What others say about Return to Essence by Gina Lake…
“Return to Essence elucidates the wisdom of the non-dual teaching tradition, yet also provides very concrete and practical guidance to living in the flow and fulfilling one's life purpose. It is interspersed with simple yet useful exercises, which help to bring a spirit of investigation and self-inquiry to the process of opening one's awareness. While the idea of living in Essence and flow can often seem to be elusive to an egoic mind, these teachings offer pragmatic steps to help provide insights and inspiration to spiritual seekers as we discover our true nature on our journey home.” –Patti Blair
"Return to Essence, the companion book to Radical Happiness, is a joy to read. Clearly originating from a higher place, it is permeated with the truth. Unpretentious but compelling, it is written as a direct, informative, and practical guide to the mystery of life. Return to Essence is an easy, yet profound, introduction to who you really are." —Keith Prue
“For fans of Eckhart Tolle and the few other great spiritual teachers of this time, this book shows us how to concretely apply those teachings in our everyday lives. We hear 'just be' or 'stay conscious and aware of the present moment' from these teachers, but how do we apply these teachings to our lives in a practical way? How do we distinguish the voice of the conditioned mind (ego) from what Awareness (the Self) is trying to communicate to and through us, and how do we translate this into our speech and actions? Gina Lake's book is an extremely well-written guidebook on the practical application of non-dualism to one's life so that one's experience becomes more and more enjoyable and adventurous and in harmony with the Divine.” –Jeff Bronson
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When you are in the flow, you know it. It does feel like a flow, like moving through water, going with the current. It’s easy. You feel light. You’re having fun. The flow feels magical because it is mystical. The flow is the experience of who you really are as it moves through life. It is the experience of Essence, your true self. Once you experience the flow often enough, you don’t want to go back to not being in the flow. But how do you get there and how do you stay there? That is what this book explores.
Being in the flow and not being in the flow are two very different states of consciousness. One is dominated by the ego-driven, or egoic, mind, while the other is the domain of Essence, the Divine within you. Not being in the flow is caused by identification with the egoic mind, which is most people’s ordinary state of consciousness. Ego-identification is a state of unhappiness and discontentment. Being in the flow, on the other hand, is the experience of Essence as it lives life through us and fulfills its purpose for this life. It is an experience of true happiness, peace, and contentment. We will explore each of these states in depth and the interplay between them.
You are meant to live in the flow, and when the time comes, you start experiencing it more and begin asking questions like, “What was that, and how do I experience that again?” The answers that you get come from Essence, and they come through your intuition, through others, and through books like this. When you are ready, as they say, the teacher appears. The Oneness has perfectly designed your existence to wake you up out of the egoic state of consciousness and return you to Essence. That is what we are about here, so let’s begin at the beginning…
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THE NATURE OF LIFE
WHO YOU ARE
There is only One, and that One is you. You are a human manifestation of the Oneness. You are not apart from the Oneness, but part of it. You are not just connected to it; you are it. You are not the whole of it, however, because there are many other manifestations. Everything we see and sense and so much more is a manifestation of the Oneness. Everything is the Oneness in disguise.
Why the Oneness manifests in form is not so difficult to understand when you examine why you do things. Much of what you do, you do simply for the joy of doing it, the joy of creating, or the joy of experimenting. That is also why the Oneness does what it does—for the joy of doing, creating, and experimenting. There is immense pleasure in seeing what will happen when you do something, create something, or try something. You feel joy when you do things, which is the Oneness's joy in you.
For the Oneness to experience joy, it had to create the possibility for experience, which it accomplished by creating manifestations of itself to interact with. For that to be as interesting as possible, it created great diversity and uniqueness, for what would be the point of duplication? Why duplicate an experience? If you look around, you see that the Oneness is infinitely capable of creating diversity. It delights in it. No creation is a disappointment or a mistake. Each and every one results in joy and contributes to the Oneness's evolution.
The Oneness is constantly changing and evolving, just as we are. “As above, so below,” as the saying goes. We experience change, growth, and evolution, and so does the Creator. It created what it did to experience just these things, so it should be no surprise that change, growth, and evolution are so much a part of life. Without these, what would life be? Very dry and uninteresting. And what would be the point of experience if it didn’t provide those things?
THE FLOW
Many wonder what the point of existence, of experience, is. The point is the joy of experience itself, the joy of doing, creating, and experimenting and the wisdom and growth that come from that. We love to achieve new levels of understanding, expertise, beauty, creativity, and love. That is the Oneness's enjoyment as well and its motivation for doing, creating, and experimenting through you.
That joy can be experienced in any moment. It is an ever-present quality of the moment. The joy of the Oneness permeates life. It’s tangible. It’s real, and it propels life forward. The moment, the Now, is like a river that carries us forward, ever-changing and ever moving. We either flow with the moment or reject it and fight it, but that doesn’t stop the flow; it only determines our experience of it.
When we glide along with the flow, the experience is joyous, as we are able to experience the Oneness's joy in the moment it has created. When we fight the flow, we experience tension, anger, and dis-ease. We can’t be happy when we are fighting the flow because we are too busy fighting it to experience the joy. We can only be happy when we are gliding along with the flow because happiness is synonymous with agreeing with the flow, with saying yes to it.
Just saying yes isn’t enough if that yes is a resignation, a reluctant giving of ourselves over to the flow. Saying yes is a step in the right direction, but too often it is a stopping point, one that leaves us joyless. To experience the joy and happiness available in any moment, agreement with the flow must include a real willingness to have the experience of the moment. We not only need to say yes to the flow, we need to embrace it; we need to love whatever is happening.
Loving the flow is the secret to happiness. The first step in loving the flow, in loving what is, is saying yes to it, even if you don’t feel that yes fully. Being willing to say yes to whatever is happening can lead to a real feeling of yes. That’s where your free will comes in: You can choose to say yes to the flow even when you don’t like it. Loving the flow isn’t dependent on liking it. Loving the flow is much easier when you realize it’s okay to prefer that something else be happening. Loving the flow only requires that you jump into that moment, into whatever is happening, and experience it fully, whether you like it or not. The Oneness loves experience, and that’s all you have to learn to love if you want to be happy.
THE EGO AND THE I
Happiness comes from loving the flow, from giving yourself to it fully. That is easy to do when you like what you are experiencing, but not so easy when you don’t.
Who is this you that likes or dislikes an experience? The Oneness obviously doesn’t have such preferences. It welcomes every experience, even unpleasant ones, or it wouldn’t have created or allowed them. Unpleasant experiences are equally interesting and valuable to the Oneness and sometimes even more interesting and valuable because of the challenge that unpleasant experiences present to the you who is resistant to them.
The you that you think of yourself as coexists with Essence, the Divine in you, and usually overshadows Essence so that you come to think of yourself only as this you. However, the Oneness, as Essence, could never be apart from you. It breathes you and moves you, although its subtle presence isn’t very apparent. Its expression in your life often goes unnoticed.
The Oneness created the you that you experience yourself as to be the protagonist in the drama of your life. And just as the Oneness created you to be a unique and complex character, it created everyone else to be unique and complex because this provides the Oneness with a multitude of experiences. When authors or screenwriters create characters, they create juicy ones, full of flaws and contradictions and with many different perspectives and talents. What will happen when the characters they create encounter others or face certain situations? The Oneness wants to know this, just as you do when you are taking in a good novel or movie. What is it like to realize that your uniqueness and flaws aren’t a mistake, but serve both the Oneness's and your personal evolution?
The ego, which is the sense of being a separate entity rather than at one with the Oneness, is not a mistake. The Oneness programmed everyone with a distinct personality that is driven by an ego and supported by a unique mind and body. The ego is the sense of being you, of existing as an individual with distinct desires. Desires are central to the ego. It makes choices based on whatever desires are currently foremost.
The ego’s desires are always changing and often contradictory, so going after your desires makes for the drama in life: In one moment, you choose one thing; and in another, you choose something else. Meanwhile, others are making their choices, which are often in conflict with their own and others’ desires, and their choices are constantly changing as well. Desires fuel most of the activity on earth and result in the evolution of consciousness, as we learn and grow from the consequences of our choices.
The ego, the sense of being you, is programmed to feel real. When you say “I,” you really believe you are speaking about someone. Very few people stop to question the reality of this I, but what is it really? Here’s an exercise that will help you discover who you really are:
Exercise: Finding the I
Stop a moment and try to find the I. Can you locate it anywhere? You may point to your body when you say “I,” but this I is not just the body is it? Does it reside in the body? If it resides in the body, what is it that’s aware of your body and your thoughts and even able to contemplate this question? Could that be who you really are? Is awareness, consciousness, limited to the body or the mind? What if you were that awareness, and you were just pretending to be attached to a particular body-mind for the experience it provides consciousness? Who would you be then?
These questions can wake you up out of the illusion that you are the I, that you are an individual who has certain beliefs, thoughts, tendencies, desires, memories, and dreams. The ego is deeply involved with and defined by the stories it spins about itself. But really, all the ego is, is stories about itself that are generated by the mind.
The real you is not your body, your mind, your personality, or any of the things you call yourself. What are these labels, after all? They are just ideas. Are you an idea, or are you what is aware of the ideas, labels, thoughts, desires, and feelings of a particular body-mind?
The I is made up of ideas, and these are constantly changing, which makes for a very unstable self-image. This I you call yourself is imaginary and fluid. It’s based on current stories about yourself and memories, which are also made into stories. These stories are just more ideas and have no intrinsic reality. They could just as well be replaced with other stories. They are the spin the ego gives to experience, and that spin is often very far from the truth because no story can contain the whole truth.
The truth is much simpler than any story we could tell. The truth is that there is no true story we can tell about an experience. Anything we say paints an experience in a certain light. Any story represents a perspective that emphasizes some aspects of the experience and de-emphasizes others to build a case. The question is, Build a case for whom? The ego, of course. All stories serve the ego’s purposes. They maintain, shore up, and protect the self-image, which the ego sees as primary to its survival. All stories are designed to help the ego achieve its goals, particularly the goal of survival because the ego is a mechanism for survival.
To this end, the ego is programmed to seek pleasure and avoid pain; hence, the ego’s constant drive to make an experience be pleasurable and reject experiences that aren’t, according to its definition. Essentially, the ego is in the business of rejecting life, except in those rare moments when the ego agrees with how life is showing up. But even then, the ego’s next move is likely to be to try to improve on that. The ego is never satisfied with the way things are, but always seeking a better moment or trying to avoid something in the present moment.
THE LIFE PLAN
Most of the ideas and desires that come from the mind are in service to the ego and its goals, and they drive life forward along a certain path, or destiny. Everyone has a destiny, a life plan we are programmed with. That programming includes personality traits, desires, and drives that help determine and shape our choices, which lead to certain experiences and, hopefully, learning and growth. The life plan entails possibilities and potentials without predetermining the exact outcome. It makes certain choices and experiences more likely and others less likely, but it doesn’t determine what specific choices will actually be made. Free will determines that.
The life plan can be read in the astrology chart, which represents your personality, desires, drives, talents, and weaknesses. The Oneness is able to create a unique experience for itself by programming everyone uniquely and by providing other factors, such as a certain environment, that will contribute to having an experience unlike it has ever had before. The ego is part of the programming and provides the sense that we are a certain individual with particular beliefs, preferences, desires, and so on.
We also have a sense that we have free will, which is true from our perspective. We do make choices. However, these choices are often predictable because they are based on our programming. So free will isn’t as free as it may seem. Because of our programming, our choices are likely to fall within certain bounds. Astrologers have a saying: “Character is destiny,” meaning that the personality traits and drives we are programmed with through astrology determine the types of choices we are likely to make, and those choices determine our destiny, or the life we create.
Although programming makes some choices more likely than others, no one is programmed to make bad or so-called evil choices. Those come primarily from a lack of wisdom, and wisdom can only be gained through lifetimes of experience. Those who have lived fewer lifetimes make more bad or evil choices than those who have lived more lifetimes because they haven’t learned to make better choices yet. Wisdom is only gained through experience, and those who lack wisdom haven’t had as many experiences. This doesn’t make them bad people, only inexperienced people who make bad choices.
DISCOVERING ESSENCE
There comes a point in our evolution when it is time to realize the truth about life and the truth about who we really are. That point comes only after many, many lifetimes have been lived ruled primarily by the ego-driven mind and its desires and conditioning, which will be referred to as the egoic mind. The ego is experience by us via our mind, the egoic mind. The egoic mind is the ongoing commentary about life that we hear continually in our head It judges, complains, evaluates, and talks to us. The egoic mind is what we think of as our own voice, what we think and believe, but it is actually the false self, not who we are at all. After many lifetimes in the grips of the egoic mind, we begin to seek spiritual understanding and have more frequent experiences of Essence, or the Oneness as it is expressed through us. There may be many more lifetimes at this stage in evolution, in which we continue to seek and begin to wake up to the truth about who we really are.
This waking up process is slow because our programming continues to have considerable influence until we have had many experiences of Essence through meditation, other spiritual practices, or other means of expanding our consciousness. With increasing experiences of Essence comes a loosening of the tendency to see ourselves as the ego, the mind, the body, and the personality. Meditation and expanded states of consciousness give us an experience of Essence, of the Oneness that we are, and we begin to identify with that instead of with the egoic mind and the personality. We begin to see our personality as a temporary costume we have donned to have this physical experience on earth, while knowing we are essentially a spiritual being.
This knowing eventually deepens into a shift of identity from the ego and personality to Essence. When this shift in identity happens, we say we have awakened. Awakening is a very big milestone in our evolution because Essence can then express itself more easily through our body, mind, and personality and act more purely in the world, with less influence from the ego. Before awakening, Essence watched on and allowed choices to be made by the ego and expressed itself only intermittently and briefly through us.
After awakening, Essence is more able to express itself through us without the interference of the ego. It uses our personality to express itself because that’s a necessary costume, or interface, with the world. The personality doesn’t disappear after awakening; it just becomes more fully a vehicle for Essence.
As Essence expresses itself through our personality, the personality becomes freer of its negative tendencies. The negative conditioning, or programming, connected to the personality becomes less compelling. It becomes easier to see the negative conditioning for what it is and not become caught up in it. Detachment from negative conditioning and from the ego’s desires and demands develops, and the ego’s desires no longer run our life or determine our activities. Essence is freer to make choices within our personality structure, and it uses that vehicle to fulfill its intentions in the world. Now that being aligned with Essence’s intentions is easier, life goes much more smoothly. Our will, the ego’s will, has become Thy will.
Life is infinitely easier once we reach this stage of evolution. When we are aligned with Essence, we feel the joy of the experience of the moment, and we naturally say yes to it. Because we know Essence is infinitely trustworthy, we just relax and enjoy the ride. When we know ourselves as Essence, we can just enjoy whatever happens. We no longer demand that life be pleasurable or comfortable, or fit any other idea. When we are in touch with the joy of Essence, unpleasurable and uncomfortable are equally wonderful experiences. This lack of demand that life be a certain way is freedom. We are free to enjoy life as it is, however it is showing up. It was the ego that believed life had to be a certain way to be happy. It was wrong. Life can be however it is. Happiness isn’t dependent on circumstances, but on saying yes to whatever is arising in the moment, whether that is pleasurable or not.
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