simply approach every fear by asking, “What is the desire behind this fear?”.
Desire is like a vacuum, an empty vessel waiting to be filled. Fear may be seen as the door or seal upon that empty vessel. If our desires become totally repressed and forgotten, the only clue to their existence is the fear that covers them. That fear is a valuable landmark, for it shows us where our desires are buried.
The big joke is that once we remove the lid of fear that covers the great vacuum, we discover that the vacuum, quite often, cannot be filled from the outside, though we try. That which fills the vacuum is already in the vacuum. In other words, we do not fill the vacuum by stealing “substance” from the life around us. To do so only deepens the hunger. Part of the great mystery of our amazing human existence is that the fulfillment of our deepest personal desire is the gift that we each give to life.
Of course, we do receive energy and nourishment from those around us, but we are not fully satisfied until we have given back more than we have taken. Such is the nature of Life. The seed receives nourishment from the earth and sky, becoming a tree that brings forth more seeds, enriching the soil, and providing food, oxygen and shelter for many other life forms.
When we are fully alive, we want to bring forth new life. This is a primordial desire given to us by Mother Nature. That desire can be fulfilled only to the extent that fear is neither hyperactive nor hypoactive, but is simply allowed to fulfill its function as a trusted sentinel of our health and well-being.
(The Two Sides of Self-Worth)
Doing refers to the performance of a task to achieve a specific outcome. Being is a state wherein we spontaneously interact with life. Doing is the vehicle for the expression of our being. In other words, to be is to enjoy what you do. Harmony between the two means we recognize that both are important ways of experiencing self-worth.
Self-worth based on doing is earned. Self worth based on being cannot be earned. Doing is about outer results. Being is about inner experience. Therefore, self-worth based on doing is tangible, while self-worth based on being is intangible. In fact, self-worth based on being might be so intangible that we may not even recognize it as self-worth. We just experience as a silent feeling of serenity; a sense of being at peace with oneself.
Non-the-less, a solid sense of self-worth requires a balance of both doing and being. As with any pair of opposites, doing and being define each other and create each other. Doing is the vehicle for expressing our beingness. Likewise, when we allow ourselves to do what we want and need to do, we open the door to a deeper experience of beingness. When the two are balanced and integrated, each side supports the other. When one side is denied or rejected, the other loses its meaning.
Since self-worth based on doing is about tangible outer results, it typically involves connecting with others. On the other hand, self-worth based on being involves connecting with oneself. Again, the two are very much related. Connection with self supports us in connecting harmoniously with others. The reverse is also true. Connecting with others supports us in connecting with self. For example, the self-worth we feel from doing a good job and giving valuable service allows us to relax, go deeply within and nourish our inner being. Likewise, when we are able to put all outer doing aside and just go deeply within, our inner battery is recharged; the life within us renews itself, and we feel inspired to “do” things that translate into reaching out and connecting with the life around us.
As human beings, we have an inclination to do, create and achieve. This drive is usually linked to the desire to receive acknowledgment for what we do. Such a desire is sometimes regarded as a form of vanity, a sin, or a weakness that has to be purged. In truth, it is a simple and natural thing. It is a voice that says, “Look at what I have accomplished. I have put my heart into it and I’m really proud of it.” We might be afraid of allowing this voice to be heard, because it might expose the delicate and deeply emotional place where self-worth resides. In truth, the desire to be recognized for what we do goes hand in hand with the sharing of what we do. To hold back one is to hold back the other.
When we reject or conceal the desire to be acknowledged for what we do, two things happen. First, the suppressed desire for validation becomes the silent ruler of our doings. Like any desire, this one becomes stronger through suppression. We think we are motivated by “selfless love,” but are driven by the hidden desire for acknowledgment. Second, by devaluing the desire to be recognized for what we do, that same desire, having become stronger through suppression, will overpower its opposite. This simply means that we lose touch with our intrinsic sense of self-worth based on being; the sense of self-worth that is beyond doing and beyond the need for external recognition. This is the intangible sense of self worth that frequently inspires us to give selflessly.
When we are goal-oriented, we are in the doing mode. When we are in the doing mode, we put distractions aside and focus on a specific task. To be goal-oriented is to be in a frame of mind wherein we commit ourselves to a certain outcome and (whether we admit it or not) invest a certain portion of our happiness on its achievement. This simply means we will feel the thrill of victory or the agony of defeat. Either way, we feel. More specifically, we feel alive. This might be the hidden motivation for emotionally committing ourselves to a goal; it allows us to feel alive—one way or another.
On the other hand, when we are path-oriented, we are in the being mode, which means we allow ourselves to enjoy the journey; to run the race for the fun it and the joy of being in relationship with the other runners. In the path mode, the journey is a delight regardless of who comes in first.
If the goal and the path appear to be in conflict, we have judged one as more important than the other, and thus, we have lost sight of the complementary relationship of the two. Having a goal simply means we acknowledge what we want and act accordingly. The goal gives us a clear purpose. From an energetic standpoint, a “charge” has been generated; a dynamic tension has been established; a distinction has been made between where I am now and where I desire to be.
On the emotional level, when we are aligned with a specific goal or purpose, we feel alive—the aliveness of knowing what we want, and going for it. This is so intrinsically fulfilling that the actual achievement of the goal is reduced from a life-and-death situation to the icing on the cake.
As with other opposites, when we judge either the goal or the path as better than the other, the one that is devalued is driven underground and, from there, it runs us. For example, if we declare that the path is more important than the goal, we might convince ourselves that we don’t care if we win or lose. This means the part of us that really wants to win is judged as inferior and shoved into the cellar. Having rejected and suppressed the part that wants to win, we run the race half-heartedly, because if we put too much passion into it, we will reveal the competitor that we are trying to run away from. If we win, we act nonchalant, denying the barbaric thrill of victory. If we lose, we act nonchalant, denying the disappointment of defeat. The bottom line is that by denying the goal-oriented competitor that wants to win, we suppress the very passion that makes the race thrilling. Furthermore, the suppressed competitive tendency is likely to express secretly as passive-aggressive behavior and covert competition wearing the mask of benevolence.
When the goal is valued more than the path, there is an assumption that the end justifies the means. This frequently translates into the justification of injustice, killing in the name of God, tyranny in the name of law and order and deception to keep the peace.
In other words, the achievement of the goal blinds the individual to what is actually happening along the path. We see this in the politician who lies or uses other unethical practices to get elected; health care providers that choose a mode of treatment based on profitability rather than the patient’s needs; corporations that, for the sake of profit, bribe public officials or knowingly create conditions that lead to death and disease. The most blatant example of using the end to justify the means is open warfare, where the maiming and killing of babies is justified as a necessary evil for achieving the “greater good.”
What is generally not recognized is that the evil (necessary or not) that shows up along the path tends to create a result that is like itself. We often perpetuate conflict and injustice or simply fail to really achieve our goals because we have gone too far in claiming our right to utilize “necessary evil.”
The point is that if our goal becomes so important that we are tempted to disregard what we doing on the path, we would do well to stop and think. We must bear in mind that, as Gandhi pointed out, ultimately, the goal that we achieve tomorrow will resemble the path that we travel today.
If the game is valued more than the player, people become pawns, craftsmen become cogs and friends become allies who’s only worth is their ability to help us achieve our goals. On the other hand, when we walk the path with dignity and honesty, the goal is achieved and the path is a joy. Such mindfulness is natural when being and doing are balanced.
Valuing the goal more than the path means we suffer from too much doing and not enough being. This is when we take our doings too seriously. An excess of doing might get the job done, but as long we remain in this mode, happiness is not an option.
If we lose touch with the desire to know that we are loved regardless of what we do, nothing we do can truly satisfy us, and no amount of external success or acknowledgment will fill our cup; we simply won’t let it in.
The extreme version of this is fanaticism. Fanatics are never happy. At best, they succeed in not feeling their unhappiness. Their insanity is hidden by a thin veneer of stability maintained by the illusion of certainly.
However, most of us do not drift (too far) into fanaticism because sabotage usually intervenes. What we call self-sabotage is probably our own inner wisdom setting us free from ambitions that have become as chains. Self-sabotage might be a way of rebooting the system and untangling our doing and being. In other words, when we lose touch with our inner being, we tend to mess up our outer doing, which forces us to get back in touch with our being.
The unconscious need to know that we are loved regardless of what we do, might be the basis for the common religious declaration, “I’m not worthy of God’s love.” This idea probably stems from the recognition that there is nothing we can do to win God’s Love. To really receive God’s love means that we know ourselves as God knows us. In secular terms, this translates into remembering who we are and respecting who we are, which is to say, we have contacted our beingness.
The declaration of “I’m not worthy of God’s Love,” might seem silly or, at the very least, technically inaccurate. However, there is hidden wisdom here. When the individual really feels his/her inability to do anything to win or earn God’s love, the declaration of “I’m not worthy,” if it is genuinely felt, might pack a bigger emotional wallop than a more moderate (though technically more accurate) statement, like, “God loves me regardless of what I do.”
Self-worth that we earn through doing often shows up as pride. Self-worth feel though being often shows up as humility.
When we feel proud, there is a sense of fullness. We “swell” with pride. We feel there is more substance to our existence. We spontaneously stand at attention in response to the substance filling us and radiating from us.
While pride is a sense of fullness, genuine humility may be said to be a state of emptiness or simplicity. More specifically, the presence of genuine humility means we are, on some level, in touch with our inner emptiness and are at peace with it; neither rejecting it nor flaunting it as a spiritual badge of honor. If we try to take credit for it, it ceases to “be.”
While healthy pride is a celebration of what we do, humility often translates into serenity regarding the perceived limitations of what we can do. Such serenity is the product of having silently contacted our beingness.
Healthy pride is based on work done with care and attention. Pride in our own accomplishments emerges naturally when we do our best. Any show of humility here is false humility.
Interestingly enough, we can also feel pride in the accomplishments of an individual or group to whom we feel emotionally connected. For example, we can be proud of the accomplishments of our parents, children, brothers, or sisters. There is no logical reason we would feel pride in someone else’s accomplishments, unless we consider the possibility that, on a deep feeling level, we regard that person as a part of self.
While pride is based on tangible work, humility is based on the wordless sense of who we are beyond our work and beyond outer appearance. Humility is based on contact with the genuine self, pure and simple. Any show of pride here is false pride, since the deep awareness of who we “be” includes a sense that we be all basically passengers on the same bus.
In other words, pride has to do with our unique self-expression as individuals, while humility is based on a quiet realization of our commonality, our primordial kinship, or oneness. Pride is about the flesh; humility is about the spirit.
The origin of arrogance is impotence. Awareness of ones limitations in the absence of humility can be quite disturbing. This is the experience of impotence, which is often associated with shame. As we approach that shame, we might feel intense fear. However, we usually shield ourselves from feeling the shame and fear by covering then with a layer of inflated self-importance or arrogance.
Overt arrogance, looks upon itself and says, “My form is the best of all possible forms. What I do is more important than what you do.” It seeks to establish self-worth through conquest and dominion over others. An archetypal personification of this experience is Satan. The name, however, is inconsequential. Its potential exists in any corner of Creation where individuality or separateness has forgotten that it springs forth from Unity. Such forgetting sets the stage for the experience of impotence and the arrogance that follows.
The keeper of pride is truth. In everyday life, we maintain pride in what we do by practicing truthfulness. This does not mean that we have to broadcast our truth to everyone around us. We simply recognize what is important and what is not important to us, what we like and what we don’t like. We claim what is ours and let go of what is not ours. Genuine pride can rise and swell on the wings of truth. Such pride has no need to restrain or censor itself, for it has done no wrong and told no lie.
The keeper of humility is humor. It is humor that can laugh at itself without degrading itself. When we deeply contact who we really be, we are likely to laugh (or cry) unashamedly. Humility that is grim and grave conceals a secret pride that takes itself very seriously. Without humor, there is no humility. Without humility, there is no humor, except for biting sarcasm or taunting ridicule.
As expressions of doing and being, pride and humility go hand and hand. Pride is the mountain; humility is the valley. The fullness of pride radiates spontaneously from the emptiness of pure humility. When we are in touch with our beingness, we take pride in what we do. Such pride does not fall, for it is securely nested within a deep well of humility.
Pride without humility shows up as arrogance, vanity and over-concern with superficialities. Excessive pride is an attempt to hide feelings of emptiness that have become too frightening to face, due to years of denial and pretense.
Likewise, humility without pride is not humility. It is strained piety, false modesty, ceremonial self-defacement and ritualized self-mutilation. Such pseudo-humility is an attempt to hide frozen pride; it is a covert clinging to arrogance and vanity.
The union of pride and humility is experienced as thankfulness. We are thankful for what we do and who we be. We are thankful for what we have and for what we don’t have. We are thankful for our substance and our emptiness. We are thankful for being able to rise up and express the fullness of what we do, and we are thankful that we can relax and gently float back down to the simplicity of who we be.
Purity and fullness are complementary desires that strongly motivate us but are usually not recognized. One reason for exploring this dynamic duo is that some other pairs of opposites described in this book may be understood more deeply by first understanding the dance of purity and fullness.
Purity, in the physical sense, refers to uniformity, consistency, sameness or absence of clutter. Purity often translates into the presence of just one thing. For example, in the language of chemistry, a substance is said to be pure when it is singular in its consistency. To a chemist, a chunk of matter is "pure" when it is composed of just one specific type of molecule or atom.
In a broader sense, pure can also refer to emptiness, nothingness, silence and stillness. On the human level, the term purity is often used to describe a very high level of personal integrity. It is an absence of pretense or hypocrisy. It is a high level of genuineness, virtually synonymous with innocence. Purity can also refer to an inner state of being, wherein the individual is deeply in touch with what is basic and fundamentally important. In other words, purity is about being in touch with our essential nature.
The concept of purity does not merely a philosophical ideal. The desire for purity is one of our basic in-born instincts. It compels us to be authentic and congruent. We feel driven to empty ourselves of whatever is false or inconsistent with the genuine self. All our perceptions, beliefs and behaviors are exposed to the purifying fire that burns off the deception and superficialities that hide who we really are.
To respect the desire for purity implies that we do not use it as means to an end. If we use it for show, it is no longer purity. To chronically ignore or suppress this desire is to invite insanity.
Likewise, to be in touch with our fundamental desire for purity is to have serenity. Furthermore, recognition of our desire for purity, also opens to door to fullness.
Fullness refers to a state of abundance and variety. In the physical sense, fullness is abundance and variety of things and activities. On the inside, fullness includes a state of wholeness, a condition wherein no part of oneself is neglected, cast out or otherwise denied. Every part oneself is recognized and allowed its natural place.
Fullness can also translate into fulfillment. On the mental level, our understanding is full when all the separate bits of information are well integrated in the mind. On the emotional level, our experience is full when our desires have been fulfilled. When we have fullness on both the mental and emotional levels, we have mental clarity and emotional serenity. We are at peace with ourselves and the life around us. When we have that sublime sense of fullness, we relax, for the journey has been completed, and something new and pure can be born.
At any given time, we might feel called to experience purity or fullness. Sometimes we want to experience the richness and fullness of life and sometimes we just want to retreat to the purity and simplicity of the essential self. Each side, however, must give birth to the other. Each side wants to give birth to the other. When we have fullness of experience and fullness of understanding, the many small parts of self seem to spontaneously merge into larger and singular self. The many voices merge into the purity of a single voice that cries out, I Am. Likewise, when we feel the purity of the singular self, we cannot help but reach out to create fullness and richness.
In everyday life, the dance of purity and fullness, though ever present, is seldom experienced in its generic form. We usually don't say, “I feel pure today” or “I feel full today.” Neither do we say, “I want to feel purity” or “I want to feel fullness.” Our experience of purity and fullness usually takes the form of other pairs of opposites, such as laughing & crying, humility & pride, giving & receiving, will & feeling, fasting & feasting, austerity & wild abandonment, responsibility & freedom, clean & dirty, darkness & light. Each of these pairs is addressed in other chapters of this book.
The play of purity and fullness is also seen in the experience of pain and pleasure, addressed in chapter five. Pleasure, when it is allowed to carry out its natural function, may be described as a sense of fullness or fulfillment. Pain, when it is allowed to carry out its natural function, compels us to purify ourselves of things that are harmful or otherwise obstructive to our health and well-being. Pain has the capacity to empty us of all frivolities and self-deception. Pain makes us focus. It preempts whatever we are involved with at a given time, simplifies our goals and wipes the slate clean so we can make room for what really brings us fulfillment.
Are there ways of contacting our inner purity without creating pain? Certainly. It is not the pain that purifies us, but our capacity to focus our attention. We can cultivate the capacity to focus through solitude, introspection and the daily practice of honest self-expression.
Whether we do it through pain or intention, we are instinctively driven to contact that deep place of purity. Like breathing, we can stop that quest temporarily, but eventually, nature takes over. Sooner or later, the desire to experience inner purity asserts itself. The desire to know our purity, if neglected, eventually overrides all other desires and all other influences, including common sense and logic. Instinctively, we seem to know that the doorway to fulfillment is purity.
If we contact inner purity through pain, the fulfillment that follows will probably take the form of some kind of pleasure. The pleasure will, more than likely, take form in a way that is "symmetrical" to the pain we endured.
If we manage to contact inner purity through a method other than pain and discomfort, we are likely to experience fullness in a way that cannot be adequately described as "pleasure." The purity that is beyond pain and the fullness that is beyond pleasure are often described as the state of Isness.
If, however, the attempt to contact Isness translates into a rejection of pleasure or pain, we will repeatedly stumble into alternating experiences of pain and pleasure, purging and bingeing, fasting and feasting. This pattern tends to dissolve when we allow pain and pleasure, and other expressions of purity and fullness, to each have their moment on center stage.
A common expression of purity and fullness is the dance of clean and dirty. Mother Nature wires the brain of many animals so they instinctively practice cleanliness. This is understandable since cleanliness promotes health and safety. Many animals living in the wild clean and groom themselves and each other.
For humans, cleanliness has an additional meaning. Our instinctual leaning toward cleanliness reflects a deeper desire for purity on the consciousness level. The tendency to drift into dishonesty might show up as neglect of one physical body. As deception and hurts accumulate, we might accumulate clutter around us. Or, we might go the other way. The deep-seated feelings of being emotionally or spiritually “dirty” might show up as hyperbolic cleanliness.
Though we instinctively seek cleanliness, such phrases as, “Let's get down and dirty,” indicate that we equate dirtiness with pleasure. Magazines and movies that are aimed at arousing sexual desire are often referred to as "dirty." This is not surprising. As mentioned earlier, the things we harshly judge or otherwise reject are often the same things we secretly desire.
We can more fully understand the dance of clean and dirty by looking at one version of this duality: sterile and septic. From a purely biological standpoint, there is nothing good or bad about sterile or septic. To a microbiologist, these two words simply indicate the absence or presence of microbial life. However, when these two words are used in non-scientific ways, they are charged with whatever emotional bias and inner conflict that we happen to carry.
As an expression of cleanliness, sterile is considered good, respectable and safe. On other levels, it can also imply lifelessness, dullness and lack of creative potential. The soil on which we grow fruits and vegetables is very septic. It is teaming with an assortment of bacteria, fungi, bugs and worms, as well as their copious bodily secretions and excrements. This is fertile earth. The blacker the better! The septic tank and compost heap are very dirty and disgusting places, but the revolting biological activity converts the garbage into something useful.
On the social level, the double meaning of the word, sterile, often sets up an unconscious conflict. We want to be clean and sterile because it is sensible and socially acceptable, but we also equate cleanliness with the absence of vitality. Such inner conflict says, "I want to live life to the fullest, but if I'm full of life, I'm dirty. I want to be clean, but if I'm clean, I'm lifeless."
The healthy expression of clean and dirty depends on the harmonious dance of purity and fullness within the mind. The desire to experience the purity of the genuine self goes hand in hand with the desire to live life to the fullest. When the purity of the genuine self is allowed to blossom into the fullness of who we are, we typically allow clean and dirty their rightful place, without obsessing about either one.
Obsession is about guilt and shame. When we harbor a cesspool of guilt and shame, we often protect ourselves by becoming overly logical, while toning down our feelings. Quite often, the only red flag that marks the presence of the hidden emotional burden is obsession.
The inner conflict is resolved when we get in touch with the inner purity of who we really are, beyond pretense and deception. This is the purity that has remained unchanged, regardless of how dirty we think we are. This is the purity that transforms the emotional debris of the past into the rich and fertile soil on which we grow our personal gift of life, which we give to Life.
By thus reclaiming our inner purity, the duality of clean and dirty can have its rightful place. We take proper care of the body and the home and we realize that there is a time to be clean and a time to be dirty.
Laughing and crying are two ways of expressing aliveness. They are closely related physiologically. The movements of the abdomen, chest and face associated with laughing and crying are strikingly similar. Even the respective sounds are somewhat similar. And of course, if we laugh really hard, we will, more than likely, shed tears. In addition, when we laugh or cry, many joints and muscles are worked, the internal organs and glands are massaged and capillaries dilate, sending life-giving blood to the deep tissues that previously may have been deprived.
Laughing and crying are also related psychologically. When we laugh or cry, the places inside us that have perhaps been emotionally shut down are awakened. Places that have been in conflict or incommunicado are making peace. Either way, emotions flow freely because we feel connected to ourselves.
To reconnect with oneself is not unlike reconnecting with a loved one; we are likely to laugh or cry. The connection might also take the form of a meaningful insight. We suddenly become aware of something that we have never been aware of before, and respond by laughing or crying. Laughter is often used as a means of releasing emotional tension. Comedy is a way of spoofing our own weaknesses or inconsistencies. Laughter softens the hard angles, smoothes out the rough edges and save us from the taking ourselves too seriously.
The great healing quality of laughter is fully realized when we recognize that crying is equally important. Both a release tension and move emotional energy. When we don't try to exalt one over the other, each finds its natural expression; surging forward and then yielding to the other with ease and grace.
Though laughing and crying tend to have their healthiest expression when they are given equal importance, most of us would prefer to laugh rather than cry. This is normal and healthy. It is part of the overall instinct to seek well-being and happiness. However, when we cling to laughter and hide the tears, the result is that we limit our capacity to laugh fully.
To laugh fully, we have to feel deeply. When we suppress tears, we cannot feel deeply. The more we suppress our tears, the more we limit our laughter. Specifically, we laugh only when things go wrong in a comical way. When suppression of our tears is severe enough, laugher becomes a toned down version of satanic laughter, which can only experience pleasure in watching the stumbling and suffering of others. Likewise, the more honest we are about our own pain or sorrow, the higher we can soar in laughter, until we reach the fullness of laughter.
Fullness of laughter is laughter that laughs at no one. It is like a fire that burns clean. Fullness of laughter transmutes everything without consuming anyone, leaving no ashes or charred remains.
Fullness of laughter does not think itself to be better than the purity of crying. Both are expressions of genuineness. The two are intimately related. That is why it is possible to respond to overwhelming happiness by crying.
If we go deep enough into the feeling nature, we discover that fullness of laughter and purity of crying are separated by an exceedingly fine line that can be crossed again and again without skipping a beat or loss of continuity of expression; each side yielding to the other with the fluidity of two beloved partners in dance.
We might even reach a place where we seem to laugh and cry simultaneously, unable to distinguish whether we are expressing one or the other at any given moment. In such a place, there are no words to describe what we feel. We might, however, imagine that if the feeling could talk, it might say, "Here I am...all of me...and I am so thankful to be here."
“There's no such thing as an unconscious mind,” said my friend, “George,” as we sat in a restaurant having lunch. “There's only one mind,” he said, “and it's entirely conscious; there are simply elements that we choose to temporarily forget.”
He said the distinction between conscious and unconscious is artificial. I agreed with him in principle, but I was feeling competitive, so I challenged him. I said, “George, if the distinction between conscious and unconscious is artificial, why did we make it up, and why do we use it so much?”
The obvious answer is that we find it useful. Even when we don't use the words, conscious and unconscious, we still silently make that distinction every time we use terms like, remember, forget, awake, asleep, intentional, unintentional, known and unknown. I pointed this out to George, and then, feeling a bit mischievous, I added, “Since we obviously find it useful to make the artificial distinction between conscious and unconscious, let's do it consciously rather than unconsciously.”
The conscious mind holds the thoughts and emotions that we are aware of at any moment. The unconscious mind contains everything else. The conscious mind is in charge of deliberate action, making the distinction what is ours and what is not ours, keeping track of time, making choices and judgments, etc.
The unconscious mind, on the deepest levels, makes no judgment with regard to what is right, wrong or good. It has no concept of time and space, no sense of separation, and is, therefore, in full communication with other minds. It has virtually limitless knowledge that it sends to the conscious mind as inspiration, insight and intuition. Making no clear distinction between oneself and others, it has no sense of territory.
The unconscious mind also stores all the memories and feelings that the conscious mind can’t handle. When the conscious mind tries to get rid of an unpleasant memory or emotion, it simply stores the data in the unconscious mind.
The price for keeping a lid on unwanted memories and emotions is that we also shut the door on empathy, joy, genuine kindness and intuition. Furthermore, the unwanted memories and emotions exert a powerful influence on us. They become the authors of our physical reality. Therefore, the question, how do I really know what I hold in my “unconscious mind, is simple, has simple answer: We just look around at the physical world we have created for ourselves. We look at our bodies, our work and our relationships. Each is a reflection of what really runs us, regardless of what we profess to believe.
In one sense, the physical reality we create may be looked upon as an attempt by the unconscious mind to become conscious. When the conscious mind judges the creations as “bad,” learning is blocked. In its harsh judgment of the creation, the conscious mind says, “I do not wish to know this part of myself right now.” The unconscious mind simply replies, “Okay,” and tries again later.
During the time that I was writing this section of the book, I had a confrontation with one of the students in my anatomy and physiology class. The issue was a question on a test. The student did not agree with my interpretation of her answer. After we spoke privately about the matter, I still felt that I was right with my interpretation, so I held my ground.
When the class reconvened, the student was still visibly unhappy. There was also a subtle tension in the room. The rest of the class was aware of the little debate between that particular student and me. I wondered if other students had taken issue with my interpretation of the question, but were too shy to speak up.
So, I asked the student to express to the class why she was unhappy with her test. I reasoned that her candor would encourage other students to speak up. She felt embarrassed about doing so, but with a little cheering-on from the class, she expressed herself openly.
I told myself that my intention was to communicate to her and the rest of the class that their opinions were welcomed. However, that was not the result of my efforts. Later that day, the student called me on the telephone and stated that she felt terribly upset. She said the experience triggered childhood memories of Catholic School, where she was sometimes humiliated in front of the class for being “stupid.”
My conscious intention was certainly not to punish or humiliate her. Yet, that was the result. I then looked back and remembered other instances where I (through good intentions) did things that resulted in someone feeling invalidated. Then, I recalled my own childhood and remembered the times I felt belittled and humiliated.
My interaction with that student reminded me that the results of our actions are a reflection of what we hold in the subconscious mind. My conscious intention to be a supportive teacher was mixed with my unconscious programming to hurt another human being in the same manner that I had been hurt. And, by a remarkable coincidence, I had picked the one student in the class who was the most vulnerable.
A word of caution: If we become aware of these subconscious patterns while we carry a lot of self-condemnation, the effect can be demoralizing. Therefore, if we choose to examine the subconscious patterns behind our daily interactions, we must remind ourselves to be objective and to have a measure of compassion for all of those who are involved.
A common assumption is that conscious is better than unconscious. To be sure, the desire greater conscious awareness is natural. In one sense, we might say that the unconscious parts want to become conscious. Such awakening occurs naturally when the conscious and unconscious parts of the mind dance harmoniously. Such awakening has its own timing and rhythm. We really cannot “speed it up.” When it looks like we have accelerated the process, we have simply dissolved the blockages that had been slowing us down. Such blockages show up as a tendency to go too fast, probably because we driven by external pressures, while neglecting our own inner timing and rhythm.
To complicate matters, having convinced ourselves that conscious is better than unconscious; we can then plug in our own notion of what specifically constitutes being conscious or unconscious. We define what it means to be awake, aware, illumined or enlightened. Essentially, those who agree with our beliefs are considered more conscious or enlightened, and all others are unconscious or deceived.
In order to maintain health, the conscious and unconscious parts of the mind must be balanced. On a physiological level, such balance is reflected in the complementary relationship between the parts of the brain that need to rest and those that don't. In order for the individual to maintain physical, mental and psychological health, the conscious mind must rest. The deeper parts of the mind don't need such rest. The cognitive part of the brain needs to rest in order to maintain clarity of thought and emotional stability. The part of the brain that governs instinct and visceral functions does not need such rest; in fact it is most active when the cognitive brain is sleeping. The more thoroughly we rest the cognitive mind (through sleep, relaxation, meditation, etc.), the more fully we can access the deeper intuitive nature. Likewise, the serenity and inspiration that emerge from the part of the brain that doesn't sleep, allows the cognitive mind to be at ease, to sleep more deeply and, therefore, function more effectively.
(The Two Sides of Our Humanity)
The will and feeling-nature are the two sides your awareness. They dance within the mind to create your unique personality and all the behaviors associated with it.
Not only is this model of our humanity easy to comprehend, but it also offers an obvious way of understanding and resolving conflict in the mind: The conflict may be seen as, literally, conflict between the will and feeling-nature. Mental confusion and emotional unrest may be seen as the result of the will and feeling-nature torn asunder. The obvious solution is to restore harmony between them.
We can more effectively cooperate with the balancing of the will and feeling-nature by first understanding each of them. What are the will and feeling-nature?”
The will is our capacity to focus. It is shows up as intention and the power to choose. It is our capacity to set boundaries and exercise discernment. The will is about doing. It is about setting goals, working and building. The will remembers the past and plans for the future.
The will includes our intellect—our capacity to learn from the past and plan for the future. Intellect commonly expresses as our everyday ideas, perceptions and beliefs.
The will can show up as courage, persistence and self-discipline. Courage is the swimmer who stands at the edge of the water and jumps in, not knowing how deep it is, or what might be swimming around just under the surface. Beyond the raw courage to jump in, the will also shows up as the capacity to keep swimming until the destination is reached. The water is cold, the salt stings the eyes, the muscles get tired and achy, but the will keeps the swimmer moving.
One very important quality of the will is that it can be developed. Cultivating the will can be as simple as reminding ourselves that we are at choice. We remind ourselves over and over again of what we really want, though faced with intimidation and distraction, or tempted by immediate gratification. In other words, the will shows up as the capacity to perform a given task even though we don’t “feel like it.” This is why the will can appear to be at odds with the feeling-nature.
Whereas the will is about doings, the feeling-nature is about being. The will is linear and directed, while feelings are curvatious and wave-like. The will operates by intent, while the feeling-nature operates by impulse. The will exerts effort, while the feeling-nature is effortless. The will allows us to remain at attention and vigilant, while the feeling-nature allows us to relax, let go and trust. The will can be trained and developed, while our ability to feel is not something that we learn how to “do.” Feeling emerge spontaneously when we allow ourselves to “be.” Expressing feelings is like sneezing. You can’t make ourselves sneeze; you just relax and sneeze.
The feeling-nature expresses most commonly as our physical sensations, emotions, and desires. We can feel hot or cold, pleasure or pain anywhere on the body. We can feel emotions, such as happiness, sadness, or anger throughout the day.
We also have other expressions of the feeling-nature that are more subtle and ethereal than our physical sensations, emotions, and desires. These include intuition, instinct, empathy, compassion, and conscience.
Though we can identify each of the various expressions of the feeling-nature, there is an underlying unity. The feeling-nature appears to be holographic. If we try to suppress or deny one part, the others are affected. If we suppress our animal instincts, our capacity for empathy is decreased. If we suppress our personal desires and emotions, our capacity for genuine compassion is decreased. As kindness decreases, so does intuition.
Another important distinction between the will and feeling-nature has to do with time. The will keeps track of time. The feeling-nature doesn’t. The will learns from the past and contemplates the future, while the feeling-nature is ever in the present. The feeling-nature is, therefore, our wellspring of innocence and spontaneity. On a feeling level, every experience is a new experience. Feelings can seemingly come from nowhere and then disappear into nothing, because they exist only in the present.
Having no existence in the future, the feeling-nature does not plan or plot. Having no past, it is incapable of holding a grudge. It is also incapable of learning. The modification of our feelings through learning is made possible by the will, for it is the will that keeps track of time, and thus makes learning possible. For example, our everyday emotions are greatly influenced by our memories, perceptions and beliefs that are gathered over time by the will.
As with other opposites, the will and feeling-nature are inseparable. Each is meaningless without the other to define it. Their intimate connection is metaphorically reflected in the anatomy of the brain (Chapter four). The will seems to be focused primarily on the surface of the brain, known as the cerebral cortex, especially in the forehead area. The will, at its best, is very focused and “up front” and “on the surface.”
In contrast, the feeling-nature is more spread out, further back and deeper in the brain. The outer body sensations seem to be “dispersed” throughout the entire back half of the cerebral cortex, and the deeper body sensations, instincts, and emotions reside in the deeper and lower parts of the cerebrum as well as the brain stem.
The relationship between the will and feeling-nature may be likened to a river. The will is like the banks of a river, while the feeling-nature embodies the water. The banks restrain the water, while allowing it to flow in the direction that it naturally wants to flow. We see this relationship in the brain, where the rational areas of cerebral cortex censor and modulate the impulses or feelings rising from the deeper parts of the brain.
Without the boundaries provided by the will, the feeling-nature becomes hysterical; it is water flowing chaotically, with little force and no direction, until it dissipates its energy, stagnates, and sinks into the soil of unconsciousness.
Likewise, the flow of genuine feelings, honestly expressed, purify and deepen the will, as rushing water cleans and maintains the banks of a river. In everyday life, the harmonious union of the will and feeling-nature shows up as mental clarity and emotional serenity.
In other words, when the will and feeling-nature are in harmony, they complement one another; each one gives shape and substance to the other. The will gives our feelings force, direction, and fullness of expression, while the expression of genuine feelings has the effect of purifying the will, smoothing away its rough and jagged edges.
The harmonious union of the will and feeling-nature occurs when the will disciplines itself to be still and listen to the feeling-nature. The more deeply the will listens, the more precisely it can choose. For example, two people might feel sexually aroused by each other and even feel a nice little emotional fluttering in the heart. However, there might also be a deeper instinct that says, “no, not this one”, or perhaps, “go real slow.” We may not hear the deeper feelings very clearly if we have habitually ignored them. The result is that we feel “split.” One part of us seems to say yes, while another part seems to say no.
In truth, the many different expressions of the feeling-nature tend to coexist peacefully. They are born from the same womb, grow up in the same house, and are very much at ease around each other. The split occurs when the will judges some feelings as good, some as bad, some as useful, and some as useless or inferior.
The split is healed when the will listens deeply and respectfully to all feelings emerging from within. This is the way the will learns how to make intelligent choices. This is when the will makes choices that feel right.
When pure will is united with the fullness of feeling, the two give birth to a son called Passion and a daughter called Grace. Passion is forged though intent and attention, while Grace seems to emerge from nowhere in particular, and without effort.
Grace is typically less visible then Passion, but no less powerful. The two are inseparable. Passion is born when the will is purified of pretense, and feelings are allowed to be as they are. When driving Passion is exhausted, Grace steps in to help her brother. She may or may not actually remove the obstacles, but, rather, allows the drama to unfold more gracefully. Regardless of the situation, she magically appears when needed, often in unexpected ways. This is why Grace is, by her very nature, amazing.
Self-condemnation obstructs the flow of feelings. Severe obstruction of feelings results in a loss of will, including the will to live. A more common, partial obstruction of feelings causes the will to become obscured and shallow; which is to say, wishy-washy, wimpy, spineless, spaced out, and apathetic. The individual has no clear boundaries—no clear sense of self. The mind is cluttered and bogged down with ideas, beliefs and disapproving voices accumulated over time. This is the making of the addict. Or, the individual might overcompensate for self-condemnation by erecting a wall of rigidified will, which relates to life with a dictatorial certainty.
Whether we have a poorly developed will (as in the addict), or a rigidified will (as in the dictator), the result is the same: feelings do not flow freely and life becomes meaningless.
When an addiction is present, the individual finds pleasure in activities that harm the body, while avoiding activities that promote health and well-being. The same substance that brings short-term comfort also causes long-term damage. This is not surprising. When we conceal the truth, we harm the body. The addictive behavior is, among other things, a way of hiding truth.
Just as the will and feeling-nature go together, so do addiction and harsh judgment. We might hide one and display the other, but both are always present within the same person. An individual who displays an obvious addiction is ruled by hidden judgment in the form of self-condemnation, self-hatred, and unexpressed harsh judgment of others. Likewise, a person who is overtly “judgmental” (hypercritical, dictatorial, controlling) is probably ruled by multiple hidden addictions.
Harsh or dictatorial judgment may be looked upon as a twisted expression of the will, just as addiction may be looked upon as a twisted or conflicted expression of the feeling-nature. If we wish to resolve that inner conflict, we must understand the nature of that twist. Quite simply, they are twisted because they are incomplete.
In our everyday relationships, when two parties are in conflict, each expresses knowledge that the other represses. The same may be said for the relationship between addiction and the harsh judgment of the addiction.
One of the reasons we may have difficulty removing an addiction, even when it is clearly harmful to the body and mind, is that we don’t recognize it as the incomplete awareness of a deep desire. The addict has partial awareness of the deep desire to feel alive, whereas the average person, with no obvious addictions, simply represses the desire and robotically plods along. The addict feels an emptiness and urgently tries to fill it. However, since the addict doesn’t have the will to listen deeply and respectfully to the desire, there is no fulfillment, only a facsimile of fulfillment at a heavy price.
Likewise, one of the reasons we have difficulty in our earnest attempts to remove excessive or harsh judgment is that we don’t recognize that the judgment is simply incomplete knowledge. We do not remove incompleteness. We just complete it! The harsh judgment or condemnation of addictive behavior is the incomplete knowing that the “fix” isn’t what we really want. The desire for the fix is a signal that says, “Pay attention to this desire; this is important!” At the core of the craving is the desire to simply feel fully alive.
Again, harsh judgment of the addiction is simply partial knowing. The rest of the knowing is contained in the addiction itself. When both are understood, they tend to merge into wholeness.
In everyday life, we feel aliveness by eating, touching, laughing, crying, expressing ourselves creatively, telling the truth, emotional contact, and giving of ourselves freely and sincerely. If we close the door on one form of aliveness, we tend to use the others more frequently. For example, if we suppress creative expression or deny the need for intimacy, we might compensate by overusing food or sex. The judgment we then place on the food or sex is the incomplete knowing that we are using them as replacements for what we really want. In recognizing this, we can do one of two things: We can freely engage in the addictive behavior, or we can abstain from it. Either one can work. It depends on the individual and the circumstance. If the strategy works, both the addiction and the harsh judgment diminish.
In one sense, they don’t really “diminish,” they merge into wholeness. This might be the hidden wisdom within the sometimes controversial teaching of twelve step programs; they assert that you never really “get rid” of the addiction. This is taken to mean that you will always have the problem. What it really means is that the problem becomes a blessing; through the process of overcoming the “problem,” you are given the greatest of gifts—yourself.
In other words, as long as the will and feeling-nature are in harmony and unified, there is no addiction. However, if the two become dissociated, the same old addiction can come back in full force. In that sense, the addiction never really goes away.
Whether or not the addict is aware of it, the process of undoing the addiction involves a gradual developing of the will. The common practice in twelve-step programs of admitting one’s powerlessness might seem contrary to that goal, but is, in fact, based on another bit of hidden wisdom. Admitting ones powerlessness is intended to remove pretense, denial, defensiveness and other patterns of a weakened or rigidified will. Such honesty allows feelings to flow more freely. Thus, the will is gradually purified, sharpened, and deepened. When this is done consistently enough, passion emerges, followed by grace.
Passion sets us free from the addictive pattern—through focused intention and persistence. When passion reaches the end of endurance, grace appears serendipitously as an encouraging phone call, a letter from a friend, a spontaneous wave of inspiration, an insightful dream, a job opportunity, or money that appears just in time to pay the rent or repair the automobile.
Just as the addict appears to have no will, the dictator appears to have no feelings. It is goal-oriented with little regard for the path. The will, cut off from the feeling-nature, gets the work done, but has no regard for the workers. To the tyrant, the end justifies the means. It has no conscience, because conscience is born of the feeling-nature. The tyrant only has a code of honor that may or may not include respect for truth and justice.
Whereas the addict is afraid of addressing inner conflict, the dictator is afraid of peace. In one sense, the dictator is addicted to conflict. In fact, he breeds conflict and uses it as a control tool or as a means of acquiring power.
On the personal level, this “addiction” to power and control often shows up as the tendency to criticize and find fault in others. It shows up as the tendency to routinely invalidate or correct others.
Granted, there is value in expressing criticism toward others if we feel violated by them, or if we genuinely feel that their behavior is unethical or destructive. In fact, keeping silent in the presence of such behavior tends to increase our feelings of weakness and impotence. If, however, criticism, fault-finding, and conflict become habitual, they act like a drug that produces a temporary high, but ultimately weakens us even more.
The addict is, by definition, out of control. The addict is depleted of energy because the will that is capable of gathering and focusing energy has been weakened.
The addict typically reacts to the lack of energy in such a way as to deplete energy even more. This is one way that the addiction is perpetuated. This cyclic behavior tends to spin more and more out of control, eventually shattering any illusion of being in control. In other words, the individual “hits bottom” and can, therefore, start climbing up.
Whereas the addictive response is characterized by going deeper and deeper into chaos and loss of control, the tyrannical response is to go for even tighter control. Excessive control must breed rebellion—including inner rebellion. In the presence of this rebellion, the tyrant tightens the reins of control and declares martial law. The tyrant pulls tighter and tighter on the reins, which could culminate in a “reign of terror,” wherein the zeal to maintain order results in a complete breakdown of the system. We see this pattern in society, in interpersonal relationships, and within the individual. In the case of the addict and dictator within, the pattern might look like alternate binging and purging.
Just as pure will and fullness of feeling are a complementary pair, so are addiction and tyranny. Each side maintains the other, whether it is within the context of society as whole, interpersonal relationships, or entirely within oneself.
Within the individual, the dictatorial will exploits the addicted feeling-nature, but has no respect for it. Likewise, the addicted feeling-nature depends on the will but is secretly afraid of it. This dance is not easy to see. However, we see this inner dance mirrored in the outer relationships. We see it in the relationship between the pusher and the drug addict. On a larger scale, the real-life dictator draws power from the frenzied and fearful mob. The dictator feeds on the fears, cravings and addictions of the masses, while holding them in contempt.
In other words, rigidified will, having no life of its own, seeks out the addict. The ruling will of one individual harnesses the chaotic feeling energy of another. The controller uses the fears and desires of the addict to control the addict, just as an unfeeling animal trainer might use food and a whip. Likewise, the addict seeks rigidified will for structure and containment; it is water seeking a channel.
The two parties form a relationship in which the controller has distain for the addict, while the addict is afraid of the controller. They tolerate each other because they feed off each other. Both are content, but neither is free. Freedom comes when each side goes within and discovers the element that is mirrored by the other.
Freedom from addiction or any potentially harmful desire occurs when we no longer judge it harshly. Not judging it harshly allows us to judge it correctly. The desire is seen for what it is. It is a desire for aliveness. In other words, the absence of harshness allows us to experience what we need to experience and learn what we need to learn from the addictive behavior, so that we can be complete with it.
Such completion may not be immediately evident to the casual observer. Nonetheless, a deep invisible change occurs. It is the deeper union of the will and feeling-nature. That union eventually shows up as a greater capacity for calmness on the emotional level and stillness on the mental level. More tangibly, there is a reduced tendency to exhibit behavior that is harmful to the body and mind. The absence of such harmful behavior is an unmistakable sign that the will is getting strong and the feelings are being set free.
The will can develop only when feelings are liberated. There is no will without freedom, and no freedom without will. If we try to externally impose freedom, it is not freedom. If we try to force or con others into developing will, they will not be able to sustain it, for it is not theirs.
A strong and free will includes a boundary that does not violate the free will of others, even “for their own good.” Granted, there is such a thing as respectful intervention, but that path must be walked with exceeding care and thoughtfulness, or our efforts backfire. Each of us carries a deep instinct that values free will as much as the survival of the body. An individual may destroy the body if that is the only remaining avenue for freedom.
In the colonial days of the United States, Patrick Henry issued a political decree: “Give me liberty or give me death.” His statement had an emotional impact that reverberated throughout the world and is still ringing in our ears. It is a powerful political statement because it isn’t just political. Patrick Henry was giving voice to the soul’s desire for freedom. That desire emanates from a place that does not distinguish liberty from life itself. Patrick Henry and the rest of the colonial rebels were challenging the commonly accepted belief that liberty is a license granted by government. Freedom, though it is a laudable political goal, is not given to us by a political system; it is the product of a will that yields only to the truth emanating from within.
We cultivate a will of iron through keen awareness and respect for the truth carried by the feeling-nature. This is the will doing what it does best -listening. Such a will cannot be broken by fear or discomfort. It cannot be distracted, deceived, sidetracked, or seduced by promises of riches, power, special privileges, creature comforts, or sensual pleasures. In the presence of truth, however, it yields completely.
This is how a weakened will develops into a will of iron; a will that does not yield to anything except the truth rising from within. The will that recognizes the true source of its strength is a will that has cultivated wisdom.
The truth that melts and reworks the will of iron is recognized in many cultures. In the Christian world, that truth has been depicted as a newborn infant resting in a stable. Purified will has been depicted as three wise and wealthy men, accomplished and successful in worldly endeavors, and adept in mystical and esoteric knowledge. These three men enter the stable and stand among the farm animals and peasants, bringing to the infant the fruits of their worldly endeavors. In essence, they say, “All that we have accomplished and all that we have built is for you. We stand before you, knowing that, in your eyes, we are not greater than these shepherds. We bow before this truth that you carry.” These three wise men personify the will elevated to wisdom and nobility by bowing down and respectfully listening to the truth carried by the feeling-nature.
One of the major functions of the will is to think. One of the major functions of the feeling-nature is to generate our everyday emotions. Emotions are those feelings we can identify as fear, anger, sadness and happiness. There are, of course, many variations or tones of these four basic emotions, but their basic identity is clearly evident and is usually experienced tangibly in the body.
We are also capable of experiencing feelings that we would not call emotions. Instinct, intuition, empathy and inspiration are more ethereal and difficult to define than emotions. These other feelings typically blend with our emotions. For example, the feeling of empathy may be associated with the emotions of fear, sadness, anger or happiness, depending on the situation.
Furthermore, suppression of one feeling results in suppression of all. Therefore, if we wish to sharpen intuition, receive more inspiration and deepen our capacity to empathize with others, we must cultivate the ability to honestly address our everyday emotions.
Though we may argue about the best way to measure intelligence, it is none-the-less, measurable. Therefore, we can speak of a person's intelligence quotient or IQ. However, to apply a similar measurement to emotions is ridiculous. In "testing" our emotions, we are attempting to judge things that function best when they are not judged.
If we try to test our emotions, they will "fail" the test. If we try to beautify them, they become ugly. If we try to make them more functional, they become more dysfunctional. If we push them away, they come back with a vengeance.
A person who seems to "pass" an emotional test has simply succeeded in censoring emotions. In that regard, we are not really testing the emotions; we are testing the will's capacity to control emotional expression.
We may ask many questions and devise many tests to evaluate the thinking capacity and the will in general. The will is tempered and strengthened when it is tested and challenged. With regard to our emotions, however, there is just one fundamental question - perhaps the only one worth asking: Are the emotions genuine?
The story of the Garden of Eden, like many myths and legends, may be viewed as an outer dramatization of an internal or psychological event. In one interpretation, the relationship between Adam and Eve represents the relationship between our thoughts and emotions.
The order of creation of Adam and Eve might represent the order of creation of our thoughts and emotions. God created Adam and then created Eve out of Adam. This can be taken to mean that our spirit or essence gives rise to thoughts, and then our thoughts (our perceptions and beliefs) give rise to our emotions.
The idea that emotions spring from our thoughts is not new. Emotions do seem to flow in accordance to our perceptions and beliefs. That is why it is extremely difficult to try to change emotions directly. However, if we change the associated perceptions and beliefs, the emotions tend to change spontaneously.
It is also true that a particular emotional pattern, once established, exerts a powerful effect on our every day thoughts. If we look deeper, however, we see these established emotional patterns are maintained by perceptions and beliefs that have become so deeply entrenched over the years that we might not even know we have them.
We can get a deeper understanding of the relationship of thoughts and emotions by, once again, examining the story of Adam and Eve. As the story goes, God created Eve out of Adam, so that Adam wouldn't be lonely. We might ask, why would Adam be lonely with all the animals and God to keep him company? We might say that Adam needed someone more like himself. Well then, why didn't God create another man? Besides the fact that two men cannot make a baby, there are emotional reasons. If there was another man, the most that they could do is work together, share their loneliness or go to war (unless they happened to be gay). Thoughts are, by their very nature, analytical; they tend to break things apart into ever-smaller pieces, losing sight of the big picture. It is the feeling-nature that maintains contact with the wordless essence that unites all of life. It is with our emotions that we reach out and create relationship. Without such contact, thoughts become reclusive, alienated and self-destructive.
The importance of emotions in contacting our spiritual nature or essence is indicated by the attention that many religions place on emotions. The drawing power of most religions is not intellect or the power of reason. The typical religion is a set of rituals and techniques designed to access the emotions and cause them to flow in a particular direction. If the religion is ethical, the techniques are used in conjunction with reason to guide the practitioner toward the creation of a harmonious relation with God and the rest of life. This occurs through the natural evolution of emotional energy into spiritual awareness.
If the religion is not ethical, the same principles and techniques are used to emotionally imprint the followers to the religion, keeping them in a state of dependency. The same techniques that can facilitate the evolution of emotional energy into spiritual awareness can also be used to exploit emotional energy and arrest its evolution. Just as an unethical health care provider might not want the patients to get healthy too fast, short-sighted religious leaders may not want their followers to achieve spiritual freedom.
In other words, the followers might be maneuvered in such a way as to maintain emotional dependency on the religion. This is easy if the individual becomes a member of a religion at a very early age. Adults too can be imprinted through a slight-of-hand magic trick in which the followers are given emotionally impactful experience, a sense of wholeness, or a taste of freedom. Since the freedom was apparently provided by the religion, it really doesn't belong to the seeker; it belongs to the religion and its leaders. To the seeker, the experience of freedom and wholeness is tied to the religion. The experience can only exist within the context of the religious belief that housed the experience. This is one source of the common belief or attitude that says, "My religion is the one true religion."
The above paragraph is not an indictment of any religion or of religion in general. A given religion and its doctrines may be benign and ethical. The religion might be an effective system of techniques and principles for facilitating the natural evolution of emotional energy into spiritual awareness. How those techniques and principles are used is entirely up to the members.
Granted, there is wisdom in being entirely focused on one's own religion, as if it were the only one. Yes, it is the only one. It's the only one for me. This makes it easier for the individual to master the principles and techniques of that religion. This is true for any teaching, religious or otherwise. The more devoted we are to a given system, the more it will reveal its secret to us.
Deep devotion to a given religion, practiced intelligently and ethically, results in the cultivation of emotional serenity and spiritual awareness. Therefore, even though the individual is not tempted to "stray," there is a tendency to quietly respect the religions of others. On the other hand, when the methodologies of the religion are used to instill emotional dependency, the individual is likely to adopt the attitude that "my religion is the only true religion, and everyone else is deceived."
The close relationship of emotions to spiritual awareness suggests that our emotions are indispensable for resolving the paradoxes we often encounter in religious and metaphysical exploration. Specifically, when we attempt to think our way beyond duality (beyond the play of opposites), we frequently encounter paradoxes and unsolvable riddles.
Most paradoxes are really not that mysterious; they are the result of thoughts dissociated from emotions. Paradoxes are the result of the cognitive nature trying to find meaning and understanding separate from the feeling- nature. The more we allow our emotions to dance freely about our well-disciplined thoughts, the fewer paradoxes we encounter. This is because our emotions and our feeling-nature in general, connect us with the great presence of Unity that religion tries to access.
We can begin to bring thoughts and emotions into the deep synergy by methodically applying a simple formula: Question your thoughts and accept your emotions.
The ability to question thoughts and accept emotions is the key for maintaining sanity in daily living. A perception or belief can be either true or false and must, therefore, be questioned for validity. An emotion is neither true nor false; it simply is. When we allow our thoughts and emotions to co-exist in this manner, they tend to complement one another. The willingness to question thoughts allows emotions to flow more freely and genuinely. Likewise, acceptance of emotions gives us the serenity to question our perceptions and beliefs.
When we are at peace with ourselves, we generally do not have to make a conscious effort to question our thoughts and accept our emotions. Both happen spontaneously. When there is inner conflict or confusion, we can help ourselves by intentionally questioning our thoughts or accepting our emotions. It is not necessary to try to do both at the same time. In fact, that would probably be awkward. We need only tend to the one that seems to be calling for attention. The other follows naturally.
There are a number of specific ways of putting this principle into application. For example, if we get upset because the car won't start and we might be late for work, we can repeat over and over again, "The car won't start and I might be late for work." By focusing on the fact or physical event, our perception of it is likely to undergo a subtle change - it doesn't seem so terrible any more. As our perception changes, the associated emotions are also likely to change.
The resolution of cosmic paradoxes is one result (and, really, a minor one) of integrating thoughts and emotions. The more tangible results are mental clarity and emotional serenity. Life becomes simple; relationships become simple, spiritual and religious practices become simple.
Simplicity is not well tolerated when thoughts and emotions are disconnected. Simplicity is the natural result of thoughts and emotions in a state of balance and integration.
Such simplicity does not preclude the evolution of intricate ideas. In fact, when such learning occurs in the presence of emotional connectedness, the intellect evolves more readily and more humanely. This is possible because intellectual activity is not used as a replacement for emotional connectedness. It is an expression of emotional connectedness.
How do we know we have attained such connectedness? Must we be overtly passionate about everything we do? Not necessarily. One common way to know that we have such connectedness is that, regardless of how complex our thoughts become, we still have the capacity to delight in simple things.
When we reject our emotions, the result is a gradual erosion of self-esteem. We then try to compensate by rigidly holding on to our perceptions and beliefs. We see this more frequently and dramatically in religion, but it can also occur in other areas, such as politics, health care, and even in the domain that is supposed to be the bastion of objectivity - science. We also do this in our every day existence. Just as we put on clothes to hide and protect the body, we put on perceptions and beliefs to protect our sense of identity and cover up our insecurity.
If personal identity and self-esteem have become deeply invested in a particular belief system, we will not stand quietly while it is criticized or questioned. We will defend our beliefs, like we would defend our mother, even if the criticism has an element of truth (especially if the criticism has an element of truth). We become fiercely protective of our beliefs because they have replaced emotional truthfulness as a source of inner stability. The beliefs have also replaced intimacy as a source of nurturing.
Mental Laziness and Emotional Numbness
The unwillingness to question thoughts and accept emotions often shows up as mental laziness and emotional numbness. These two responses are closely related. What appears as mental laziness (the unwillingness to think for oneself) might be a defense against feeling hidden emotions. The presence of these suppressed emotions disrupts clear thinking. We reflexively close our eyes to anything that might evoke feelings that we don't want to feel. We do not allow our thinking to stray into areas that would trigger the unacceptable emotions.
Mental laziness and emotional numbness, once established, tend to be self-perpetuating. It can reduce the individual to a robotic state. On the larger social level, this invites dictatorship. Populations of individuals who are mentally lazy and emotionally numb call forth social and political structures that can spare them from the toil of thinking their own thoughts, and save them from the anxiety of feeling their own feelings. As long as everyone thinks and feels the same way, we have a sense of safety. This, however, becomes increasingly difficult as communication and travel encourage the mingling of different cultures and beliefs. As the world contracts, the mind must expand.
If we want to develop the ability to think for ourselves and enhance our emotional aliveness, we need only bear in mind that the two are complementary. Clear thinking supports and enhances emotional freedom. Emotional freedom supports clear thinking.
Acceptance of emotions does not mean worshipping them. Worshipping emotions is the same as being addicted to emotions. When we truly accept our emotions, they gradually evolve into spiritual awareness, which is what they want to do. If this evolution is not allowed to occur, we are likely to become addicted to our emotions.
We can become addicted to anything that gives us a facsimile of serenity or a sense of aliveness. We can become addicted to chemicals, relationships, work and our own emotions. Addiction to emotions simply means they are not felt in fullness. The void that is created from not fully feeling our emotions causes us to silently crave them - we worship them. As with other addictions, the addiction to emotions causes us to become seductive and vulnerable to seduction.
When there is a need to interpret data, as in science or legal matters, the ability to question perceptions and objectively examine evidence requires that we factor out our own emotional bias. The way to factor out emotional bias is simply to be aware of it. The more we are in touch with our own emotions, the more capable we are of being objective. A conscientious scientist, who recognizes his own emotional bias or private agenda, is able to be reasonably neutral and objective, or, at least, recognizes that he is incapable of being neutral and objective.
The history of science and politics reveals that such objectivity has frequently been lacking. This is understandable. In the last several hundred years, civilization has placed little or no emphasis on the value of emotional connectedness. As a result, emotionally biased reporting has been more the rule than the exception.
We are powerfully driven by our emotions, even if we think we aren't (especially if we think we aren't). The destructive behavior of the intellect in the realm of politics and technology is simply the result of repressed but still powerful emotions, secretly controlling the overtly dominant intellect. The repressed hedonistic nature of the emotions manifests as intellect striving to achieve self-centered political and economic goals at the expense of others. The expansiveness of the emotional nature, when repressed, manifests as intellect on an explosive path of imperialism and megalomania.
In summary, we often try to purge ourselves of our emotions, casting them out because we see them as dysfunctional, treacherous, hysterical and unpredictable. Yet, when we look deeply enough, we see that emotions get that way precisely because they have been cast out. The same emotional nature, when integrated with a strong and dependable cognitive nature, becomes quite predictable: it wants to create family.
Intellect is a function of the will. Intuition is an expression of the feeling-nature. Intellect is our capacity to understand things through logical thinking. The intellect asks questions and then formulates answers that fit into the framework of linear time. It can discern how past events might influence the future. On the other hand, intuition does not ask questions. It is non-linear. Its comprehension is not limited by words, time, or space.
One of the functions of the will is to provide safe boundaries for our feelings. In so doing, the rational mind can receive the intuition included within those feelings. We have no tangible evidence to explain how and why we know what we know. We just know, the same way we know when it’s time to empty the bladder; the same way we know we are happy or sad. Furthermore, this feeling might be so elusive that it cannot be traced to any specific emotion or body sensation.
Knowledge that is not derived through a balance of the will and feeling-nature remains incomplete or fuzzy. Lack of intellect causes knowledge to degenerate into fearful superstition and blind adherence to dogma. Lack of intellect means that knowledge consists mainly of disorganized information, rote repetition of a few sound bites, unsubstantiated beliefs, vague hunches and “experiences” that don’t seem to add up to anything or go anywhere. All of which can have a strong emotional charge that makes it difficult to distinguish fact from fiction. Without intellect, it is virtually impossible to distill reliable objective information from fear, personal bias, and wishful thinking.
Likewise, if there is too much intellect and not enough intuition, knowledge simply grows into an ever-increasing body of information that becomes more complex, becoming lost in minutia, while distancing us from the sweetness and sense of wholeness that allows us to gaze upon Creation and declare, “It is good.” The feeling-nature is what connects us to the rest of life. Without it, knowledge is eventually used as a fortress to separate us, and as a weapon to attack one another.
Curiosity is the meeting point of intellect and intuition. Little children, endowed with keen intuition, also demonstrate great curiosity. The child asks questions. The baby is intensely fascinated by mother’s eyes, as if silently saying “This huge mysterious creature is myself, and it is different from myself.” The baby’s intuition knowing and intellect are merged as curiosity. This curiosity diminishes with age, but persists throughout life; it is what drives the pure scientist.
In other words, pure intellect, the capacity to question and to gather and organize data, is not far removed from intuition. The drive to understand the world by questioning and looking for proof, emanates from the place within us that already feels its relationship to the rest of the universe, and wants to give birth to that knowing as a body of tangible, provable, recordable data.
When we take the time to understand the relationship between intellect and intuition, the two complement each other. It is not uncommon for scientists to admit that their methodical searching and eventual breakthrough began as an intuitive hunch or a dream. Dr. Einstein reported that he felt relativity long before he hashed out the mathematical proof.
Likewise, by using the intellect to question our own perceptions, we cultivate objectivity. Such intellectual honesty feeds back to the intuitive process, so we can distinguish genuine intuitive insights from the many forms of fake or fuzzy intuition, such as:
Wishful thinking: “My intuition says she likes me,” which really means, “God, she’s pretty, I hope she likes me.”
Self-fulfilling prophecy: “I just knew the bank wouldn’t give me the loan.”
Relinquishing responsibility for one’s choices: “I feel we should spend some time together because we have a deep connection,” as a cover for, “You have nice legs.”
Since intuition rises out of the feeling nature, any sort of bias or unresolved emotional issues can obscure intuition. Intuition is strong and accurate when emotions are reported simply and honestly without condemning or justifying them. Likewise, intuition is influenced by unrecognized fears and desires.
Typically, emotions interfere with intuition when they are censored, denied or justified. We might censor or deny emotions because they are regarded as threatening. We might try to justify them by saying, “I don’t trust you because you stole my horse in a past life.” Granted, such an extraordinary accusation could have a basis in reality; however, the instant that we use them to justify our emotions, the emotions become twisted, and, therefore, intuition is obscured.
The complementary relationship between intellect and intuition stems from the fact that they are expressions of the will and feeling nature, respectively. The same applies for ethics and empathy. Ethical behavior is a choice, an act of will. Empathy is a feeling.
Every mental function is inseparable from its emotional counterpart. Mental clarity translates into emotional serenity. Confusion on the mental level translates into anxiety on the emotional level. Likewise, ethical behavior is the mental equivalent of empathy.
The expression of ethics is rooted in the unspoken feeling of empathy. The stronger the feelings of empathy, the more we are compelled to conduct ourselves in a manner that we consider ethical. Likewise, the intentional adherence to ethics and principles can trigger our genuine feelings of caring and empathy. Each side can provide the foundation for the emergence of the other.
One of my patients once gave me an interesting perspective on sanity. She said, “Sane people think they're crazy and crazy people think they're sane.” Though she said it jokingly, the comical value of her statement is at least partially derived from its element of truth. To say that sane people think they're crazy, calls attention to the fact that a heightened awareness of oneself can be troubling if is not accompanied by kindness. Likewise, to jokingly say that crazy people think they're sane, calls attention to the fact that the inability to be kind with self, can result in a generalized state of denial. We create a facade of sanity, to conceal the inner chaos. We blind ourselves to the inconsistencies that might be obvious to those around us.
Most of us have such inner inconsistencies. They become troublesome only when we habitually try to cover them up with a facade of normalcy and the illusion of certainty. The result of such denial is a gradual erosion of sanity.
We can get some perspective on the sensitive issue of sanity by remembering that it has both an inner and outer component. Inner sanity has to do with how we feel. Outer sanity has to do with how we behave. Inner sanity is simply a state of mental clarity and emotional serenity. Outer sanity refers to behavior that allows the individual to be free and autonomous.
The two are obviously related. Inner sanity provides the foundation for outer sanity. How we think and feel determines how we behave. When thoughts and emotions are sufficiently dissociated or conflicted, perceptions no longer reflect reality and emotions become proportionately unbalanced. This can eventually translate into the inability to function and, perhaps, the tendency to harm oneself and others.
In everyday life, we tend to equate sanity with outer behavior, while ignoring the inner condition. However, in placing the emphasis entirely on outer behavior, our criteria for sanity usually drift away from autonomy to conformity. A person who controls their outer behavior sufficiently enough to fit into society is regarded as sane.
The key to sanity is our willingness to question our perceptions and accept our emotions. These two complementary activities help us to maintain conscious contact with a certain indefinable feeling. It is the feeling embodied by the laughter of a child, the touch of a loved one, a home filled with laughter and trust, and genuine acts of kindness. This silent feeling is the keeper of inner sanity. The feeling is kept alive through the cultivation of honesty. Most of the stressors that challenge sanity are handled by just practicing truthfulness. When we are honest, we tend to question our thoughts and accept our emotions, resulting in mental clarity and emotional serenity.
As long as we are inwardly sane, we do not have to give much attention to outer sanity. The former organically creates the latter. Likewise, when we chronically neglect to question our perceptions and accept our emotions, inner sanity erodes; we lose touch with that feeling of serenity. Consequently, our perception of the outer world becomes increasingly warped, in a manner reflecting the inner turbulence. We then have to consciously control our outer behavior to keep it in the realm of what is considered sane by the rest of society.
Paradoxically, if we try too hard to appear sane, it can make us insane. As we try harder to maintain the outer appearance of sanity, our inner sanity erodes faster. This is likely to happen as long as we give greater importance to the outer appearance of sanity, at the expense of the inner condition.
In other words, we give up inner sanity because we value something else more. As one insightful songwriter once pointed out, “You're giving up your sanity for your pride and your vanity.” To indulge in excessive pride and vanity, we must conceal or contort our truth, and live in a perpetual state of pretense. This is inherently stressful, contributing to emotional unrest and mental fogginess.
And yet, excessive pride and vanity are not to be cast out, for they are simply frozen self-respect, waiting to be set free by truth. Harsh judgment of insanity is probably the single greatest obstacle to sanity. What we do not realize is that our seemingly twisted perceptions and unreasonable urges have within them the very energy we need to maintain sanity. Even those fleeting morbid thoughts that embarrass or frighten us have the potential to uplift us to greater happiness and deeper serenity. Each of those dark specks of inner insanity contains energy and vitality waiting to be set free. If we curse them with rejection, they become a curse to us. If we bless them with honest recognition and kindness, they become a blessing to us.
The same songwriter mentioned above, implies that sanity is simply, "the serenity to just remember who I am." The process of discovering who I am or remembering who I am is difficult to evaluate from the outside, especially when we remove the usual outer criteria regarding what is sane and insane. We might be somewhat unpredictable and obey rules and customs only when we want to do so. Onlookers may experience this as a threat because it is difficult to say what the person who is really engaged in self-discovery will do next.
Such a person, however, is less likely to steal, kill, rape, cheat, injure or lie. Individuals who are really engaged in self-discovery do so by looking deeply within. The more deeply we look within, the more harmless we become.
“Evil spirits” means the cause of the problem is external. “Troubled mind” means the problem is internal. Internal and external. Therein is the duality. As with other dualities, we tend to place these two concepts at odds with each other, thus complicating the issue.
Is it an outside job or an inside job? Are we troubled by evil spirits and dark clouds of “negative energy,” or do our troubles stem from our troubled thoughts? If we attribute our distress to negative energies or evil spirits that encroach on us, we might light a candle, burn some incense, offer a prayer, or invoke the presence of a deity to kick out the offending spirit or transmute the objectionable energies. And, by golly, we feel better and life seems to flow more smoothly! Or, we might look within; we tell the truth with regard to what we did to create the situation and perhaps do something to quiet the mind. And, by golly, we feel better and life seems to flow more smoothly!
In truth, most of us can come up with convincing arguments for either side of this issue. If, however, we cling to one and totally exclude the other, we are likely to face a situation that can't be adequately explained by the side that we favor. Either point of view can make us crazy if we adhere to it dogmatically. If we try to explain troubling or bizarre experiences in terms of psychology, while rejecting astral influences, we will have to conjure up increasingly convoluted psychological mechanisms to explain bizarre occurrences. On the other hand, the tendency to blame evil spirits and externally imposed curses and bad vibes can result in a state of paranoia. The fear simply increases, because such eerie experiences tend to re-enforce the belief in astral influences. If we get too preoccupied with trying to keep astral nastiness at bay, we become increasingly entrenched in astral wars. The result of successfully fighting off demons is that we get to fight off bigger demons next time.
One way out of this loop is to consider both sides. This is possible when the rational mind is in harmony with the feeling-nature. We are then free to dance from one polarity to the other without being inhibited by the fear of appearing inconsistent or fickle. We simply relax, rationally consider the evidence at hand, as well as recognize what feels true in the moment, unrestrained by what we think we should believe.
The absence of such externally imposed shoulds means the individual is free to gravitate to the side that seems most appropriate, while the other quietly retreats into the background, silently supporting the one on center stage.
Deep harmony of these two choices can lead to the awareness that is beyond the distinction between inner and outer. However, ever before we experience that sublime state of unity we can see that the two concepts are quite compatible. Those who claim to see or feel non-physical entities often agree that unfriendly spirits and “bad energy” seem to have easy access to a troubled mind. Our struggle with nasty spirits seems to reflect a deeper struggle with our own unresolved emotional issues, especially guilt. This is understandable because when guilt is severe enough, we are likely to obsess about anything, including evil spirits. Any sort of obsession suggests the presence of hidden guilt. The deeper the guilt, the deeper the obsession. When guilt is resolved, obsessions tend to dissolve.
Once the troubling spirits gain entry, (which simply means that they become real to us), it is counterproductive to pretend they are not real to us. Such denial simply deepens the struggle. A more workable solution is to acknowledge they are real to us, and then address the psychological issue (the weakness in our boundaries) that has allowed them to enter.
The nature of haunting spirits is such that we can't seem to get away from them. This is understandable because guilt doesn't reside in any particular corner of the mind. Guilt isn't just a lump that can be removed. Its influence is distributed throughout the mind, and it affects every aspect of life. We can't feel guilty in one area without having it affect other areas.
This situation might seem hopeless because, like a haunting spirit that has latched on to us, guilt seems to follow us around and we can't escape from it, no matter where we go. If we try to expel it, it seems to come back, perhaps stronger or subtler than before. The more we struggle against demons, the bigger they become. On the other hand, when we recognize our guilt without trying to make it go away, it's not so bad anymore.
As we learn to relate to our own troubling thoughts and emotions honestly and with a measure of kindness, we become more effective at handling the nasty spirits and bad energy that seem to haunt us now and then.
The most common time to be troubled by unsavory spirits seems to be during sleep. There are two ways of addressing our dreams: from a Western or psychological perspective, or from an Eastern or multi-dimensional perspective.
From the psychological perspective, dreaming occurs during a phase of sleep characterized by rapid eye movements and the production of certain brain waves, known as beta waves. Some schools of thought, such as Jungian psychology, regard dreams as an attempt to integrate the emotional issues of waking life. Not surprisingly, the more effectively we handle our emotional issues while we are awake, our dreams tend to be more pleasant.
As our dreams settle down, we tend to spend more time in the deeper dreamless phase of sleep. This deeper phase is characterized by the production of brain waves known as delta waves. During delta sleep, we experience a deeper rest. It is during this phase of sleep that the body can most effectively regenerate. For most of us, healthy sleep includes a balance of delta sleep for physical regeneration and beta sleep for emotional integration.
If we consider the Eastern or multi-dimensional perspective, our existence can be roughly divided into three planes: physical, astral and causal. The physical plane corresponds to normal waking life. The astral plane corresponds to the beta or dream phase of sleep. The causal plane corresponds to the delta or dreamless phase of sleep. The causal plane may also be called the spiritual or transpersonal plane because we are not identified with physical form or the thoughts that define our personality.
Using the two models of sleep described above, here are two ways of addressing the spirits and entities that trouble our sleep:
During the day, we tend to business. We take care of the body, conduct ourselves honestly in our relationships, and do our work ethically and effectively. If we do these three things during the day, we will be more likely to have pleasant dreams during the night.
Before going to sleep at night, we can give ourselves the suggestion that our dream-time will be used for resolving emotional and relationship issues. We can also give ourselves the suggestion to spend a goodly amount of time in the deeper delta phase of sleep (the transpersonal realm) beyond the reach of the astral drama. This can be done through prayer, meditation, or by just saying “deep delta sleep,” over and over.
In other words, we can keep away the real or imagined demons by being very physical during the day and very spiritual at night. We let ourselves be very down to Earth during the waking time, and soar to the restful and dreamless transpersonal realms during the sleep time. The two are quite compatible and mutually supportive. The "higher" we go into the spiritual or causal plane, the more smoothly we flow through our physical existence. The more diligent we are about tending to the physical plane and spiritual plane, the more the astral plane tends to settle down.
The power of positive thinking emanates from its harmonious relationship to the negative. Here again, we encounter the Zen teaching that says, If you want to master anything, you must get an understanding of its opposite. The more deeply we understand the negative, the more it to fulfill its function. The more we allow it to fulfill its function, the more it empowers our intention to cultivate “positive thinking” or its equivalent.
To express ourselves in a negative manner is to say “no.” Likewise, to be positive is to say “yes.” To say no to something means that we perceive it as unbeneficial or at least undesirable. To say yes to something means we perceive it as desirable or beneficial. The two are related. Our ability to say yes to whatever promotes health and happiness is ever connected to our willingness to say no to what is contrary to health and happiness. As long as each is allowed it natural place, they are mutually supportive; they are in harmony. AS with any expression of Yin and Yang, as long as they are in harmony, they each contribute to our health and well-being.
To the extent that the two are out of balance, neither one can fulfill its function. Such imbalance is reflected in the usage of the two words. For most individuals, positive means “good” and negative means “bad.”
Granted there is value in leaning toward the positive. In fact, it is natural to do so. As will be discussed later, to maintain an overall positive attitude is part of our natural inclination to grow, evolve, transform and create. Nonetheless, our positive outlook often breaks down. Our inner light of goodwill and cheerfulness mysteriously goes out, like a lamp that gets unplugged from its source of power.
This phenomenon shouldn’t be too surprising. When we suppress or devalue negativity, we force it into the subconscious mind, and there it gains power. Such power is likely to insidiously express itself in a destructive manner that reflects our rejection or condemnation of it. In essence, when we try to reject or devalue the negative, we are, in effect, acting negative toward our own negativity, and thereby amplify it, silently blowing it out of proportion, even as we try to maintain a positive exterior. This is the hidden flaw within the act of trying to “get rid” of negativity.
In other words, we think we are stopping the negativity, but we are simply directing it toward self and increasing its power. And that’s why we might end up walking around with plastic smiles on our faces, while we feel all twisted on the inside. This is why we might be depressed for no apparent reason. The way to untangle ourselves is to just understand the natural relationship between positive and negative.
Again, positive means yes and negative means no. The affirming nature of the positive attitude has the capacity to perceive the good or beneficial. Using a bit of logic here, it would not be unreasonable to assert that the genuine positive attitude has the ability to see the good in the negative. The positive attitudes can see the value in the negative perspective. In being thus recognized, the negative can fulfill its function of pointing out areas of concern; saying no where doing so is appropriate and healthy. Having thus fulfilled its function, the emotional quality of the negativity becomes positive. This is what it wants! Yin wants to become Yang. It wants to do so in a way that promotes life and health. The area of the mind that is negative wants to be recognized and allowed to be, so that its energy can be set free! It is transformed into pure softness and humility that brings new meaning and power to our intention to be positive.
The above describes the natural relationship between positive and negative thinking. Each side allows the other to fulfill it function. This is when we feel a sense of wholeness. This is when we feel the inner current of energy that shows up as a spontaneous wave of joyfulness, enthusiasm, or as an expression of kindness that is neither forced nor strained.
As with other opposites in harmony, the side that we actively express is supported by the other. The visible side is supported by the invisible side. The side that we bring to the surface is supported by the side that is under the surface.
In terms of how we think and feel, such harmony simply means that our choice to be joyful is in harmony with the part of us that says, “I hurt.” The two do not have to compromise. Each side is simply allowed to express in a manner that it naturally needs to express in the moment; and, in so doing, sets the stage for the healthy and harmonious expression of the other.
Essentially the side that is negative is the side that is in need of love. The side that is positive is the side that is capable of giving love. When the two are allowed to commune, the result is an inner current of love that spontaneously radiates out to bless the life around us.
One way of deepening our understanding of the natural harmony of positive and negative is to consider the strictly scientific usage of the two words. To a physicist, positive and negative describe two sides of electricity. To a mathematician, positive and negative are directions on a number scale. To a physiologist, the term negative feedback refers to any biological process in which a stimulus (a change) impinges on the body, after which the body responds by neutralizing or negating the stimulus. Likewise, positive feedback refers to any biological process in which a stimulus impinges on the body, after which the body responds in a way that enhances the stimulus.
The physiological distinction between positive and negative feedback is particularly useful as a metaphor for understanding the deeper relationship of positive and negative thinking. Negative feedback systems are the body’s way of maintaining healthy equilibrium. Right now, your body is kept alive by many negative feedback systems. Their function is to neutralize potentially harmful changes, which are commonly called “stress.” For example, if a large mount of sugar is introduced into the blood, the body responds by releasing a hormone called insulin, which causes the blood sugar level to decrease. Similarly, if a virus enters the body, the immune system responds in ways that eliminate the intruder. In other words, the negative feedback systems are the body’s way of saying “no” to potentially harmful changes, so as to maintain equilibrium.
On a personal or social level, when we say no, we are usually saying no to change. In the presence of a change, the mind that is exercising its option to be “negative” is saying, “No, I do not want this change; let things be as they are.”
On the other hand, a positive feedback system responds to a stimulus or change in such a way as to enhance the stimulus. The enhanced stimulus then produces a stronger response, which, in turn, enhances the stimulus even more, and so on. In other words, in a positive feedback response, the body is saying yes to change. And, the nature of the yes is such that it triggers more change, and the rate of change increases, occurring faster and faster with the passage of time.
Since the positive feedback system is, by its very nature, self-perpetuating, it can easily spiral out of control. Therefore, it is not surprising that most diseases are positive feedback processes. This is the case of stress producing more stress. For example, if a virus impinges on the body, energy must be expended to rid the body of the infective agent. If the depletion of energy is great enough, the immune system is compromised, thus making the body more vulnerable to further attack, which depletes the body even more, and so on. Similarly, lack of exercise results in stiffening of the joints, withering of bones, shrinking of muscles and breakdown of circulation. This results in lethargy and reduced mobility, which further discourage exercise, thus accelerating degeneration. Physiological aging tends to occur faster and faster as the person gets older because, like any degenerative process, it operates on the principle of positive feedback.
Having said all that, we must also add that positive feedback systems in the body are not necessarily pathological. For example, development of the fetus is a positive feedback process, and so is childbirth. During labor, the pressure of the baby upon the cervix results in the release of a hormone that stimulates contraction of the uterus. Uterine contraction pushes the baby more forcefully against the cervix, which causes a greater release of the hormone, which, in turn, causes a stronger contraction of the uterus, and so on. This is why the birth contractions become stronger and at closer intervals as labor progresses—it is a self-perpetuating, positive feedback, process.
Exponential growth of any kind, whether it is the growth of a single organism, a population, or a business, is an expression of positive feedback. The global economy is based on positive feedback: demand triggers supply, which triggers greater demand, which triggers greater supply, etc. The whole process, if unchecked, must necessarily occur faster and faster, because like any positive feedback process, it feeds on itself.
Exponential growth through positive feedback must lead to a crescendo or crisis point, which results in the replacement of an old system with a new system. Death and rebirth! Such is the nature of positive feedback; it must culminate in some sort of transformation.
In terms of our behavior, to be consistently “positive” in one’s outlook and saying yes to life, is to initiate invisible positive feedback processes in the mind that invite personal transformation, whether we want it or not.
In other words, from a purely physiological standpoint, negative feedback maintains equilibrium, while positive feedback brings forth physical transformation. The same applies to consciousness. Being positive means we say yes to the changes that life brings our way, which allows for healthy transformation. However, in order for that transformative positive attitude to have practical and beneficial expression, it must be balanced by the ability to say no.
The body regenerates and maintains itself through a harmonious blend of positive and negative feedback systems. The negative feedback systems allow the body to say no to harmful changes so as to maintain a healthy equilibrium, while the positive feedback systems allows the body to say yes to beneficial changes. The negative feedback systems maintain life, while the positive feedback systems compel growth, transformation and evolution.
Every living system, whether it is a single cell, a human being or a civilization, sustains itself and unfolds through time by a dance of positive and negative feedback systems. It responds to environmental changes with a symphony of yes’s and no’s that allow for the maintenance of equilibrium and healthy growth.
Excessive negative feedback in the body translates into stagnation. On the behavioral level, it shows up as fearful or repetitive behavior, or the absence of creativity. On the interpersonal level, it is the relationship stuck in a rut. On the larger social level, it is the closed and narrow-minded society, intolerant of ideas or personal expression that strays from the norm. Likewise, too much positive feedback translates into the inability to regulate itself and manage its resources, leading to a depletion of energy and the onset of degenerative disease. On the behavioral and social levels, excessive positive feedback has pretty much the same effect. It is the tendency to spin out of control and deplete one’s resources. It is the debtor who responds to debt by creating more debt. It is the stressed out individual who responds to the stress in a way that creates more stress. It is a response to violence that breeds more violence. It is the war that sets the stage for a bigger war.
When we say that a person is “negative,” we mean that he or she is (in our estimation) excessively negative. The attitude of healthy positive thinking is actually a synergistic blend of the willingness to say yes and the ability to say no. As previously mentioned, by devaluing or rejecting our ability to say no, the result is that the negativity is driven underground and thus becomes the silent ruler. This is the case of the individual who has a sweet smile and an angry heart. This is when we speak positive words but reflexively drift into negative thought patterns that are so deeply embedded that the individual may not even be aware of them.
On the other hand, a mind that is really being positive has the capacity to see the value in all things. As described earlier, the truly positive attitude does not reject or “negate” negativity. The truly positive attitude recognizes that negativity (the capacity to say no) has its rightful place. To practice positive thinking on this level is to be positive to the core.
Stated differently, with any pair of true opposites, when we look into the core of one side, we discover the pure essence of the other. In this case, when we are being “positive to the core,” we clearly see the value of saying no. When we see its value, we stop fighting against “negativity.” We trust that it will express when it needs to, and then retreat into the background, acting as a silent sentinel that supports our choice to practice positive thinking or its equivalent. When any pair of opposites is in harmony within us, the side that is visible is supported by the side that is invisible.
In summary, the dance of our day-to-day positive and negative responses shows up as a balance between our ability to say yes and our ability to say no. It shows up as the natural harmony between the choice to be happy and the willingness to recognize genuine feelings of hurt. It is the harmony between the capacity to let yourself be as you are, and your desire to transform and evolve.
Austerity is an act of will. Wild abandonment is surrender to feelings. There is no conflict between them, provided that each is an expression of personal truth, rather than a suppression of truth.
As with other opposites, if either one is practiced in fullness, it opens the door to the pure emergence of the other. The individual who plunges into the depth of austerity discovers the deep desire to feel alive. The individual who is actively engaged in wild abandonment and does it in fullness eventually feels the yearning for purity.
If one side is not allowed to become the other in its proper time and season, the side to which we cling gradually degenerates. One side becomes a state of struggle, the other a state of yearning. One withers away from lack of use, and the other becomes depleted from overuse.
The two sides of this duality achieve harmony when the individual realizes that the preference for one over the other is just that, a preference. Such preference is to be respected, for it emanates from a wisdom that probably is not apparent to others and sometimes not even apparent to the individual. That same wisdom carries the knowing that our choice to do one or the other does not make us better than others.
When one side becomes excessive or dogmatic, it can easily lead to the excessive or dogmatic expression of the other side. The orgies of ancient Rome were followed by the exaggerated austerity of medieval Europe, where Christians engaged supplemented in deliberate acts of self-inflicted pain and mutilation. The medieval Christians believed that self-love is evil, and pleasure is dangerous, while poverty and suffering bring the individual closer to God.
Today, we might shake our heads at the pious barbarism of the Dark Ages, however, if we look deeper, we do find a core of truth in those extreme practices. Many individuals who endure great pain often do experience a breakthrough, followed by a sense of peace and fulfillment. Pain causes us to remove frivolities and break the armor of denial, so we can experience who we really are behind the mask.
It is not the pain, however, that produces purification. It is the removal of pretense. When we lose sight of this, we arrive at the conclusion that painful penance must precede wholeness. Pain is unnecessary to the extent that we are attentive and truthful. To the extent that we are not attentive and truthful, we invite painful situations, which, in turn, compel us to be attentive and truthful.
Neither austerity nor wild abandonment produces the desired outcome (freedom) if used as a means of escaping from the truth of oneself. Any attempt to escape everyday reality through austerity or wild abandonment result in mutilation of the body. Either way, the individual is unconsciously saying, “I don’t like who I am; I don’t like where I am.” When we chronically hide the truth, we tend to harm ourselves. On the other hand, when we use either principle wisely, there is a natural tendency to respect the body.
When we seek pleasure as a means of escape, we typically go through the following dance: we (secretly) harshly judge our experience of pleasure, thus we do not feel the fullness of it, so we indulge more and more, until we simply saturate our senses. The naturally occurring channels of pleasure quickly become insufficient, and we resort to more invasive ways of seeking pleasure.
On the other hand, when the will is pure, which means it is free of arrogance and harsh judgment, we can experience the fullness of feeling in every little moment of sensual pleasure, whether it is the delicate fragrance of a flower, the touch of a loved one, or a fascinating book. Without even trying, we ride the pleasurable feelings to their source, which is the feeling of aliveness beyond pleasure or pain. And, we tend to do so in a way that respects the body.
Austerity, like wild abandonment, is about freedom. The call to do one or the other is simply a question of how the soul wants to experience our freedom at any given time. Austerity works if we remember two important principles:
Judging the opposite as inferior sabotages our efforts.
If harsh judgment is present, austerity is likely to precipitate a crisis where we are tempted to go to the opposite pole.
For example, a person who wants to lose weight might start craving rich foods. If the individual binges, the alternative is to persist beyond the perceived limit of endurance. This generally produces a breakthrough in which the person might expose the secret self-hatred and makes emotional contact with the deeper desires. This is somewhat analogous to the runner who runs right through the feeling of, “I can’t go another step,” and eventually experiences the runner’s high, which is particularly sweet because it was generated from within. When we experience this sort of breakthrough, the thing that was tempting us is no longer that tempting. And, if we do indulge, the inclination is to do so in a way that is respectful of the body.
The monk who goes deeply enough into austerity is naturally at peace with the individual who freely engages in sensuous experience. Such acceptance is not patronizing tolerance (which is even more dishonest and insulting than overt rejection). The deep experience of austerity is an emptiness that is deep enough and vast enough to embrace all things. It is the silence that allows all voices to be heard. Such purity has so thoroughly let go of everything, and has become so free, that it can allow others to be free. Such austerity can cherish the sensuous experience, as the lover cherishes the beloved. The lover neither envies the beloved nor fearfully tries to convert the beloved into a facsimile of self. Granted, a monk who is a pure monk is likely to inspire others to follow a similar path. Such a monk, however, is simply creating an atmosphere in which others can see themselves. If we really be being ourselves, we allow others to be themselves.
(What You Eat and What's Eating You)
This is another pair of choices that do not represent true opposites. They are, none-the-less “opposoids,” in the sense that the distinction between one and the other is made through the presence or absence of something. In this case, we are considering the presence and absence of animal products in the diet.
Obviously, if this choice was based entirely on what the individual desires food-wise, there would be no controversy. However, anyone who hasn’t been living in a cave or monastery for all of his/her life knows that the consumption of animal products is, indeed, a potentially volatile topic. Why?
It isn’t as simple as you might think. The issues that are generally brought up around this topic are, invariably, physical health, the suffering and killing of animals and ecological considerations. However, there is, for most individuals, another hidden factor that motivates them. It is a split between the quest for purity and the desire for fullness of experience.
I would not say this is the most important factor that fuels this issue, but the fact that it is usually hidden, gives it more power than it would have otherwise. Denial of this inner split causes it to be projected out into our personal relationships, religion, politics and, ultimately, food. Each becomes a battlefield where we unconsciously play out the inner split. To complicate the issue, food is the first form of comfort that we received outside the womb. On a deep emotional level, criticizing an individual’s taste in food is not too far removed from criticizing his/her mother.
Many years ago, I became aware of how I was using food to buffer myself from the reality of my own emotions. This (plus my other health issues and the reports of abuses in the production of flesh foods) compelled me to "purify my diet." I made a few attempts to remove all meat from my diet, but I found myself constantly hungry and edgy. The more I avoided meat, the more I craved breads, cakes and cookies. I struggled with this issue off and on for a while. Then, one evening, I was blessed with a solution. At that time, I was ending a close relationship with a woman. As I sat in my apartment, moping, I felt like eating something rich and heavy, yet I did not feel like I was really hungry. Finally, I slammed my fist on the table and asked myself, "Damn it, what do you want? To hell with the distinction between physiological and psychological needs! What do you want right now?" The first answer that came to me was, "I want to go out and get a dozen chicken nuggets." Without hesitation, I proceeded to Colonel Sanders. Once I got there, I experienced the split again. I was looking forward to eating the chicken nuggets, even as I silently judged it harshly.
I then looked around and proceeded to judge the other people in the restaurant in the same manner that I was judging myself. The judgment was barely noticeable. I would have forgotten it immediately if it weren't for a gentle wake-up call that I received while I was there in the restaurant. I sat at a table, half of me getting ready to enjoy the chicken nuggets, the other half silently judging it. Directly in front of me, perhaps twenty feet away, a man and woman had just sat down. They were having a quiet conversation. As I glanced at them, they stopped talking, bowed their heads and gave prayerful thanks for their food.
My mind stopped in its tracks, and I experienced several seconds of blessed stillness. The first thought that emerged from the inner silence was "Thank you".
After that day, I still wanted to experience a meatless diet, but I also knew that I would much rather eat a greasy pork chop prepared with love than a "healthy" vegetarian meal prepared with holier-than-thou arrogance.
I also knew that when it was time to stop eating meat, I would just know. Years later, on the day of my 35th birthday, I was sitting in a seafood restaurant, eating chicken and feeling rather blissful about things. By the time I finished eating, a quiet feeling went through me, which translated into, "No more meat, until I really feel like eating it again." Following that guideline, I abstained from eating meat for about the next seven years (except for one time at a Fourth of July picnic, when I accidentally ate a Turkey hot dog, thinking that it was a soy wiener).
When I first made the choice to abstain from meat, I coincidentally met a number of people who were vegetarians for spiritual, moral or humane reasons. Some of them did it light-heartedly, while others obviously had an ax to grind, insisting or implying that eating meat was only for those who were spiritually un-evolved and socially uninformed. Without realizing it, I was gradually adopting this attitude.
Since my self-esteem needed some bolstering, I was easily seduced by the idea that my dietary choice made me "better" than those who ate meat. I was inwardly responding like the people of Germany, who after the devastation and humiliation of World War 1, were seduced by visions of a “master race.” In my case, the seduction was much more subtle, but the principle was basically the same.
Fortunately, the silent voice of reason, once again, ended my silent strutting about. While I was preparing a tasty vegetarian dinner, a sentence formed in my mind. The words were clear and distinct, as if a voice was speaking them into my ear. In fact, I imagined that the voice was rather jovial and lighthearted. "No One", said the voice "is further from heaven than an arrogant vegetarian." I paused for a moment, and then burst out laughing.
During those seven years, I did not crave meat. The most uncomfortable part of my diet was having people call me a "vegetarian." I didn't like that, though I wasn't sure why. I convinced myself that I was irritated because they were simply not being accurate. "No, I'm not a vegetarian," I would say. "Once in a while, I might have eggs and cheese, and, on rare occasions, even a bit of fish. These are not vegetables." I explained, "Therefore, I'm not a vegetarian! I simply do not consume the flesh of land-dwelling vertebrates."
I repeated this explanation many times. It wasn't until the end of the seven years that I discovered the real cause of my irritation. I did not wish to be called a vegetarian, because I was unconsciously rebelling against the idea of having my identity based on my dietary choice. I was irritated because I was being defined by what I was eating. When I became aware of this, it was with a sigh of relief that I finally declared, "Vegetarian or carnivore is not who I am. I am who I am. Eating is simply something I do."
One afternoon, I was speaking with my friend. "Richard," who shared with me the following dream. In the dream, he was earnestly searching for truth and purpose. However, he was being followed by a ridiculous-looking creature that was distracting him. It had a greenish complexion and a goofy face that resembled a cow. Its behavior was nonsensical, irrelevant, undignified, clown-like, unpurposeful and unfocused. Richard tried to ignore the creature, but it kept following him. He then tried, through various means, to drive it away, but the creature kept tagging along, unoffended and undaunted by Richard's disapproval, continuing to act silly and whimsical, apparently out of touch with reality, and too dumb to feel rejected by Richard's disapproval. Finally, Richard shot him three times with a gun.
The creature bled. However, it didn't even have the dignity to bleed properly. It just stood there, still smiling stupidly, with three streams of green fluid comically squirting out of its body. However, as the creature was dying - in a most goofy manner, Richard recognized it as a wise and benevolent deity from ancient Egypt. Richard was horrified. He realized that he had shot and killed the very thing for which he was searching and striving.
The meaning of the dream was clear enough to Richard. The creature represented aspects of his personality that he did not like. It represented all the inferior or irrelevant parts of himself that he was trying to eliminate so he could be the man he wanted to be. In his dream, he had failed to recognize that the things he sought were contained within the same qualities he was struggling to get rid of.
When we are honest with ourselves, truth shows itself with ease and grace. To the extent that we are not honest with ourselves, truth is likely to appear in the guise of something that we might reject. To one who loves, truth appears in the form of the beloved. To one who hates, truth appears as the hated one. To one who is afraid, truth appears in a form that evokes fear.
Richard's dream dramatizes an ancient principle for changing oneself. The Bible states, "Your biggest weakness shall become your greatest strength." This principle is the basis for all inner change. It is the key for undoing any weakness, phobia or addiction.
When we listen deeply within, we instinctively know when to initiate change and when to let things be. The side that is actively expressed is supported by the side that stays in the background. Furthermore, the individual who hears the inner call to change feels very much at home with someone who hears the inner call to let it be. They recognize each other and smile.
When we do not listen within, the two concepts appear to be contradictory, no matter how much we try to rationalize them into oneness. In the absence of deep listening, making a change takes the form of rejection, harsh judgment and forcing ourselves to do many things that we don't want to do. Likewise, letting it be may take the form of laziness, apathy and stagnation.
The ability to listen, like the ability to observe, is a function of the will. The will becomes the observer when it has been purified and deepened by the rushing waters of our genuine feelings. This observer is a magical observer because, in the very act of objectively observing the truth and letting it be, it changes.
The science and art of focusing the will to produce outer change is very much a science and an art. It is a science in the sense that it involves a methodology and a set of principles and techniques that are available to anyone who cares to learn them. Initiating change is also an art, in the sense that we get better at it by applying the principles through diligent practice, the same way we learn how to ride a bicycle or hit a baseball.
However, there is a potential trap in using the mind to initiate change. If we consciously affirm, "I choose to double my income", it is quite possible that we are unconsciously affirming, "I choose to double my income because that's what I need in order to feel good about myself." In other words, we are unknowingly re-enforcing the idea that our self-worth is dependent on having certain material possessions or the ability to acquire those possessions. The implication is that if we don't acquire them, we have failed.
In other words, in our attempt to become the creators of our physical reality, we set the stage for the surfacing of our human feelings of inadequacy or impotence. Then, we might conceal these feelings behind a cloak of excuses. We frantically try to hide the shame of not having created the things that any self-respecting god ought to be able to create.
Such an experience gives us a golden opportunity to fine-tune our creative efforts. Our intention changes from, "I choose to double my income (so I can be worthy of love)," to, "I choose to double my income, and I am worthy of love." Rather than affirming," I choose to double my income (so that I can be happy)," we affirm, "I choose to double my income, and I choose to be happy." The message is clear. Happiness is not based on doubling my income.
We allow ourselves to remember the deep desire to know ourselves and to know that we loved that influence our worldly activities. This brings a measure of sanity and humanity to our worldly doings. Our acts of creation are no longer a brutal self-trial, but a journey of self-discovery.
As we cultivate the understanding that self-worth is not based entirely on achieving our goals, we become more adept at achieving our goals. To the extent that our self-worth is shaky, we tend to use outer achievements and abilities to cover our insecurity. We use our abilities and achievements as a shield to hide our self-hatred.
When we are keenly aware that we are basing our happiness on possession of some material object, we may discover that we no longer wish to acquire that object. The desire for outer achievements has reverted to its primordial form: the desire to simply know ourselves and be true to ourselves. Not surprisingly, in that place of honesty and self-acceptance, the elements yield to our will.
When I was a very young child, I used to try to create objects out of thin air and move things using only the power of thought. Somehow, I felt that I should have been able to do these things.
The above fantasy seems rather funny now, but perhaps the desire to levitate and manifest out of thin air is neither demented nor childish, but comes from a deep memory or an ability held in dormancy. Those who have an active interest in such things are perhaps responding to that deep memory.
If the ability to materialize things out of nothingness exists within us, there is probably a good reason why the average person can't do it. Perhaps, it’s for the same reason that (most of us, at least) can’t survive without eating. Perhaps the ability is kept dormant in the quantum nooks and crannies of the subconscious mind, because we simply want to experience something else right now.
Nonetheless, we can still be fascinated by the idea of precipitating an apple out of thin air and we would certainly be deeply impressed if we witnessed such an event. Even when we know that the sudden appearance of an apple is an illusion, as in magic show, we are still fascinated. However, there is also the enjoyment of planting an apple tree; caring for it, watching it change from season to season, and seeing the apples expand as spring changes to summer and summer changes to autumn. When our capacity to feel is fully functional, we regard the apple growing on the tree as no less miraculous than an apple manifested out of thin air.
Actually, each of us practices voodoo throughout the day, consciously or unconsciously. Every time we have a thought about a fellow human, we are, in effect, creating a voodoo doll of that person within our own minds. We can do all sorts of things to that doll: we fight with it, play with it, bow down to it, have a conversation with it, have sex with it, steal money from it, deceive it, praise it. In essence, we treat the doll with kindness and respect, or we stick it with pins. We have within our minds voodoo dolls of every person that we are in relationship with.
Most of us would prefer to exercise our voodoo responsibly. Black magic (which is actually a misnomer) refers to the intentional use of mind-power to harm or otherwise control another person. Such an act is ultimately self-destructive, for it flies in the face of a basic principle that governs all forms of giving and receiving: Whatever you do unto others shall be done unto you. In Pagan traditions, the act of precipitating outer change begins with "making a circle." The circle symbolized the inherent unity of the created universe. The universe is "spherical," therefore whatever you project out will return to you in some shape or form.
The only asset to be gained by the use of "black magic" is time. Black magic is a way of borrowing time. The skillful black magician gains more time and is, therefore, able to postpone consequences longer than the less skillful magician. And, since more time has been borrowed, more interest has to be paid.
One way that we stop the tendency to unintentionally perform voodoo on others is to have no thought of them whatsoever, unless we are in their physical presence. When we are in their presence, we can minimize the unintentional voodoo by simply communicating directly and honestly with them.
The alternative is to practice our voodoo consciously and precisely by neither pushing the thought away nor clinging to it. We can imagine that we are placing that mental voodoo doll upon the current of the ever-present creative flow of the universe, often called the God of our understanding or the ambient and (quite intelligent) energy of the universe. When we do so, the mind becomes peaceful and we might feel a surge of power. If that peace or power could speak, we might imagine that it is saying, "Be not afraid of your own thoughts. Bring your thoughts and emotions of your brother/sister/friend/enemy unto me. And, I can love them through you."
This is voodoo par excellence. This is essentially the freedom exercise practiced by the master alchemist/Christian saint/Buddhist sage who has learned the fine art of simultaneously making the change by letting it be.
Part III
The Outer Dance
To understand the dance of holding on and letting go, let's ponder electricity. Electricity may be simplistically seen as the flow of electrons from one place to another. They flow because there is an excess of electrons in one place relative to another. The place that has an excess of electrons is said to be electronically negative, and the place that is deficient is electrically positive. The flow of electrons is called the current.
The operation of electrical appliances depends on the current, made possible by the excess of electrons on one end of the wire relative to the other end. This difference in the density of electrons is called the voltage or charge. The greater the voltage, the more intense the subsequent current.
In other words, to establish a flow of electrons, there must be a holding on so that a charge can be built up. This is how electrical transformers work. It is an electrical dam of sorts. It absorbs electricity, holds on to it so as to build up charge, and then releases the current of electrons at a greater voltage to do work that could not be done at the lower voltage.
On the emotional level, letting go is important to our health and well-being. If, however, we assert that letting go is better than holding on, we are setting ourselves up for internal conflict. Whether we know it or not, we routinely hold on and let go throughout the day. There is no formula that tells us when it is appropriate to hold on or let go; when to express and when to hold back; when to speak and when to be silent. We might hold on because of fear or because it seems like the more intelligent choice. Sometimes we don't know why we hold on or let go. We just do so instinctively.
In my office, I once employed the services of a registered nurse/massage therapist. One afternoon, we were standing outside the office, chatting. At one point, she mentioned that she was feeling persistent stiffness and tension in her neck. After she treated the condition with various physical modalities, it still bothered her. So she asked me, “What else can I do for it? I can’t seem to make it let go.”
Rather than addressing her question from a structural standpoint, I found myself intrigued by her statement, “I can’t seem to make it let go.” I had the impression that her choice of words gave a clue as to why the tension was persisting.
She had already pondered the idea that her physical tension was related to something that was bothering her emotionally, but again, her statement was, “I can’t figure it out.”
I suggested that she change her strategy from, “making it let go” to “letting it let go.” I suggested that she might get to the emotional cause by shifting from trying to figure it out, to just relaxing and allowing the answer to emerge from within.
The following morning, she was radiant. The answer to her dilemma had come to her gradually on the preceding day. Not only had the tension totally released, but she was on an emotional high, feeling as playful as a child. She reported that her neck felt great and her entire body felt energized and limber. In other words, she felt rejuvenated.
She indicated that the tension in her neck was a resentment she had been unknowingly holding for five months—since her last birthday. At that time, her fiancé was not feeling well, and both of them were rather busy. As a result, they were unable to celebrate her birthday.
Like many individuals, she had a tendency to refrain from mentioning her birthday, while secretly hoping that someone would take charge and organize a party. She had felt very disappointed. However, she judged her emotional reaction as childish and inappropriate, so she kept it to herself and forgot about it.
Shortly after she had that realization, her neck problem cleared up completely and she felt wonderful. In her giddy and playful state, she called her fiancé and said, “I want to celebrate my birthday!”
She not only acknowledged her own birthday, but she had the audacity to ask for a celebration five months after the fact. Such behavior was very out of character for her.
If she had simply addressed the issue when it first came up, it probably would have been handled without much fanfare. Apparently, however, by withholding the truth and holding on to her emotional energy for five months, it silently built up a substantial charge. When she finally did let go, the released emotional energy resulted in a personal transformation that went far beyond the neglected birthday. She used the emotional charge that had built up over a five month period to break through a wall of fear and inhibition that had been in place for years.
Was this just a temporary high? Apparently not. She remained visibly changed. Weeks later, she stopped what she was doing, and, in amazement, she declared, “I just realized, I love my patients!”
We hold on or let go every time we make the choice to remain silent or speak. As with other opposites, speaking and silence have the capacity to complement one another. When we discipline ourselves to speak words that are honest, the mind can more easily go to the place of deep silence. Likewise, in silence we tend to bring forth words that are honest.
The absence of speech is one level of silence. A deeper level is stillness of thoughts. Such silence is golden, for it brings forth mental clarity. In stillness and silence, we are rejuvenated; we bring forth a sense of newness and a zest for life, as if we are seeing a sunrise for the first time. That sense of renewal is expressed as newfound power and clarity in our communication.
Whether or not our silence on any issue is deemed as healthy or unhealthy, that issue will assume a more powerful presence in the mind. On the positive side, silence allows us to “incubate” and develop an idea, before we finally express it. On the negative side, troublesome thoughts and emotions that are kept secret can become the powerful rulers of our reality. This is the reason for the everyday practice of tending to our own psychological health by expressing troublesome thoughts and feelings.
Sometimes, it is wise to refrain tom talking about a troubling issue, provided it is done out of respect rather than fear or the need to control others. When a secret remains a secret beyond its time, it becomes a breeding ground for hurtful actions. This applies to all secrets, whether they are personal, social or political.
When silence is used intelligently and respectfully, it allows precious personal truths to rise naturally into the conscious mind. We may experience this during deep meditation, prayer or a quiet walk in the woods. We might awaken one morning with a clear sense of what God means to us. We may have a dream or vision that wordlessly reveals our purpose in life. Yet, if we try to express the vision in words, it often becomes meaningless. This is especially true if our intent is to use the insight to glorify ourselves in the eyes of others, or to belittle someone else.
Even if our intentions are sincere, speaking a truth prematurely can cause it to wither away. Truth, in its primordial form, is boundless and therefore wordless. The moment we speak it, we impose boundaries on it. This is why personal truth might require a period of silence, during which it can gather strength and take shape as words and actions that reflect the purity of that truth.
What is Truth? Obviously this question can lead into some pretty deep philosophical and metaphysical discussions (which we will get into later), however, with regard to the practical matter of creating harmonious relationships, truth is simple. It is just honesty. You don’t acquire it by reading it in a book, but discover it by inner listening. If you force yourself to accept an idea that doesn’t ring true for you on a deep feeling level, the result is inner conflict, which then leads to outer conflict.
When we communicate truthfully, we communicate lovingly. If our communication of truth seems to be consistently harsh or hurtful, it is not really truth. In the words, we are not being completely honest. When truth is chronically withheld, the result is that we harm ourselves, while neglecting our responsibilities and commitments to others.
The truth that sets us free is revealed to us when we stop trying to find it as a rational thought separate from feelings. Self-doubt vanishes when the rational mind accepts the simple task of putting words to the feelings rising from within.
Since feelings can change from moment to moment, so does our personal truth. Our truth is not something that we hold on to. It evolves. We give voice to truth as it unfolds before the witness of the rational mind. Personal transformation simply means that our truth transforms. In fact, one of the ways that we hold back personal transformation is that is the tendency to cling to old ideas that no longer serve us.
Truthfulness is instinctual. Mother Nature guides us into honesty by making it pleasurable, provided that the brain is allowed to develop normally. Truthfulness creates a sense of ease and a steadiness of the mind. The expression of personal truth has a simplifying and unifying effect on life. The expression of personal truth dissolves self-condemnation and its byproducts—denial, excuses and defensiveness.
As long as we operate in duality, every truth has boundaries beyond which it becomes a lie. Likewise, a lie is typically a truth that has violated its boundaries. Therefore, if we wish to expose a lie, we can do so most effectively by first recognizing its core or “seed” of truth.
To stretch the truth beyond its boundaries is to take things out of context or blow things out of proportion. When a truth violates its own boundaries, it must, of necessity, encroach upon a neighboring truth. When one truth tries to displace another truth, the invading truth becomes a lie. On the other hand, a truth that recognizes the value of a neighboring truth has reached wholeness. Neighboring truths can only be reflections of each other, each bringing to the surface what the other holds in secret. Therefore, to be at war with a neighboring truth is to be at war with a hidden part of oneself.
The concept of the “final battle,” is one example of a truth that has exceeded its boundaries, thus becoming a lie. The final battle is the hypothetical event that will eliminate the enemy and bring lasting peace. World War I (“The War to End All Wars”) and World War II are two recent historical examples of final battles.
Perhaps the reason we keep falling for the lie of the final battle is that we do not recognize its core of truth. The lie is that we will have lasting peace when we finally defeat the external enemy. The simple truth within the lie is that we will have lasting peace when we no longer no longer require an external enemy.
We may be tempted to point an accusing finger at the fanatical groups that push the idea of the final battle, but they are simply acting out a gross caricature of a basic truth the rest of us have denied. There is, indeed, a “final solution.” It is the calm recognition of our mutual need to have an enemy, a need that is so deeply engrained and so pervasive that it influences us in every area of our lives. It is not to be condemned or justified. It is to be simply recognized for what it is: the secret belief and deep fear that if we don’t have an enemy to push against, we would have no purpose. No external enemy means we will have no way of establishing our worth. In other words, the absence of an enemy is experienced as the threat of stagnation, no energy and a lack of aliveness.
In thus recognizing this hidden belief and associated fear, we can tap into a more efficient source of energy. When we experience our primordial aliveness —when the soul feels its worth—we do not need an enemy to validate and enliven our existence.
Another historical example of a truth that has become a lie by exceeding its proper boundaries is the concept of bringing unity to humanity through the advancement of racial purity or perfection. The perversion says that unity can be achieved if the pure and perfect ones among us take power by wiping out, subjugating, or guiding the inferior ones. The perversion tries to force its image of unity, purity and perfection on the rest of humanity. The core of truth within the perversion can be accessed as a simple feeling. It is the feeling of looking at others and seeing oneself. When this feeling shows up powerfully, it is associated with a sense of personal freedom, as well as a sense of connection with others; a connection that makes life sweet and precious. Such a pure vision of Unity has been reported in the accounts of saints and sages of various cultures, including heavy hitters like Jesus Christ, the Buddha and Saint Francis of Assisi. It is not unreasonable to suggest that this is the purity and perfection we are all evolving to.
To fully understand and appreciate truth, we must deepen our understanding and recognize the value of deception. This might sound a bit strange, because deception appears to have no virtue whatsoever.
Whether we chronically lie actively by distorting truth, or passively by withholding truth, the result is that life seems to become less pleasant. In fact, truth that is habitually withheld often explodes into violence. If it doesn’t lead to overt violence, it lingers as covert hostility, often taking the form of resentment or gossip. Habitual lying produces tension and eventually leads to fatigue, depression, and self-hatred. If we are attentive enough, we may notice a feeling of deprivation. We then devise methods of alleviating the pain and filling the void, such as loud music, drugs, excessive work, excessive play, etc.
Not surprisingly, deception is associated with addiction. In fact, we might say that habitual lying is an addiction. If the nervous system is allowed to develop naturally, the individual finds pleasure in telling the truth. Truthfulness is one of the ways we emotionally nourish ourselves. On the other hand, if the individual has learned to equate truth with punishment, the only way of experiencing safety and normalcy is through deception. The approach of truth produces panic and disorientation not unlike an addict withdrawing from drugs.
As mentioned earlier, when a drug is taken as an escape from a painful situation, the experience of euphoria (the “rush”) is partially due to the experience of no pain. If a person is in a constant state of physical and emotional pain, the deadening of that pain (by any means) is experienced as “pleasure.” Deception creates the same rush of pleasure. It is simply a momentary relief, a sense of safety or power produced by the absence of threatening exposure to truth. This is why addiction of any kind must be accompanied by an addiction to deception, especially self-deception.
Yet, the core desire to express the genuine self is so strong, that it eventually overpowers any attempt to suppress it. To the habitual liar, the thing that is feared the most is the same thing that is deeply desired: recognition. Those who chronically engage in deception eventually start leaving subtle clues. This may be done as an oversight, or intentionally as a way of being cute or clever. The longer we remain hidden, the more obvious the clues become. The liar/criminal, who absentmindedly or mischievously leaves clues, is acting out the baby’s need to be recognized and appreciated by mother (Life).
As we might expect, many spiritual teachings encourage us to practice truthfulness and reject deception. However, rejection of deception causes truth to be shallow, while deception silently dominates. With any pair of opposites, the side that is rejected secretly rules. Therefore, if we really we want truth to be a powerful force in our lives, we must understand deception, rather than merely rejecting or condemning it. We can understand deception by examining it from both the psychological and energetic perspectives.
Deception is a way of maintaining secrecy. The individual practicing deception has decided that complete candor would not be beneficial in a given situation. He or she is perhaps afraid that the expression of truth will be rejected, attacked, misunderstood, or that it might simply prevent him or her from achieving the desired outcome.
We frequently arrive at this conclusion unconsciously. If we are conscious of it, we don’t label it as deception, because deception is considered bad. Instead, we give other labels: “being discreet,” “polite,” ”considerate,” or “shrewd.” In other words, our assessment of the situation leads us to conclude that, for one reason or another, full disclosure would not be beneficial. We might very well be right. However, when we judge it harshly, we tend to do it unconsciously, as well as more frequently. The alternative is to do it consciously. Rather than denying that we are engaging in deception, we can simply relax and recognize that sometimes, in our estimation, deception has value. By thus de-vilifying deception, we simply play it out without condemning it, justifying it, or denying it. In essence, we say, “Right now, I’m withholding my true thoughts and emotions.” By doing so without condemnation, we begin to resurrect the natural inclination to tell the truth.
Fake it ’til you make it is a way of lying consciously. We know we are faking it; we know we are wearing a mask, and we give ourselves permission to do so. Fake it ’til you make it means we are acting. For example, when we act polite, we are acting out the form of love without necessarily feeling genuine love. However, if this is done with no condemnation, justification, or denial, we are performing a powerful shamanic practice; we soon begin to feel genuine love.
A child dams up the flow of water in a gutter or a creek and lets it accumulate so as to experience the fun of breaking the dam and watching the water rush through with greater force. I have childhood memories of myself as a busy little beaver, joyfully placing rocks, mud, and other debris in the path of the stream, letting the water accumulate into a good-sized pool, and then breaking the dam with one swipe of the hand or foot and watching the water flow furiously out, washing away other debris further downstream. If an adult had walked by and asked me why I was doing that, I would have shrugged my little shoulders. It was just a neat thing to do!
In a similar manner, as adults, we might unconsciously hold back our emotional waters by actively lying or passively withholding truth, to let the energy build up so that we can have the thrill of watching them burst forth at a future time. In other words, holding back the truth results in the accumulation of pent-up energy in the body and mind, setting the stage for the pleasurable release of that energy. This can actually be very therapeutic, as described in chapter 22. The point is, by removing the harsh judgment from deception or secrecy, we can understand and even appreciate it. When we do so, the energy that is bound up in deception or secrecy is set free, which is what it wants. In the presence of loving, all things reveal their secrets to us.
Whenever we use the word, powerful, we are making a comparison. Our assessment of who is powerful is based on contrasting one person with another. Superman is powerful by earthly standards, but, on his home planet of Krypton, he would be considered just one of the grunts.
I am not implying that such comparison is to be discarded. If we reject or deny the tendency to compare, it persists covertly and assumes a greater role in our perception of ourselves and others. On the other hand, if we allow ourselves to consciously make such comparisons, our perception of power tends to fall into proper perceptive.
Knowledge is power. How we express what we know will greatly determine how powerful we are. Two ways that we use knowledge to generate power are through secrecy and truthfulness. When the two are balanced, we cultivate power effectively. If one is exalted at the expense of the other, power is diminished. If both are present as pure silence and the fullness of truthful expression, power is maximized.
Secrecy, as a power tool, is effective when its use is motivated by respect for oneself and others. It derails when it is motivated by fear or the desire to harm or otherwise control anyone. The same applies for speaking the truth. Expression of truth increases our sense of power when it is motivated by respect for oneself and others. Truthfulness derails when it is used to control others. Such expression of truth is not much different from an actual lie, for it is being used to conceal other truths.
Since powerful and powerless are experienced through comparison, they must be in close proximity to each other in order for either one to have any meaning. The powerful individual and powerless individual seek each other out for mutual validation.
In truth, each has its own way of exerting power over the other, while yielding power to the other. One displays its power and conceals its weakness, while the other displays its weakness and conceals its power. The individual who is considered powerful may be said to have overt power, while the individual who is considered powerless or simply less powerful may be said to have covert power.
A person who is outwardly powerful exerts power by utilizing tangible assets, such as greater physical strength, sharp intellect, verbal skills, money, property and politics. Such an individual is able to dominate others through a visible frontal attack, using intimidation, logic or legality. In this form of power play, the attack is obvious; what you see is what you get. The primary weakness that exists within the overt power play is also obvious. The individual provides a large and visible target. Furthermore, regardless how much overt power an individual appears to have over others, victory ultimately depends on the other person's perception of greater power. Taken to extreme, if the other person does not even perceive the power play, there is no comparison. With no opponent to push against, we have no basis for claiming greater power.
The purpose of concealing power is to increase it. Covert power is generally developed by the individual who appears to be weaker or more dependent. Covert power is about pretending. It relies on secrecy, deception or seduction. It makes itself invisible or innocent looking. it hides in small, low or dark places, beyond the reach of those who are overtly powerful.
Covert power is the employee who steals from the company when the boss isn't looking. It's the wife who buys an expensive item and hides it from her husband. It's the person who intervenes in an argument between two other individuals, pretending to side with one and then the other, so as to profit from both. A variation on this is the child who plays the two parents against each other, and then gains favors by becoming a secret ally to both.
A very subtle and usually unconscious form of power is utilized by the follower who tries to play upon the leader's vanity, in essence saying, "I will give you power over me, now you are obliged to take care of me. You are now responsible for my well-being; treat me nice and make sure to fulfill all my expectations or I will be hurt and disillusioned and I will no longer worship you."
One of the misconceptions regarding the nature of men and women is that men are inherently domineering, while women are inherently sly and deceptive. These two stereotypes (whether or not we admit that we believe them) contribute greatly to the subtle hostility that sometimes exists between men and women. In truth, a man who acts weak and wimpish utilizes the same covert power tools as the passive woman with a domineering husband. Likewise, the woman who has cultivated the more visible forms of power may engage in overt power plays as readily as any man.
As long as the primary motivation is the desire to have power over others, any individual, regardless of gender, may use overt or covert power tools. In fact, most of us can shift back and forth from overt to covert power plays, depending on which one we deem as more effective in any given situation.
Overt power seems to win the battle, while covert power, being more patient, seems to win the war. In the long run, however, both lose, as long as the need for true relationship is denied. Overt power experiences the satisfaction of immediate and obvious victory, visible for all to see. Such victory, however, is quietly undone by covert power. Likewise, covert power seems to have the last laugh, but at a great price. Its victory is subtle, and the price for the victory is also subtle. In the very act of being covert, the person must hide the genuine self and suppress the fundamental desire to be as I am. This results in self-hatred. It is subtle self-hatred that quietly and slowly destroys the individual from the inside out, and naturally destroys relationships.
Recognition of our overt and covert power plays allows us to move beyond them and into the realm of inner serenity. We may also call this the realm of pure power. Here, we experience a sense of self worth that is not strained or inflated. Pure power does not need to establish its self-worth by diminishing anyone; therefore it cannot be diminished by anyone. It is sustained by truth, which is freely available from within and cannot be stolen from without. It is simply shared.
The sharing of our truth increases our sense of pure power. The sharing of truth translates tangibly into the act of giving what we really want to give and receiving what we really want to receive. Since no one feels cheated or exploited, no energy is wasted through attack or defense.
We can get a deeper understanding of pure power by looking at the concept of potential, which is simply the ability to get things done. Potential is established through the juxtaposition of opposites. Essentially, potential is established when fullness and emptiness are established. Potential energy is released when fullness encounters emptiness.
Superficially, untapped potential looks like no potential all. An unfired stick of dynamite looks exactly like a dud. Either way, there is no movement, or no work is done. The difference between the two is that untapped potential, on the human level, can be quite painful to bear if it is not eventually released.
Unexpressed potential is tense to the point of immobility, while no potential is just relaxed and content - it has no need to move. The balance point is a condition called flow, wherein potential or tension is present, but is allowed to continuously release energy in the direction that the energy wants to move.
One of the ways we experience our potential is through comparison. We frequently express our power and abilities by being in the presence of those who have less of that particular power or abilities. We feel our “fullness” by comparing ourselves to those who, in contrast, are "empty."
Again, this tendency is benign when it is expressed honestly and respectfully. When we do this, we eventually discover that the tendency to compare ourselves to others is an outer projection of a process that occurs entirely within.
There is emptiness within, and there is fullness within. The overt power play stems from the inner fullness that has lost touch with the inner emptiness. The overt power play is the inner fullness exploding outward because it has lost access to the inner emptiness. The covert power play is a caricature of the pure, inner emptiness that has lost touch with the inner fullness, so it tries to quietly siphon power from others.
Through simple recognition, the projection is withdrawn and we the inner fullness and the inner emptiness. In that moment we feel our inner potential, resulting in a surge of pure power, a flow of vitality and creativity, which is then shared freely and joyfully.
The more deeply we contact the emptiness, the more profound the flow of fullness. At its peak, the surge might be experienced as the fullness of orgasmic merging, a moment of sublime communion between the emptiness and fullness within, a profound rapture in which we know who we are and what we are doing and thus feel deeply connected with the life around us.
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