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AUTHORS’ NOTE

Why would an Indian Jesuit and a retired American
high-tech executive write a book together? We collaborate because
we want to distill two lifetimes of seeking into a simple practical
book that all can read and put into practice. Tony has worked
bringing education and better nutrition to the slum children of
Mumbai (Bombay), treating the mentally ill and training young
professionals. Bud has spent a lifetime building creative high-tech
organizations. By using the tools we describe in this book, we have
discovered a base of inner peace, strength and freedom, which helps
us live simpler, more powerful lives. We find it easier to be
productive. We find it easier to be happy with our lives and the
world around us.

The book is based on a ten-day retreat Tony D’ Souza
conducted from the Jesuit Retreat House in Bandra, a suburb of
Mumbai, India. Thousands have attended his retreats there, across
India, and around the world. Tony’s mentor and spiritual advisor
for many years was Tony De Mello, author of Awareness,
The Way to Love, Sadhana, One Minute Nonsense
and many other well-loved books. Bud Wonsiewicz collaborated with
Tony to organize and write this book. His contributions are those
of a student attempting to practice these skills in everyday life.
Bud is a former assistant professor of materials science at M.I.T.
and a senior technical executive in the telecommunications
industry.

Generally, the voice speaking should be taken as
Tony’s. However, both authors take full responsibility for the
contents of the book.


Introduction

My brothers and sisters,

we must become what we already are.

One.

—Thomas Merton

Within each of us lives great spiritual strength.
Think of Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela, and
Mother Teresa. Each epitomized strength; each drew strength from
resources within; each brought peace to a troubled world. Many of
us seek inner peace and strength. Many of us wish to bring peace to
our families, our work, our world.

We offer a practical way to tap into and grow your
inner resources. The way is simple but not easy. The exercises in
this book can help you develop the basic skill of awareness—a
profound awareness of yourself and others. You may find yourself
growing stronger every day. You may experience the inner peace that
brings profound joy and liberation.

The ideas are based on ancient wisdom common to the
great religions of the world. Mystics of all faiths share a common
ground across faith, geography and time. Most likely, the common
ground reflects our common biological heritage and evolution as
humans. Our meditation techniques are similar in part because our
minds and brains are similar.

The scientific understanding of the mind-brain-body
connection is rapidly expanding. Various clinical studies show a
connection between meditation and improved wellness, in particular
a stronger immune response and relief from depression.

The practices contained in this book can help you
develop the skills to cope with many of the emotional problems of
everyday life with the exception of serious trauma and phobias. By
increasing your awareness, that is, your ability to observe
situations clearly, you gain insight into emotionally charged
events. By increasing your capacity for compassion for yourself and
for others, emotional conflict can be drained out of these
situations. Health, both physical and emotional, is one reason to
practice awareness.

Another reason to practice awareness is to develop a
deeper spirituality, sometimes called mysticism. Our simple
definition of mysticism is the ability to see life as it really is
or, alternatively, to see ourselves as we really are. We can
restate the definition from a deist vantage: Mysticism is the
ability to see ourselves as God sees us.

You do not have to believe in God to practice
awareness or to gain its benefits. It is not necessary or helpful
to change religious or spiritual beliefs. As Thich Nhat Hahn points
out, trees do better if not uprooted. If you are a Christian, you
do well to use these practices to deepen your practice of
Christianity. Likewise if you are a Jew, Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist,
you do well to keep your roots.

Read this book with an open heart and mind, and it
will draw you along the path of Truth. You will begin to see
yourself as you really are rather than how you wish or fear you
are. You will begin to see others in the same light, and your
compassion for all will grow.


Suggestions for using This Book

The exercises, which follow every chapter, are the
heart of the book. They are designed to build your spiritual
strength. Like many other skills, you learn about meditation and
awareness by doing.

Practice, Practice,
Practice.

The book is short enough to be read at a single
sitting, but we don’t think you will get much out of reading it
that way. It is structured to serve as a guide and coach for a
lifetime practice of awareness and compassion. You might try
working on a chapter per week, taking plenty of time to repeat the
exercises until you feel comfortable. For a more intense
experience, you could follow the pace of the ten-day retreat, work
on a chapter a day. Do a mid-morning and mid-afternoon meditation
session.

The books format lends itself to easy use by
established meditation, contemplation or prayer groups. Groups that
meet weekly may wish to focus on one chapter per week and
incorporate the exercise into their established practice.

As you become familiar with the exercises and the
skills they build, you may want to incorporate some in your daily
practice:


	
Any of the Awareness exercises from Chapters
2 and 3.



	
Either of the Coming Home exercises from
Chapters 6 and 7.



	
Using Awareness to Deal with Past Negative
Experiences from Chapter 8.



	
Coming Home to Love from Chapter 11.





If you find yourself depressed or angry, try
returning to the exercises in this list. Anger and depression can
be great opportunities for spiritual growth. Awareness is the tool
for that growth. If I am angry with someone and blaming them for my
troubles, I turn to Using Awareness to Deal with Past Negative
Experiences. I usually wind up smiling or laughing within a few
minutes.

You may also wish to add the recorded guided
meditations appropriate for each chapter (see Appendix 1: Guided
Meditations). We caution against using these guided meditations
until you feel comfortable doing the awareness exercises on your
own. Guided meditations are a nice addition; the exercises are
essential.


Part One

Becoming Aware


Chapter 1

Quest

You begin building spiritual strength by asking the
basic questions: What am I looking for? Where am I going? What do I
really want?

Most mornings, evenings, and often all during the
day, in every city and town and in rural areas, adults, teens, and
even children rush from one activity to another. Some are on foot;
others are driving, and many others are using some other form of
transportation, including buses, bicycles and skateboards. Young
and old hurry to school, to work, to sporting events, exercise
classes, after-school activities, and to shopping centers. A tide
of humanity ebbs and flows. Often, I have been a part of this rush.
However, on occasion I have stood at a vantage point, waiting to
meet with a friend. As I watched I wondered, Where are they rushing
to? What do they want? What are they looking for?

Of course, most are going about their daily routine.
But are they aware of the deeper implications of the above
questions: What do they really want? Where are they looking for
it?

Where Do We Look for What We Want

A man is intently searching for something under a
lamppost. After a while, someone passes by and asks, “Friend, what
are you doing?” The man replies, “I am looking for my keys.” The
other man joins in the search. After about 10 minutes, the stranger
asks, “Excuse me, where exactly did you lose your keys?” “I lost
them over there,” replies the man and continues his search. “Then
why are you searching here?” persists the inquirer. “Because there
is more light here.”

Our institutions—our families, churches, schools and
media are quick to tell us what we should want and where we should
look for it. Sometimes the helpful advice works, and sometimes it
doesn’t. Some of us end up like the man in the story—searching for
meaning in the wrong place—because the light is better there.

What do you really want in life? Where are you
searching for it? How will you know when you have found it? Often,
we think we are aware of these questions, and we think we know the
answers. But, unfortunately, what we think we want may not be what
we really want. The classic story of Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse is
a vivid illustration of this human conundrum.

Siddhartha was a young man, born in a traditional
Hindu family. His father was a priest in a local temple and by
tradition Siddhartha was to succeed him. One day, Siddhartha begins
to experience restlessness within himself. So he leaves his home in
search of happiness. While on his search, he encounters a group of
ascetics who live an austere life in the forest. Siddhartha is
drawn to them and thinks to himself: This is what I really want.
This will make me happy. He joins them and lives an austere life.
He feels happy.

But after some months, the restlessness returns.
Siddhartha decides to leave the ascetics and continues his search.
Soon after, he meets a group of monks and is drawn to their
monastic lives. He says to himself: This will make me happy. He
joins them and experiences happiness. But after some months the
restlessness returns. He then decides to leave the monastery and
continue his search. Along his journey, he falls in love with a
beautiful woman. For the first time he experiences the thrill of
sexual love and says to himself: This is what I really want. He
decides to stay with her. But after some time, the restlessness
returns. He leaves her. Next he comes in contact with rich
businessmen and he soon becomes a rich businessman himself. He has
money, power and influence. He feels he has achieved what he really
wanted. But the restlessness returns.

Tired of searching, Siddhartha decides to return
home. Years earlier, at the start of his search for happiness, he
had to cross a river. Now, years later, he is on the banks of the
same river, waiting for the boatman to ferry him across the very
same river. When the boatman comes near, he recognizes Siddhartha.
He asks him, “Weren’t you the same man who, some years ago, went
across in search of happiness?” Siddhartha answers, “Yes.” And then
Siddhartha asks the boatman, “Have you gone across in search of
happiness?” The boatman responds, “No. I am not ready yet. The
river is my teacher. I am learning much from the river and I have
still more to learn.” Just then Siddhartha looks at the river and
experiences enlightenment. He decides to be an assistant to the
boatman, helping him ferry people across the river.

Let’s examine the story for its essential lessons.
Siddhartha, who is in touch with his restlessness, tries to deal
with it by searching for happiness in one way of life after
another. After many false starts he finds an end to his
restlessness right where he began his search. Unlike Siddhartha,
however, many of us tend to get stuck. We often relentlessly pursue
what we think will make us happy. We might chase money, power,
fame, status or achievement. A businessman may say to himself, “If
I make a million dollars, I’ll be happy.” He works hard and makes a
million dollars. He feels happy. But after some time, the old
restlessness returns. Then he may say to himself, “Perhaps two
million will make me happy.” Once again, he works hard and achieves
his goal. He feels happy but only for a while. The old restlessness
returns. Again, he ups the ante, “Perhaps four million will make me
happy.”

The man, like many of us, is stuck. Instead of
realizing that money fails to make him happy and that, like
Siddhartha, he should search for something else, he pursues more
and more of what does not really satisfy him. We witness the same
phenomena in a person’s struggle for power, influence or
achievement.

We Look Outside for Happiness

Another important aspect of Siddhartha’s story is
that he looks outside for happiness.

Mr. Brown’s dog, Tiger, liked to chase trucks.
Whenever Tiger heard a truck on the road outside his house, he
would chase it until he was exhausted and then he would return.
Just when he recovered, another truck would come along and he would
chase this truck, and once again, when exhausted, he would return
home. Mr. White, Mr. Brown’s neighbor, watched these futile
efforts. One day, he remarked to Mr. Brown: “I wonder when Tiger
will succeed in catching a truck.” “That’s not what I am concerned
about,” replied Mr. Brown. “I am wondering what he will do once he
catches the truck.”

We are like Tiger chasing trucks. We search for
happiness outside ourselves. Because we are social beings, we
compare ourselves with others. We all compete in a big treasure
hunt, seeking wealth, power, influence or achievement. It’s a race
we cannot win. Someone will always have more than we do. Yet we are
willing to sacrifice ourselves and climb over others in a quest for
something that does not deeply satisfy us.

What We Want Is Inside

Some years ago, I met a young American woman who had
traveled to India on several occasions to study yoga and meditation
under distinguished teachers. She practiced many hours a day and
was eager to attend more retreats with more teachers. After
listening to her life story, I asked her why she was doing this.
She told me that she was fed up with the materialism of the West
and was now looking for the spirituality of the East. I told her
that essentially she hadn’t changed. She reacted strongly. “What do
you mean, I haven’t changed? Isn’t spirituality better than
materialism?” I told her that in the past she was collecting
material toys to entertain herself; now she was collecting
spiritual toys. The problem was that she was still collecting. Her
mindset was the same. Only the object of her “treasure hunt” had
changed.

The words “Don’t put new wine into old wineskins”
are relevant here. We need to fundamentally change our mindset. The
change that is required is not just the object of our search but
also our approach. Thousands of foreigners come to India in search
of spirituality. Most often, the mindset is the same. Only the
object has changed.

We need to acknowledge that our mindset is the
result of thousands of years of conditioning. We look outside to
meet our basic needs. We apply the same approach to meet our deeper
spiritual needs. We need to look inside. We need a radical
transformation in our way of thinking.

We think what we want is outside, but what we really
want is within us. Kabir, the mystic poet of India,
powerfully illustrates this idea. He says that the musk deer has
the musk in its navel. It smells the scent but does not know the
source of the musk scent. It searches for the scented object in the
grass. Likewise, Kabir says, people are searching for God in
temples, churches and mosques when God is in their own hearts. In
another of Kabir’s poems, a small fish asks the big fish: “I hear
the ocean is a vast and wonderful place. Where is it?” And the big
fish replies: “This is the ocean. You are in the ocean.” And the
small fish responds: “Oh, is that all?”

Tony De Mello tells a beautiful story expressing the
same idea.

God is tired of being pestered by people asking for
this and for that, so God calls a meeting of the most trusted
angels and asks for suggestions as to where one can hide from
pestering people. One angel advises God to hide on the highest peak
of the highest mountain because no one will search there. Another
angel says, “No, hide in the depth of the deepest ocean in the
world and no one will search for you there.” Finally, God turns to
the most trusted angel and asks: “Where do you suggest I should
hide?” And the angel responds: “Hide in the human heart! No one
will search for you there.”

Key Points


	
Inner growth begins with a profound
question: What do I really want?



	
We tend to look outside ourselves for what
we think we want: money, fame, love.



	
We tend to get stuck looking for what we
want.



	
What we want, true happiness, is inside.





A Word about the Exercise

The following exercise may give you insight into
what you might be really looking for in life. Approach it with an
open, expansive mind. It is not an analytical process requiring
focused, rational thought. Rather, it is closer to daydreaming
about a question.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.


EXERCISE

What Do I Want?


	
Place a notepad before you and take a
posture that will keep you relaxed and alert; close your eyes.
Gently, ask yourself: What do I want? Let your response come from
within rather than from your rational mind.



	
When you get your response, note it on your
pad. After a few seconds, ask yourself: What do I really want?
Again, allow the answer to surface from within.



	
When the answer comes, do not judge or
evaluate it; just jot it down in your notepad.



	
Then repeat the same question: What do I
really want?



	
Continue this process for about 10
minutes.



	
During the questioning process, if no answer
surfaces, let it be. After a while, repeat the question to
yourself. If the same response surfaces, let it be.



	
After about 10 minutes, stop the exercise,
and review your responses in your notepad.





Do this exercise gently and without effort.


Chapter 2

Truth

Once we are aware that each of us is searching for
something deep within ourselves, that what we think we want may not
be what we really want, we then naturally ask: How do we move
inward to find the treasure within? The answer is simple: Walk the
path of truth. We invite you to follow the path of truth that leads
to a new life of freedom, peace and joy.

What Is the Truth?

We know that people often disagree violently on what
they consider to be the truth. Think of political opponents,
quarrelling couples or religious zealots. Each is convinced that
they are in sole possession of the truth. Each believes the others
are out of touch with reality and are living a falsehood.
Perception has become reality; the map has become the
territory.

Truth is difficult to define. It is easier to
say what it is not. Truth is not the beliefs we hold, although they
may point to truth. Truth is not the conclusions we have drawn
based on our experience, although they, too, may point to truth.
The truth we are talking about is not the dogmas or definitive
statements people make regarding religion, life, relationships and
so on. It is first and foremost the truth of who we are and our
place in the world.

We are not saying that belief is wrong or
inconsequential. Far from it. Belief is necessary to living daily
life. We are saying that the process of discovering the truth of
who we truly are is lifelong and continual. This process leads to
self-understanding without evaluation and judgment. Very simply,
truth is what is: what is real. Truth is greater than our
concepts or beliefs. To grow in inner strength and peace, we must
be willing to go beyond our rational ideas of ourselves and the
world. We must wake up and see ourselves and the world clearly. We
must see things as they are, not as we believe them to be.

When we say that we will experience the truth, we
are not saying we will make another belief of it. A belief is the
articulation or conceptualization of an experience, however inept
or inadequate it may be. Essentially, our goal is to develop the
skills to directly experience ourselves, the world and others, as
they actually are.

Tony De Mello’s story of a conference of devils is
pertinent to this idea.

The devils were sharing their successes as well as
challenges in dealing with the wards entrusted to their care. They
had a special way of knowing who was doing what as things were
happening. During the conference, one devil said to the other,
“Hey, look! Your ward has found a piece of truth.” The other devil,
not the least perturbed, said, “I am not worried about that. I will
get him to make a belief of it.”

Do You Prefer Truth or Security?

The path of truth is not so easy, as the man in the
next story from Tony De Mello quickly learns.

A man noticed a shop sign. It read: Truth Shop. The
man’s curiosity was aroused, and he decided to enter the shop. A
woman standing behind a counter welcomed him and asked, “What can I
do for you, sir?” He replied, “I read that this is a truth shop. Do
you sell truth?” She replied, “Yes, sir. But what kind of truth do
you want? Do you want the whole truth or the partial truth?”

The man replied, “Oh! I want the whole truth.”
“Certainly, sir,” the lady responded. “Kindly go to the other
counter.” The man went to the other counter and a young man asks
him, “What can I do for you, sir?” The man replied, “I believe that
you sell the whole truth. I want to buy the whole truth.”
“Certainly, sir!” the man responded, “But sir, it will cost a great
deal!” “What’s the price? I am ready to pay any price.” The young
vendor hesitatingly replied, “The price is your security.” The man
walked away, sad.

Often, we do not face the truth because we prefer
the way we have organized our world to the truth. Being open to the
truth means being open to things as they actually are, as opposed
to how we believe they are. Letting go of the security we have
built for ourselves from childhood can be very threatening. Think
again of political opponents, quarrelling couples or religious
zealots. For example, the aggrieved member of a quarreling couple
often obsessively focuses on the injustices and insults they have
suffered because that keeps them secure in the view that the other
is at fault. The very thought of abandoning judgment of the other
person’s behavior undermines the fragile security and causes panic
or resistance. One of the parties might ask, “Who do you think I am
that I could forgive this behavior?”

Trading our security for truth is not easy, but it
is essential to our progress.

A Preference for Misery?

Eric Berne, the founder of Transactional Analysis,
is reported to have said that we assume when clients come for
counseling or therapy, they want to change and improve. Not at all.
He uses a metaphor to illustrate this behavior. It’s as if people
who come for therapy are in a cesspool with filthy stinking water.
We would expect them to say that the water is stinking and
nauseating and that they would be screaming to be pulled out of the
cesspool. In fact, that is not at all what they are saying.
Instead, they are saying: “Please make sure others don’t make
waves. It disturbs our breathing.” They do not want to get out of
the cesspool. They have grown comfortable with it.

We humans have very creative ways of adjusting to
the worst possible situations and surviving. Consider the worst
slums in the poorest countries of the world. Most people cannot
imagine how anyone could survive in such misery and filth. But for
the residents, life goes on. Children play and adults chat and
carry on their business.

The government of Kolkata (Calcutta) wanted to help
the residents of a particular slum by housing them in more
comfortable and secure buildings. Each family was moved into a room
in the new buildings. But after three months, they returned to the
slums, which apparently were much more comfortable and secure for
them. This story illustrates how difficult it is for us to change
and give up the things that make us feel secure. In many cultures,
social workers often complain about people not wanting to change
although they are suffering greatly.

Security is very important to us. It is connected to
our survival. Our drive for survival is our basic instinct. Animals
and birds brought up in captivity and then released as adults tend
to return to their cages because they have grown secure in
captivity and have adjusted to their situation. Introducing them to
a new situation, something unknown, is threatening.

When we talk of security, we are referring to two
types—physical and psychological. Physical implies our bodies, our
health and ultimately our life. We notice an in-built mechanism,
particularly in animals, for physical survival. We humans have
inherited it through the evolutionary process. However,
psychological survival is peculiar to humans. When our mental
concept of who we are is threatened, we experience a threat to our
psychological survival. Chapter 5 covers this concept in depth. We
do not like to change because we also feel threatened at the
psychological level.

Change implies letting go of what has given us
security and moving on to something else we think will give us
security. There is a gap between what is and what will be. The gap
creates fear and insecurity. It is this fear that prevents us from
letting go of what we think makes us secure.

How Is Our Security Formed?

As a part of growing up, we have each received
conditioning that unconsciously influences our beliefs and our
behavior. Our parents conditioned us as they were conditioned. Our
culture conditioned us through schools, teachers, church, social
organizations and work. As we acquire discipline, good manners,
taste and a sense of order, our culture passes on its
traditions.

We may be proud of our punctuality, neatness,
diligence, friendliness, creativity and so forth. We may believe
these traits are important, even vital. Through the process of
reward and punishment we develop behaviors which society considers
appropriate and learn to avoid the inappropriate ones. Over time,
we have managed to internalize our conditioning, and now we
function almost automatically. We have organized our world and
learned how to remain secure. As we will see in Chapters 4 and 5,
much of this conditioning extends internally into our very sense of
self and what we believe we must do to keep ourselves secure.

Compromising the Truth

When the truth we face threatens our security, we
quickly find ways of compromising it. One of the coping or defense
mechanisms frequently used is rationalization or justification.
Through this process, we learn to cut corners. We compromise with
the truth, as this Sufi story clearly shows.

Nasruddin was arrested for mixing horsemeat with
chicken meat and selling it as chicken cutlets in his restaurant.
He was found guilty. But before sentencing him, the judge, out of
curiosity, asked Nasruddin, “Nasruddin, what proportion of
horsemeat did you mix with chicken meat?” Nasruddin, under oath,
promptly replied, “Fifty-fifty, your honor.” He was sentenced.

When Nasruddin was released, a friend of his who was
in the court when the sentencing took place, asked him, “Nasruddin,
when the judge asked you what proportion of horsemeat did you mix
with chicken meat, under oath you replied, ‘Fifty-fifty, your
honor.’ What did you mean?”

Nasruddin quickly replied, “I meant one horse to one
chicken.”

Social psychology experiments demonstrate how
subjects compromise truth to maintain psychological security, as
shown in this experiment from Elliot Aronson’s book Social
Animal.

A man was hypnotized and under hypnosis, it was
suggested to him that at 4 PM, he would
wear his raincoat and rain shoes, take his umbrella and walk eight
blocks to the supermarket where he would buy six bottles of
bourbon. When he returned home, he would snap out of his
hypnosis.

There are three pertinent things about the
situation: (1) It is a bright, sunny day; (2) The man is a
teetotaler, and does not drink alcohol; (3) A nearby store on his
street sells bourbon at the same price as at the supermarket.

As per the hypnotic suggestion, the man wears his
raincoat and rain shoes, takes his umbrella and walks eight blocks
to the supermarket, purchases six bottles of bourbon and returns
home. When he returns home, he finds himself wearing his raincoat
and rain shoes, carrying an umbrella and six bottles of bourbon,
having walked eight blocks to the supermarket. The experimenter
questions him:

Experimenter: Where did you go?

Subject: I went to the supermarket.

Experimenter: Why did you walk all the way
there?

Subject: I went to buy bourbon.

Experimenter: Why did you walk so far when
alcohol is sold in the store down the street for the same
price?

Subject: Well, at my age a little exercise
will do me good.

Experimenter: Excuse me, why did you buy
bourbon when you do not drink alcohol?

Subject: Well, you see, sometimes I get
guests who like to drink, and it is good to have something
handy.

Experimenter: Why are you wearing your
raincoat and rain shoes and carrying an umbrella?

Subject: You know, this weather is so
unpredictable. It is better to be safe than sorry.

How do we understand the behavior of the young man
who was the subject of this experiment? In social psychology, there
is a concept known as cognitive dissonance. We like to believe that
we are normal, rational beings, like all others. When our behavior
does not match or is dissonant with what is considered normal, then
we experience cognitive dissonance, which threatens our sense of
being normal or rational. We rationalize or justify our dissonant
behaviors so that they appear more consonant with our self-concept.
That is exactly what the subject in the experiment did. His
reasoning makes his behaviors more plausible.

The Truth Will Set You Free

Truth is the way to life. Truth is the way to
freedom. If we want to live in freedom, peace and joy, then we must
choose truth over our security.

This path of truth involves being honest with
ourselves—our feelings, our thoughts and our behaviors. It involves
facing ourselves truthfully, although sometimes it can be very
threatening and frightening. When we are able to face ourselves as
we are, without evaluating or judging ourselves, then we will grow
in the understanding of who we truly are. We will begin to
understand why we do what we do and why we feel the way we feel. We
will be able to understand where our fear originates and why we
often react to certain situations more than others.

As we discover and understand ourselves, we will
begin to experience greater freedom and love. We will become more
compassionate toward ourselves. We will begin to feel love for
ourselves and others. We will become less judgmental of others and
begin to feel greater compassion for them. We will develop a deep
reverence and respect for all the beings of the world, including
nature. We will develop a strength and peace that nothing can
change or destroy.

Discovering awareness is the key step toward truth.
Our goal is to develop the skills to directly experience ourselves,
the world and others as they actually are, not as we believe them
to be.

Key Points


	
The path of truth is to directly experience
ourselves, the world and others as they actually are, not as we
believe them to be.



	
This path of truth involves being aware of
ourselves, our feelings, our thoughts and our behaviors—without
evaluation or judgment.



	
To follow the path of truth, we must be
willing to let go of many of the things and beliefs that make us
feel secure. The price of truth is security.



	
Through a process of conditioning we have
developed a security system that operates automatically and mostly
unconsciously.



	
When truth threatens our security, we often
cope by rationalizing or justifying ourselves.



	
The truth will set us free.





A Word about the Exercise

Thomas Keating, the founder of the Contemplative
Prayer Movement, warns seekers not to evaluate their experiences in
meditation, offering with two observations:


	
Students do not grade their own papers.
Don’t evaluate your performance in doing the exercises.



	
The fruits of meditation are found in
everyday life, not in the meditation itself.





Sometimes the exercise may seem easy and fun.
Sometimes it may seem hard and boring. What Keating is saying is
that none of this matters. Just keep doing the exercise; the fruits
will come later. In this way, it’s much like athletic training or
practicing the piano. It isn’t so important to enjoy or feel
satisfied. It’s just important to do it.

Here is a simple exercise to introduce you to
awareness. It is one of many exercises that focus on the simple act
of breathing. This one focuses on the sensations in your nostrils
as you breathe. It is traditionally called Anapan.

We invite you to enter this exercise with an open
mind and heart. Let the experience be soft, like the gentle rain,
slowly penetrating your thoughts and sensations.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.


EXERCISE

Awareness of the Breath


	
To begin, take a comfortable posture, one
that keeps you relaxed and alert. If it helps, close your eyes.



	
Become aware of your breathing—the breath
flowing in and the breath flowing out.



	
Allow the breathing to happen. If it is
slow, let it be slow. If it is fast, let it be fast. If it is
shallow, let your breathing be shallow. If it is deep, let it be
deep.



	
Become aware of the breath flowing in.
Notice the sensations in the inner walls of the nostrils as you
breathe in. You might notice that more air flows through one
nostril than the other.



	
Next, focus your attention on the breath
flowing out. Once again, become aware of the sensations on the
inner walls of the nostrils as you breathe out.



	
Now, become aware of the whole cycle of
breathing—the breath flowing in and the breath flowing out. Notice
the sensations on the inner walls of the nostrils as you breathe in
and as you breathe out.



	
Become aware of the sensations without
evaluation or judgment. Let each sensation arise and disappear in
the vast spaciousness of awareness.



	
No need to control your breath. No need to
control the sensations. Let the breathing happen.



	
After about 20 minutes, spend a couple of
moments enjoying the silence and peace within. Then gently end this
exercise.





If you find it difficult to practice for this long,
you may want to start with shorter times and work up to 20 minutes
gradually.

When you find your attention wandering, very gently
notice this. Say the word “thinking” to yourself, and return your
attention to the breath. Avoid making the exercise a task or an
achievement test by evaluating how well you keep your attention
focused. Instead, simply and softly, return to the focus on the
breath.

Use your posture to keep you relaxed and alert. Most
people find a seated posture with a relaxed and erect spine to be
helpful. Lying down might help you relax but won’t do much for
keeping you alert. Conversely, standing on one foot might keep you
be alert but won’t help you relax.

As before, take a “no violence” approach to the
exercise. Do it gently and without effort.


Chapter 3

Awareness

We see now as through a glass, darkly.

— I Corinthians 13:12

If we wish to discover what we really want, then we
must follow the path of truth. Awareness is the tool that will help
us walk this path. It will help us to experience things as they
are.

Awareness is simple to understand but difficult to
practice. Awareness is the heart of spiritual growth. Its goal is
simple— to see things as they are. We think we are aware. Are
we?

When we see a rose in the garden, do we experience
the rose directly or do we experience the memory of a rose we have
in our mind? When we enjoy a dinner, do we enjoy the food or the
memory of other dinners gone by? Often we do not distinguish
between our experience of the present and our memories of the past.
Often, the present triggers memories of the past. We live, most of
the time, in a world our minds have constructed, and we are
blissfully ignorant of it.

Reality is truth. However, we can’t experience
reality directly because we wear colored glasses. Our experience is
colored by our perceptions. Our perception is filtered by our past
experiences, values, attitudes and beliefs that have been
developing since infancy. We are generally unconscious of how the
lessons from parents, schools, organizations, etc. influence how we
experience reality. So, unconsciously, we experience reality
through a filter of preconceptions, beliefs and past memories.

Imagine that a close friend is coming to visit. What
do you feel? If she is your close friend, you are likely to be
excited. The mere news of her arrival has activated pleasant
memories. The memories, rather than the present news, cause most of
your excitement. This is typical. Often we experience and react to
memories rather than the current reality.

Further, our mind acts as a gate to reality. Based
on our values, attitudes, beliefs and past experiences, our mind
evaluates the in-coming reality as good or bad, right or wrong,
appropriate or inappropriate. Whatever is evaluated as positive is
welcomed, and whatever is evaluated as negative is pushed away.

Imagine you meet a person you strongly dislike based
on your past experiences. What do you feel? Most likely you feel
angry or upset even though the experiences took place many years
ago. The presence of this person in the here and now activates the
experience of the past stored in your brain. Are you responding to
this person or are you reacting to the past event?

Elements of Awareness

Awareness consists of two elements:


	
Being in the present



	
Observing, without evaluation or
judgment





Awareness exercises are simple to understand but
difficult to do because in our everyday life we are accustomed to
move instantly from a perception to an evaluation or judgment. This
movement happens automatically and often unconsciously. For
example, at the first taste we may declare, “This soup is
delicious.” Awareness asks us to observe and experience the soup
and to suspend evaluation and judgment.

The elements of awareness, though distinct, are very
much related to one another. Now, let us explore the elements.

Being in the Present

Buddhism reminds us that everything is impermanent
and transient; everything is changing and passing. All that we have
is the present moment, the NOW.

An Indian story tells of a man chased by a tiger.
The man is terrified and, as he runs blindly for his life, he falls
down a precipice. As he falls, he manages to grab hold of the
exposed roots of a tree. He desperately hangs on. He looks up and
he sees the tiger; he looks down and he sees a cobra at the bottom
of the precipice. He looks at the base of the tree roots and he
notices a mouse nibbling at the roots. Just above is a honeycomb.
Drops of honey fall on the back of his hand. All he does is reach
up and lick each drop.

The tiger is the past and the cobra is the future.
As the mouse nibbles at the roots, even the present slips away. All
that the man does is lick each drop of honey. This is the present
moment.

Reality is only in the present. It is not in the
past nor in the future. However, we find ourselves often living in
the past or the future. The past is gone, never to return. The
future has not yet arrived. All that we have is the present moment,
which is slipping by.

We say that we are in the present. What does it
mean, being in the present? When I say I am present with you, am I
really? I certainly am physically present. But my mind could be
somewhere else. I could be thinking of a friend who looks like you.
I could be thinking of the things I plan to do after my meeting
with you is over. I could be wondering if you are really interested
in what I am saying or whether you like me. Being in the present
means being in the now—present to what is. It involves being
totally present to the reality manifesting itself here and now. In
this case, it means a total absorption with you, your words and
your actions, just as you are in the present moment.

Sometimes our past experiences may prevent us from
being in the present. Consider a woman who was sexually abused by a
tall man with dark hair when she was 10 years old. Now she is about
30. A tall man with dark hair approaches her. She reacts with fear
and withdraws. Is she responding to this man or reacting to her
past negative experience of the man who abused her? Obviously, she
is reacting to her past. The man approaching her has done nothing
to hurt her. She may not even know him. But just his presence
triggers memories of her negative past and prevents her from
interacting with this man.

Similarly, past positive experiences may prevent us
from experiencing the present. On my first visit to the United
States, I stayed in Montauk, Long Island, which is famous for its
seafood. I am fond of the spicy, hot seafood dishes from my part of
India and so looked forward to going out to the local restaurants
for fresh seafood. When the menu arrived, I searched for something
similar to my favorite dish in India. When the dish arrived, I
tasted it and found it bland and disappointing. It did not have the
taste I had in mind.

After about a week, I realized that I was not
enjoying the lovely seafood because I was looking for something
that matched the Indian dishes. So next time, I asked for the house
specialty. When the dish arrived, I decided to be present to the
taste of the dish without comparing it to the past memories. As I
did that, I began to appreciate the delicate spices that blended
beautifully with the natural taste of the fish. Slowly I began to
appreciate American food and even enjoy it.

Our anxieties about the future can also prevent us
from experiencing the present. We notice this in some students who
are studying for exams. As they study, they worry about taking the
exam. Will I remember this stuff? Will there be trick questions?
Will I fail? Will I flunk out? What will my parents say? Will I
ever get a job? Their worries about the future prevent them from
studying in the present moment. The future blocks the present.

How much better off would these students be if they
could stay in the present moment and get their work done?

Observing without Evaluation or
Judgment

The second element is observation without evaluation
or judgment. Observation implies neutrality and objectivity about
what is being observed. This requires an emotional and
psychological distance between the observer and the object
observed. If we become emotionally involved with the subject, we
diminish our ability to perceive reality accurately. Psychologists,
when counseling or doing therapy, maintain a psychological distance
between themselves and the client. This distance is necessary for
the psychologist to have an objective assessment of the problem as
well as the ability to empathize.

For example, in the heat of a fight we may no longer
accurately hear what another is saying. If we are seized by fear,
our ability to perceive the threat is impaired.

One analogy is the difference between watching a
video of an emotionally charged scene and being a participant in
the same scene. In the first case, we can more accurately perceive
the words, actions and emotions of those involved. When we observe,
we are said to be dissociated from the situation. When we are
involved, we are said to be associated. Since our goal in awareness
is to observe, we must dissociate from the subject of our
observation.

We constantly and unconsciously evaluate our
experience as good or bad, right or wrong, appropriate or
inappropriate. For example, you go into a garden. You see different
plants and flowers. If you observe carefully, you will find
yourself evaluating or judging what you see. You are drawn to those
things you evaluate as positive, and you are repulsed by those you
evaluate as negative. It is difficult to observe something without
evaluation or judgment. By suspending evaluation and judgment, we
increase our ability to be present to reality as it is in the here
and now.

The process of evaluating and judging is almost
automatic. The criteria we use to evaluate something as positive or
negative are values we have internalized since our infancy through
our culture, institutions and experiences. This process helps us to
organize and maintain order in our internal and external world. We
are able to control what is happening and not be taken by
surprise.

Key Points


	
Awareness is the path to truth—to see things
as they are.



	
Awareness is


	
Being in the present



	
Observing without evaluation or
judgment.







	
Awareness is a skill that can be discovered
and developed.



	
Skill is developed by frequent practice of
any of the awareness exercises.





A Word about the Exercises

The following exercises build on the experience you
gained in the previous Awareness of Breath exercise. The process is
the same as before; only the point of focus differs.

The first focuses on the sensations in the body; the
second on the sounds that surround us. It is not the subject matter
that constitutes awareness but rather being in the present while
observing without evaluation or judgment.

Awareness, although a conscious process, is not
strenuous. It is a conscious choosing of being in the present
without violence, without denial. If awareness becomes tiring, then
we are likely to be striving for awareness as a goal rather than
simply being aware.

Awareness is the basic skill for spiritual strength.
Practice an awareness exercise as often as you can. Your skill will
increase and eventually you will find yourself living more and more
of your everyday life in awareness—being in the present and
observing without evaluation or judgment. You will begin to
experience things as they are, not as you think they are.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.


EXERCISE

Body Awareness

This exercise, traditionally called Vapashna, is a
variation of the Awareness of Breath exercise. The method is
identical except the point of focus is body sensations instead of
the sensations in the inner walls of the nostrils.


	
To begin, take a comfortable posture, one
that keeps you relaxed and alert. If it helps, close your eyes.



	
Become aware of any sensations at the top of
your head. Slowly and smoothly turn your attention to your
forehead, then the area around your eyes, then nose, mouth, chin,
etc.



	
Without judgment or evaluation, notice any
sensation that arises. You may notice no sensation in a part of the
body. Do not be concerned. Simply continue in awareness to the next
part of the body.



	
Proceed downward through your body in this
manner, pausing to notice the sensations. When you reach the tips
of your toes, begin the process again at the top of your head.



	
If you find yourself distracted, simply
notice the distraction, say the word, “thinking” and gently shift
your attention back to the body.



	
Resist the temptation to evaluate or judge
your performance. Try to stay in awareness of your body and notice
what happens without judgment or evaluation.



	
After about 20 minutes, spend a couple of
moments enjoying the silence and peace within. Then gently end this
exercise.





Take a “no violence” approach to the exercise. Do it
gently and without effort.


EXERCISE

Awareness of Sounds

This exercise uses sounds as the point of focus. You
may find this more difficult than the previous awareness exercises.
You may notice yourself automatically evaluating or judging. If you
do, just notice the judgment, and softly return your focus to the
sounds.


	
To begin, take a comfortable posture, one
that keeps you relaxed and alert. If it helps, close your eyes.



	
Focus on your breath for a few minutes.



	
Slowly and gently, become aware of the
sounds around you—some loud, some soft; some distant, some near.
They may come from all directions.



	
Be aware of each sound that presents itself
to you. Do so without evaluation or judgment.



	
You do not need to identify the source of
the sound; if you do automatically, let it be.



	
Sometimes, you will find yourself
automatically evaluating or judging the sound; become aware of your
evaluation of judgment and go beyond to observe the sound as
sound.



	
If you find yourself distracted, simply
notice the distraction, say the word, “thinking” and gently shift
your attention back to the sounds.



	
After about 20 minutes, spend a couple of
moments enjoying the silence and peace within. Then gently end this
exercise.





Take a “no violence” approach to the exercise. Do it
gently and without effort.


Chapter 4

Fear

The previous chapters discussed the path to truth,
which is awareness. We learned that the price of truth is our
security. This brings us to the topic of fear. Fear blocks us from
experiencing the truth about ourselves. We are even willing to
distort the truth to avoid facing the fear.

In this chapter we examine the fear within us so
that we may unblock ourselves and be free. Sometimes our fear is
obvious but often it is hidden and affects almost every aspect of
our lives. Exploring the dynamics of our fear will help us to
understand ourselves and increase our awareness and peace.

Coming face to face with our deepest fears is a
hallmark of spiritual maturity, as noted in the scriptures of the
world’s religions as well as in most psychological theory.
Fortunately, exploring the dynamics of fear does not lead to
further fear. In fact, if we explore fear with the tool of
awareness our lives will become more and more “choiceful.” We will
be able to make choices that bring peace, joy and love. We will
experience greater freedom within.

Therefore, it’s crucial to understand fear in all
its dimensions because fear left unchecked distorts awareness, saps
strength and destroys peace, thereby affecting all aspects of our
lives. We will also discover that fear is a powerful motivator, a
means of controlling others and the unconscious basis for much of
our behavior.

The Basics of Fear

Physical Threats

Why is fear such a strong force in our lives? At the
most basic level, fear helps us survive. If fear were totally
absent, we would not look before crossing the road. We might play
with cobras or rattlesnakes.

Imagine a physical threat, say a tiger charging
toward us, roaring and baring its fangs. A real physical threat
will automatically trigger a high-speed response from our
body—dilated pupils, narrowed vision, increased heart rate, fast
breathing, muscles ready to fire, bladder and bowels voided. This
is called the fight or flight syndrome. Unconscious and automatic
systems in the brain and body prepare us instantly to run from the
threat or fight off the threat. Psychologically, our response to a
threat is similar to other animals and is controlled by a similar
part of the brain and nervous system.

Under threat, our bodies react automatically before
the rational part of the brain even realizes what’s happening. The
response is immediate and intense. The more primitive brain seizes
control from the more evolved, rational brain. Our fear hijacks our
thinking so that we can more quickly and efficiently fight or
flee.

Psychological Threats

Most of the threats we experience, however, are
psychological, not physical. If we perceive a great threat to our
reputation, power, wealth or relationships, we experience
corresponding fear. Our reputation, power, wealth and
relationships, among other things, give us a sense of security.
Threats to them are threats to our psychological survival.

Think of the two-year-old who constantly carries a
tattered blanket. The blanket is no longer used for physical warmth
but for a sense of comfort and security. What will happen if
someone gently but firmly takes the blanket away? The child will
react as if his or her life were threatened. It doesn’t matter that
the threat isn’t a tiger; the child’s sense of security has been
threatened.

So it is with us adults. The brain does not
differentiate between threat to physical survival and threats to
psychological survival. It activates the fight or flight syndrome.
If the threat is chronic, as in job stress or relationship stress,
our body remains on constant alert with serious consequences for
our physical and mental health. This is true even though there is
no physical threat to our life or health. Comments like “This job
is killing me” or “You make me sick” reflect the threat to our
psychological survival.

To illustrate, first consider an explicit threat.
Imagine a speaker giving a talk to a large audience who is
interrupted by an irate member of the audience who calmly but
brutally criticizes the speaker and the ideas presented. Many
speakers in this situation would have a fight or flight response
and react as if their physical safety were threatened. They might
say afterwards, “I could have died on the spot.” For some of us, a
public humiliation might be a fate worse than death. Yet, what
about us has been threatened? It is the sense of security, our
psychological survival.

Imagine a person with mild stage fright invited to
give a prestigious talk to a large audience. The mere invitation
may unconsciously cause his palms to sweat and his breathing to
become short. He may deny that he is afraid of giving the talk. He
may make excuses and figure out a way to refuse the invitation. “I
just don’t like to talk to large audiences,” he may say. The threat
in this case exists entirely in his mind, and he is not aware of
its cause or its effects. Unconsciously, something has threatened
his sense of security, his sense of worth.

Sense of Security and Worth

Many factors influence child development in a
complex and interrelated way. Part of a child’s sense of worth
comes from the reaction of the caregivers and significant others.
To the extent that care is loving and attentive, the child develops
a positive sense of worth. However, no matter how loving the care
may be, a child receives many different messages that influence his
or her sense of worth both positively and negatively. As part of
our childhood, all of us have internalized a complex set of
messages about what we must do to feel worthwhile.

Conditional Messages

Beginning in childhood, we have been told things
like:


	
Work hard and you will be successful.



	
Listen to your parents and you will be
good.





Each of these messages is a conditional message. If
you were to restate them as IF-THEN-ELSE logical statements, they
would look something like this:


	
IF {you work hard}, THEN {you will be
successful}, ELSE {...}.



	
IF {you listen to your parents}, THEN {you
will be good}, ELSE {...}.





As children, when we comply with messages like
these, we feel positive. Feeling positive about ourselves is a
little reward for our good behavior and makes the behavior more
likely to be repeated. When the child listens to her parents, she
feels good about herself because she is a good girl. So, she is
likely to listen to her parents. Over time, listening to one’s
parents becomes a pattern of behavior and begins to operate
automatically. It also becomes part of the child’s sense of worth
and sense of security.

Notice the ominously dangling ELSE {...} clause. It
implies negative messages that we are seldom conscious of:


	
You are not successful as you are now.



	
You are not good as you are now.



	
So, if you do not work hard or listen to
your parents, then you have no value.





If this message were presented to the child at the
conscious level, she would likely experience negative feelings and
fear. Negative feelings are unpleasant. Our tendency is to avoid
them. But here the negative message is hidden, received
unconsciously, and cannot be avoided or confronted. All the same,
it affects and motivates the child. It also unconsciously threatens
the child’s security and causes fear.

Thus, the conditional statements contain an
explicit, positive message and an implied, negative message. The
first is picked up by the conscious mind; the second goes straight
to the unconscious, threatens security and causes fear. In fact, it
is the negative message more than the positive message that
motivates the behavior, although we are usually not aware of
it.

Beneath Negative Feelings Is Fear

Sometimes we are angry, jealous, anxious, worried,
etc. As we gently explore our negative feelings, we may discover
fear hidden beneath. Our negative feelings arise when something is
threatened. When we are threatened, we experience fear. Most often,
what is threatened is our sense of security or our sense of
worth.

Most of the time, we are not conscious of the fear
that arises from threats to our sense of security or our sense of
self worth. Our socialization has very successfully taught us how
to cover the insecurity and keep it hidden. We’ve all learned many
ways to make ourselves feel secure and worthwhile.

Some of us seek security in our jobs or professions,
some in our relationships, some in our wealth or possessions and
some in the good opinion others hold of us. Unconsciously feeling
we are not okay, we adopt a lifelong project to make ourselves
worthwhile. These behaviors make us feel good and give us a sense
of worth.

This pattern is so deep seated that, if we think of
it at all, we tend to think of it as beliefs. I may believe that
acquiring wealth is the road to happiness, or I may believe my
friendships will sustain me, or I may believe that my profession is
what gives life its meaning or that my reputation is my greatest
asset. These beliefs cover up my unconscious fear of being
nobody.

As long as the cover over the fear remains intact,
we feel secure and we experience a sense of worth. However, this
cover is very vulnerable and can be easily threatened.

So, the implicit, negative parts of the conditional
messages of our childhood generate fear and make us feel that we
have no worth, that we are not okay. We find many ways to cope with
and cover up this unconscious fear.

Of course, the explicit, positive parts of the
messages also create a sense of worth and well-being that is
crucial to our personal development and acculturation.

Let’s conclude on a non-scientific note with a Sufi
story:

The mullah Nasruddin, a holy man, liked to scatter
breadcrumbs all over his house. A visitor asked him why.

“To keep the tigers away,” replied the
mullah.

“But there aren’t any tigers around here,”
responded the puzzled visitor.

“Exactly,” smiled the mullah. “It works, doesn’t
it?”

Key Points


	
Coming face to face with our deepest fears
is a hallmark of spiritual maturity.



	
Threats to our security trigger a fight or
flight response that instantly affects brain and body function,
temporarily overpowering the rational mind. The fight or flight
response is essential for our physical survival.



	
Purely psychological threats to our sense of
security can produce profound fight or flight responses, even
though they are not real. That is—they do not threaten our physical
survival.



	
Fear is a powerful motivator, a means of
controlling others and the unconscious basis for much of our
behavior.



	
Our conditional messages in childhood make
us feel we are not okay, which generates fear.



	
Unconsciously, we work hard to cover up and
avoid threats to our sense of security by following society’s
suggestions to make ourselves secure.



	
Our negative feelings are flags warning us
that our sense of security has been threatened.





A Word about the Exercises

The next exercises ask you to look back at the key
messages you have received in life and the key people who have
influenced you. Be gentle and playful with the list. There is no
need to be exhaustive or to get it right. By doing this in
awareness, by observing without evaluation or judgment, you may
discover interesting things. Simply by bringing these finding into
the light of day, they may lose their grip on your unconscious, and
you find yourself more free and with more choices.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.


EXERCISE

Messages

Recall the messages you have received in your
childhood from parents, teachers and others. They may have come in
different forms. If you eat all your food, you will grow strong and
tall. You have done well because you have worked hard. Everyone
will respect you if you are honest. If you are nice to people, they
will be nice to you.

List the messages below.

     1.  Message
at the conscious level


          a


          Message
at the unconscious level


          b


          Resultant
behavior(s)


          c


          Feeling
at the end of the behavior(s)


          d


          Ways
this message is operative now


          e

     2.  Message
at the conscious level


          a


          Message
at the unconscious level


          b


          Resultant
behavior(s)


          c


          Feeling
at the end of the behavior(s)


          d


          Ways
this message is operative now


          e


EXERCISE

Exploring My Influences


	
Go through the various stages of your life,
beginning from infancy, childhood and adolescence—early, middle and
late—and list significant people in your life.



	
Next to each person, list what they valued
(the values are expressed through their verbal and non-verbal
behaviors). For example, a person who constantly talks and worries
about money it is likely to value money a lot.



	
Once you have listed the values of each
person, convert them into beliefs. You can do that by stating
(taking the above example): I am worthwhile if I have money.
Convert all their values into beliefs.



	
Become aware of your life. Put a check mark
next to the beliefs you have internalized.



	
Become aware of these beliefs control your
understanding of happiness.



	
Become aware of your hurts and sufferings
and how these are linked with your beliefs.
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As you do this exercise, remember to be gentle with
yourself and others. You don’t need to be exhaustive. You can
return to this exercise from time to time as you move along your
spiritual path.


Part Two

Coming Home to Our True Self


Chapter 5

The False Self

In this chapter, we will see how the fear, negative
emotions, conditioned behavior and beliefs caused by our sense of
insecurity are so ingrained that we develop a sense of self which
some spiritual writers call the ego or false self. It is a mental
image we develop to cover our fear. While it helps us to cope, it
also makes us vulnerable if someone threatens our cover.

The word “ego” is commonly used in discussing
spirituality. Unfortunately, it has quite contrary meanings in
psychology and popular writing. So to avoid confusion, we will use
the term “false self” and discuss it in terms of the previous
chapters. Our goal is to use awareness to understand the dynamics
of the false self and its underlying fears, as they are, so that we
can choose to be who we are. As we shall see, this is easy but not
simple.

Birth of the False Self

The false self is born of the fear that we are
nobody. We all want to feel we are somebody. Notice the
somebody-nobody theme.

In our fear, we will do nearly anything to become
somebody. Our conditioning has provided us with various ways we can
make ourselves somebody. We could be a doctor, we could have many
friends, we could be widely respected or we could be wealthy or
wise. Moreover, since our culture approves of these behaviors, we
gain instant approval and reward. People begin to look up to us.
However, essentially, it isn’t the rewards that drive the false
self. The basis of the false self is fear.

Putting this another way, the sense of worth we have
developed over the years is our way of dealing with our fear of
being nobody. It is as if we have built a fortress to protect
ourselves from experiencing this fear. The more we fear being
nobody, the more we work to become somebody.

The False Self Is an Illusion

The false self is a mental construct. In Hinduism it
is called “maya,” meaning illusion. We weren’t born with it; it
isn’t part of our DNA. It’s a self-built house of mirrors. In
effect, we and our society have constructed this illusion on our
own.

However, it seems real to us, and we take it quite
seriously. We have identified with it to such an extent for so long
that it has become our identity, our total reality. For an extreme
example, consider the egotistical movie star who, fallen on bad
times, can’t get a part and so falls apart.

Since the false self is the reality of the mind, the
mind plays an important role in the functioning of the false
self.

The False Self Is Made of Beliefs

The mind created and sustains the false self through
beliefs. If it were a building, then its beliefs would be the beams
and columns. Like the columns and beams, the beliefs do not have
equal importance. Some are more vital than others. If an incidental
belief is threatened, the false self may shrug it off. However, if
a vital belief is threatened, the false self will declare a
full-blown emergency, as if a tiger were threatening its life. Our
body and mind will react accordingly with a fight or flight
response, since we do not distinguish between physical and
psychological threats.

A simple way to express beliefs of the false self is
to use one of the sentence stems: I am worthwhile if.... Or I am
worthwhile because.... Some examples of the beliefs are:


	
I am worthwhile if people appreciate me.



	
I am worthwhile if I am promoted.



	
I am worthwhile if my children love me.





We could also state our beliefs as:


	
I am worthwhile because I am
intelligent.



	
I am worthwhile because I am successful.



	
I am worthwhile because I have money, power,
etc.





Threats to the False Self

Except in cases where our physical survival is
threatened, whenever we experience a negative feeling, it generally
means that the false self is threatened. More specifically it means
that one of the beliefs of the false self is threatened. Some
beliefs are simple, such as, I am somebody if I have a job. Others
are elaborate and hidden, like our beliefs about what we must do to
be a good parent.

When we conform to the false self’s beliefs, we feel
good, we feel we are somebody. If we don’t conform, we feel we are
nobody. We become upset, hurt or depressed.

There is another aspect to this discussion. The mind
can keep the threat alive long after the cause has disappeared. For
example, suppose your boss insults you in front of your colleagues.
You are likely to feel hurt and upset. Your false self has been
threatened. Ten minutes later he leaves the office. Will your hurt
and upset vanish? No. You will think and perhaps talk about it.
When you return home from work, you find yourself still upset and
tense. You might even have difficulty sleeping. The whole scene of
the encounter with your boss keeps replaying over and over again in
your mind. The mind maintains the threat even when the cause of
threat has gone. As a result, many of us live in a chronic state of
fight or flight with adverse consequences to our mental and
physical health.

Operating at the False Self Level

When we operate at the false self level, all our
energy is involved in developing, maintaining and protecting our
false self. Pursuing society’s enticements is our way of developing
our false self beliefs. For example, I may say that I am worthwhile
if I become a manager. This will make me strive for that position.
When we follow society’s path, any success, no matter how small, is
enough to make us feel that we are somebody. Once we have developed
a particular false self belief, then our next preoccupation is to
maintain it, sometimes at any cost. Good examples of this are our
politicians. Once they are elected, their preoccupation is to
maintain their position.

We seek recognition, appreciation and approval from
others. We work hard to maintain the belief: I am worthwhile if I
am successful. We seek people who will cheer us as we run along the
path of becoming somebody. Like Siddhartha, in the chapter on
quest, we are seeking happiness and fulfillment outside ourselves.
We want the world to consider us as “somebody.”

Looking outside makes us vulnerable, so we work hard
to maintain our false self. If life brings us success, we try to
maintain our success. Meanwhile, we realize that our success is not
enough. We need more success. We compare ourselves to others. We
notice that others have achieved more. Consequently, we feel badly
and push ourselves harder, constantly looking over our shoulder to
see how others are doing.

Finally we strive to protect success. Our sense of
being somebody is brittle and can be shattered by criticism. When
it happens, our tendency is to protect ourselves. We either attack
those who threaten us or try to defend or justify ourselves. Sound
familiar? It’s the fight or flight response triggered by the false
self’s fear of being nobody. It’s real, causes illness and
suffering and blocks the path to truth.

The False Self and Suffering

We may not be able to avoid pain, but we do not have
to suffer. Let us elaborate. By pain we mean a physical negative
experience like a headache or toothache. Pain is a physical reality
of the nervous system. However, suffering is essentially mental.
Suffering comes when our false self is threatened. We feel upset,
angry, irritated, depressed, lonely, jealous, etc. We may suffer
because we believe we are worthwhile if, and only if, we are
healthy and pain-free. Pain is a fact of life; the suffering is
optional.

Conversely and paradoxically, suffering itself may
lead to pain. If the false self is chronically threatened and
declaring emergencies, the physical fight or flight reaction takes
a toll on the body. Constant stress has been shown to lower the
immune reaction and is implicated in many diseases. In the past few
years, modern clinical medicine has been able to document the
beneficial effect of meditation practices, such as awareness.
Similarly, pain can lead to suffering. A good example is the
distress a patient goes through when diagnosed with cancer.
Awareness meditation can reduce the anxiety and distress, thereby
helping the body fight the disease by excluding the false
emergencies that the false self declares.

Dealing with the False Self

Here is the bad news. We cannot get rid of the false
self. It’s too ingrained and unconscious. It also isn’t susceptible
to a direct or violent attack.

Here is the good news. It’s easy to spot the false
self when it panics and, with practice, easy to loosen its grip.
Our hurts and negative emotions are a giveaway that our false self
is threatened. We can use our awareness skills to observe the fear
and negative emotions it automatically produces. With more
awareness, we can identify the belief that is threatened.

So, whenever life upsets us, we have an opportunity,
courtesy of the false self, to observe our false self in action and
the negative consequences it produces.

Here is how it works. Suppose someone criticizes us
when we are giving a talk; we are likely to be hurt. This means
that one of our beliefs is threatened. All that we have to do is
ask: What do we want instead from the group? Appreciation may come
up. Then the belief is: I am worthwhile if I am appreciated. This
may be the belief that is threatened. Then we become aware that our
survival does not depend on whether we are appreciated. Once we
have done that, we can look at the criticism objectively and learn
from it for the future. And so, the false self loosens its grip on
us.

Sound difficult? It’s easy. It just takes practice
and that’s what the next exercise is about.

Key Points


	
Our false self or ego is a mental construct
devoted to preserving a sense of self-worth.



	
The false self is imaginary, consisting of
unconscious beliefs about what will preserve its sense of
self-worth.



	
When the false self’s beliefs are
threatened, it reacts as if its existence were threatened. It
triggers a physical fight or flight response that is instant,
automatic and often unconscious. We usually notice strong negative
feelings when this happens.



	
We often operate under the unconscious
influence of the false self, gaining a positive identity through
the roles, behavior and labels we assume.



	
The security gained by the false self
beliefs is fragile. If we lose our role, we can lose our
identity.



	
We can’t get rid of the false self. It’s a
construct of the mind, deeply ingrained and unconscious. As long as
we have our minds, we’ll have our false self.



	
Negative feelings indicate that the false
self is in control. We can use them as flags.



	
Awareness practice can loosen the false self
grip and provide us with real security.





A Word about the Exercise

As always, begin with a brief awareness exercise to
quiet your mind and focus yourself. This exercise is particularly
important as it will develop skills that will help you be resilient
in the face of negative experiences. Return to this exercise
whenever your feelings are hurt and you want to discover why. With
practice, you will quickly identify the belief of the false self
that is threatened.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.


EXERCISE

Discovering Beliefs


	
Do one of the awareness exercises:
breathing, body sensations, sounds, etc. (5 minutes).



	
Think of a time when you felt hurt. Ask
yourself: In that situation, from that person, what did I want
instead? Whatever comes up link it with the sentence stem: I am
worthwhile if.... or I am worthwhile because.... This exercise will
help you discover your beliefs.



	
Start with the mildest negative experience.
You may want to repeat this exercise until you feel skillful at
tracing the path from the negative experience to the threatened
belief.



	
Be gentle with yourself. Avoid judgments and
evaluation. Simply observe the negative experience and the belief,
as it is, of itself.
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As before, take a “no violence” approach to the
exercise. Do it gently and without effort.


Chapter 6

The True Self

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, the world
offers itself to your imagination, calls to you like the wild
geese, harsh and exciting— over and over announcing your place in
the family of things.

—Mary Oliver

In the first chapter, Quest, we asked ourselves,
“What do I want?”

We noticed that often:


	
We are unaware of what we really want, or
what we think we want may not be what we really want.



	
We are searching for it in the wrong
place.



	
We are stuck in our search.



	
We have what we seek within us, but we are
not conscious of it.





The previous chapters, Truth, Awareness and Fear,
describe the path: The truth will set us free, awareness is the
path to truth, and our fears block the path.

Through awareness, we begin to understand ourselves,
as we are, without evaluation or judgment—our behaviors, thoughts,
and feelings. If we practice awareness in this way, the false self
described in the last chapter begins to lose its grip. We begin to
see life as it is, not as we wish it to be or as we fear it is. We
begin to see others and the world in the same way. We begin to
enjoy our place in the family of things.

You might want to revisit the exercises in the
earlier chapters before reading further.

In this chapter we reach the core and foundation of
the book. Having come this far we urge you to read what follows
with an open, as opposed to critical, mind and focus your efforts
on the exercise Coming Home. Your personal experience from doing
this exercise may make what we say here more understandable, vivid
and real.

The Path to the True Self

The awareness exercises are the path to the true
self. By simply observing without judgment or evaluation, we
disable the false self. As we noted earlier, the false self is a
reality of the mind. The role of this mind, when it is in the false
self mode is to develop, maintain and protect the false self. It
does this by evaluating everything that it considers useful for the
false self as positive and the rest as negative. However, our
awareness approach switches off this function, and as a result we
are able to see things as they are.

In a sense, the false self drifts off to sleep
during awareness. Without the false self saying “Yum!” or “Yuck!”
we begin to see things as they are. We begin to experience the Self
without any labels, symbols or concepts.

It is an experience of just being. I am. I AM.

Often as judgments, labels and distinctions
disappear, words begin to fail us utterly. The failure of language
is apparent in the words that different traditions use to describe
this transcendent experience. Ancient Sanskrit used “Tat Tuam
Asi,” which means “That Thou Art.” It resonates with the
response Moses received from the burning bush—“I am who I am.”
Buddhism speaks of the void that lies beyond all concepts which
encompasses everything. Words fail— taste and see.

Some describe the process as a spiral journey inward
from our conscious mind through the wilderness of the false self to
the garden of the Self. Some compare it to peeling an onion. In
awareness, we observe without evaluation or judgment each layer and
move on to the next. Beneath all the layers of the false self’s
automatic beliefs, judgments, negative emotions and strivings, we
find the Self.

We Are Perfect

The Self is who we are, just as we are—absent of any
judgment or evaluation—a human, complete, whole, a masterpiece. We
cannot improve upon it; we cannot deface it or take credit for it.
It is just the way it is—perfect. When we experience who we truly
are, we experience security within ourselves. We feel fearless just
the way we are.

Unfortunately, because we tend to live in the dream
world of the false self, we imagine that we are insecure and become
fearful.

Wake Up!

Our task is to wake up.

The dream world of the false self can be illustrated
by the image of a sleeping man.

In his sleep he dreams. He dreams that a tiger is
chasing him. He runs away from the tiger. As the tiger comes
closer, he runs faster and faster. He is terrified. He wakes up in
a fright and looks around for the tiger. There is no tiger. He
becomes aware that he was just dreaming. He laughs
uncontrollably!

Now for this man the tiger is real until he wakes
up. When he is asleep, he is terrified of the tiger. But when he
wakes up and becomes aware, he laughs at the tiger.

Our false self is the tiger that frightens us and is
the cause of our suffering. It is real to us until we wake up to
the truth of who we are. When we discover our true Self, we laugh
at the tiger. We realize that it is only a fiction of our mind.

Coming Home to the Self

As we practice the Coming Home exercise, we begin to
discover who we truly are. We begin to see our place in the family
of things. This just IS. It is reality. Think of a cat reclining on
a sunny windowsill, perfectly content, perfectly aware and
perfectly ready to act, yet at rest.

We share the same ground of being with the cat.
Nothing we do, or don’t do, can change our Self. Whether or not we
are aware, whether or not we meditate, we simply are. I AM. It is a
given and we can do nothing about it.

The only question is are we dreaming or awake? Are
we aware or not?

Key Points


	
As we lull the false self to sleep by
suspending judgment and evaluation, we begin to glimpse and wake up
to the core of our being, the true Self.



	
Each of us has intrinsic worth. This is the
true Self.



	
The Self is who we are, just as we are,
absent of any judgment or evaluation—a human, complete, whole, a
masterpiece.



	
We share this ground of being with all other
living things.





A Word about the Exercise

The next exercise offers a path to experience a bit
of the true Self. It is perhaps the most important exercise in this
book and the most difficult to begin because our false self will
resist and raise a number of questions. It also offers the most
immediate sense of well-being.

The exercise also appears ridiculous. That’s our
conscious mind talking. It may even be our false self talking. Just
ignore that voice and plunge in using the awareness skills you’ve
been practicing. If you practice this without evaluation or
judgment, it should slowly have its intended effect, which is to
bypass the false self and let the shy, retiring Self emerge from
the shadows and into the soft light of awareness.

The exercise will let the truth about yourself seep
in, and slowly you will begin to relish the experience and feel at
home with who you are. You savor the truth about yourself. You are
like a pauper who suddenly inherits a billion dollars.

With practice, it will become easier and faster to
put the false self to sleep and let the Self emerge. As your skill
builds, you may be able to call on the exercise at a moment’s
notice and experience its calming and strengthening effect in
seconds.

Be gentle with yourself as you do this exercise.
Approach it with a “no violence” attitude. Don’t try to force
anything to happen. Don’t try to force yourself to feel or act in
any particular way. Let what happens, happen.

You should repeat this exercise often. Make it a
part of your daily practice.


EXERCISE

Coming Home A—

Experiencing Myself as I Am

     1.  Do one
of the awareness exercises: breathing, body sensations, sounds,
etc. (5 minutes).

     2.  Pick one
of the following sentences or phrases that appeals to you:


          a.  I
am complete... I am whole... nothing to be added... nothing to be
deleted... just perfect... just as I am...


          b.  All
I can do is just be...


          c.  I
cannot improve myself... I cannot discredit myself... I cannot take
credit for who I am...


          d.  I
am worthwhile... somebody... just as I am...


          e.  I
just enjoy my being... my fullness...


          f.  I
am good... loveable... holy... just as I am...


          g.  I
am God’s masterpiece... unique... only one... precious...


          h.  am
created... in the image... and likeness... of God...

     3.  Say the
statement to yourself consciously (conscious of the meaning of what
you say and its emotional impact on you), even though you find it
difficult to believe or accept. Allow yourself to feel what you are
saying.

     4.  Repeat
it slowly but with full consciousness of what you are saying. You
may say it with the rhythm of your breathing.


     5.  Gradually allow the
sentence to shorten itself into a phrase like, I am God’s image...
God’s likeness... like God... Let the shortening happen
spontaneously.

     6.  Savor
the truth of the phrase until you are satisfied. If you wish,
select another phrase or sentence. Follow the same approach. Remain
with the sentence that appeals to you.

Caution: Avoid making this exercise intellectual and
analytical even though such thoughts will surface. Take a “no
violence” approach to the exercise. Do it gently and without
effort.


Chapter 7

The Larger Self

As we practice, our false self’s grip diminishes,
and we become more aware of our true nature, our true Self. We may
have sensed that our Self is grounded and intimately joined with
the larger SELF that permeates all reality. This chapter
recapitulates the structure, explores the SELF, and concludes with
another version of the Coming Home exercise.

Please read with an open, non-critical mind, and
focus on the exercise. It speaks louder than words.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/7985
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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