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Praise for The Mandala of Being

“The Mandala of Being reminds us that inherent in being human are the forces that distract who we really are from the calm of who we can be. Richard Moss’s formula for coming back to the present is a process we can all achieve.”

— Anthony Robbins

“This is an important, deeply powerful, and simply magnificent book. What can be awakened, seen, and experienced here can save your true life and the life of our planetary family. I highly recommend reading it, Now.”

— Brooke Medicine Eagle, author of
Buffalo Woman Come Singing and The Last Ghost Dance

“So often we come home from a workshop or conference feeling at one with ourselves and the universe only to have it dissipate as soon as we have to decide who takes out the garbage. Moss gives us a way out. He’s looked deeply into how we can maintain ‘radical aliveness’ in daily life. You will find many practical insights and innovative suggestions to help you. We highly recommend this book.”

— Justine & Michael Toms, co-founders New Dimensions
Media and New Dimensions Radio and authors of
True Work: Doing What You Love and Loving What You Do

“Once again Richard Moss has written a groundbreaking work of inspiration and depth. Having used Richard’s teachings and books in my classes for many years, I know of the power of his wise insights into the essential nature of being. As one of the leading spiritual teachers combining spirituality and psychology, Richard has brought forth a deep teaching of the process of self-inquiry into the ever present Now where ‘I am sufficient as I am.’ His book The Mandala of Being is truly an essential contribution to the important work of living a life in spiritual fullness.”

— Ray Greenleaf, MA, Chair, Counseling Psychology, School
of Holistic Studies, John F. Kennedy University
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Who loves, loves love,
and loving love
forms a circle so complete,
there is no end to love.

— SAINT BERNARD
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Introduction

This book has been a true labor of love for me. It is the culmination and distillation of what I have learned in thirty years of teaching, around the world, about being fully alive no matter what the circumstances. It is an invitation to self-mastery, less in the sense of attaining a state of enlightenment, and more in the sense of living as a genuinely self-determining individual free from the dominion of fear. Real mastery is the ability to stay fully present for whatever life brings because we trust who we are.

Joseph Campbell, the famous mythologist, observed that all of us are seeking in myriad ways meaning and purpose in our lives, but that what we really want is the experience of feeling totally alive and completely free. This yearning wells up from deep within, and we know it to be essential and real. Responding to it has been one of the principal impulses of human endeavor; it is the true heart of spiritual life. To touch it is to awaken from sleep to such a sense of fullness that, for the first time, we recognize a certain emptiness that has always been a part of our lives. Suddenly, without thought, we know the answers to our deepest questions, such as why we are here.

Early on in my career as a consciousness teacher, I learned that it was relatively easy to bring people to a state of what I call “radical aliveness,” where the mind is silent, the body is filled with presence, and a new enthusiasm for living is born. The secret, I realized, lay not in deliberately invoking a particular state of consciousness but in creating activities that require the body and the mind to be in the same place — in the Now.

Some of us spontaneously experience moments of this aliveness in meditation or in making love. Others have tasted it in the flow of artistic creativity or in the exhilaration of athletic pursuits. But when we leave the focus of these contexts and return to the routine and challenges of daily living, few of us know how to sustain a sense of centeredness and joy. I have written extensively about reaching these states of aliveness in my previous books, especially The Black Butterfly and The Second Miracle.

In The Mandala of Being, I offer a simple practice that meets the challenge of maintaining this aliveness in daily life without requiring the presence of a teacher, a special sacred environment, or the heightened energy of a group of people exploring consciousness together.

I long ago recognized that it was always easier to remain spacious and present while I was teaching than when I was at home and involved with the demands of daily living. So I set about trying to understand what my mind was doing differently, both for my own sake and the sake of those whom I counseled. I already knew it was not a question of holding onto the same expansive state that we attained in our work together, that it was instead about reclaiming an equivalent quality of relationship to ourselves in the midst of ordinary life.

I realized that we needed to balance the experiential activities that invite presence, such as meditation, movement, and breath work, with a specific form of self-inquiry that helps us understand how our minds leave the Now. Obviously our bodies are always in the Now. As I began to carefully observe what the mind is actually doing when it moves away from the present, I saw that there are only four places that it ever goes. This added an essential element to my work.

 

The word mandala comes from ancient Sanskrit and means “circle.” In Eastern spiritual traditions, a mandala is a form of sacred art that depicts the totality of the Self. Mandalas appear to be universal symbols and have been found throughout many different periods and cultures.

In their simplest forms mandalas are circles with four primary directions oriented around a strong central focus. The circle represents the intrinsic wholeness of the Self, which naturally sustains within itself the fundamental tensions of opposing forces, such as chaos and order, masculinity and femininity.

One day while addressing a group and trying to share my insight about where the mind goes when it leaves the present, I found myself walking around to indicate a large circle on the floor and then tracing a smaller circle in the center of the larger one. I wrote the word Now on a piece of paper and set it on the small central circle. On the perimeter at the top of the large circle, I placed the word Future, and at the bottom the word Past. I then placed the word Subject on the left perimeter and the word Object on the right. Subject-object is the psychological term for the inherently dualist nature of our ordinary consciousness, in which, as soon as we become aware of ourselves as the “subject,” me, we simultaneously become aware of the “object,” you. Me isn’t who we really are, but is the collection of thoughts we have about ourselves. Likewise, you is the collection of thoughts we have about others. With this simple mandala, I could show the four directions that the mind escapes to when it flees from the Now, usually because of an uncomfortable or threatening feeling.

I spontaneously named this model the Mandala of Being, and it has proven to be, both for me and those I have taught it to, a highly effective tool for deconstructing and understanding the mechanisms of our repeated patterns of emotional struggle and suffering. Using the Mandala model, we can see that our recurrent reactivity and defensiveness results from our being unaccustomed to living in the present. Moreover, the specific nature of this suffering is a consequence of which of the four directions our minds predominantly move in when we leave the Now. By recognizing that there truly are only four places to go when we step out of the Now, we can always find our way back home. Living in the Now becomes our starting point, not our goal.

The power to return our minds to the Now allows us to communicate more of our inborn authentic and spontaneous natures. The present moment becomes our ground of being, because that’s where we’ll find the juice of life and the truth of who we are and why we are here.

In working with this model, we start to understand the relationship between thinking and emotion. We learn how to recognize the particular thoughts, beliefs, and stories we tell ourselves as our minds move in each of the four directions in turn, and how each story contracts or agitates our bodily sensation in specific ways. When the mind is in the future, the body experiences worry or hope; when it is in the past, the body registers guilt, nostalgia, or regret.

An essential component of the Mandala of Being is that it will guide us to a new relationship with our bodies, where real understanding must occur before we truly know something. By elucidating how we “leave ourselves” in daily life situations, this work opens the pathway of awareness that consistently returns us to the Now. By feeling the shift in sensation as we return ourselves to the Now, our bodies begin to recognize presence. As we begin to understand the power of our own awareness to help us live in the present, we shift our emotional reality from what we typically call negative emotions to the sense of joyfulness and freedom that is our essential natures.

In learning to live more consistently in the Now, we increase the energy of our consciousness. In the sense that I am using it here, this “energy” is our capacity to be present and is what emanates from us through this actual act of being present. It takes heightened energy to give ourselves the spiritual muscle needed to embrace feelings that have for so long closed our hearts and dimmed our lights, instead of collapsing into them. This energy brings our awareness to the Now and allows us to see what is, not merely what our usual desires or fears might predispose us to see.

When our awareness is rooted in the present, we access our higher emotional potential — empathy, compassion, and forgiveness. We experience greater oneness with a vast field of awareness that far transcends our limited personal realities. We begin to touch the Source, to drink from a fountain of aliveness and intelligence in which we perceive each moment’s innate wholeness and to which our natural response is a sense of gratitude, wonderment, and implicit trust in life’s goodness.

As our minds move further from the Now, we begin to function from a lower emotional register. Lower energy represents a shrinking of consciousness, so we feel smaller and isolated. We become dogmatic, inflexible, and self-protective. Then we become the victims of fear, anger, distrust, neediness, and other potentially destructive emotions. The profound depths of our larger consciousness become less available to us, and even threatening. We lose our innate sense of delight in life. Instead of feeling connected to ourselves and embracing life with the fullness of our beings, we live more and more from a false and contracted sense of self designed to keep us safe from whatever we don’t want to feel.

In this sheltered but simultaneously limited state of mind, we become spectators — and too often even critics — who believe that we are, and that the world is, what we think. When we are unconsciously in this Self-avoiding mode, thinking about ourselves, others, and the world at large is our favorite pastime because we do not know what it is to feel our own depths in the present moment and taste life directly. Eventually, our minds become addicted to states of ever-greater distancing from the “now-ness” of our beings. This is the fundamental reason we experience so much dissatisfaction with ourselves, and why we often lack empathy for others.

The first teacher of the unawakened mind is fear. As children we are always in the Now, transparent to love but also vulnerable to every traumatic moment. To survive emotionally we learn to project the mind away from overwhelming sensations like loneliness and shame. We withdraw our awareness from the present, where all sensations are the most alive and are potentially too intense. Gradually we become conditioned to avoid the Now and, as a result, intimacy with ourselves and with life diminishes.

In my years as a teacher, I have seen that what inevitably halts our spiritual maturity and compromises our capacity to love is believing that we must protect ourselves from difficult feelings, such as abandonment and despair. But the only reason we cannot face them is that we have not developed the energy to stay present with them as they arise. However, until we stop fleeing whatever feelings we believe can annihilate us, we cannot mature fully or love without restraint. Sooner or later we must embrace these dark parts of life. We must trust the soul’s profound capacity to meet and be in relationship with whatever we experience, without having to defend ourselves or even react.

There is an enormous difference between how the self meets experience — how it judges and reacts to a feeling — and how the soul meets the same experience or feeling. The self’s relationship to any aspect of life is always strategic: it seeks to increase its pleasure, security, or power, and it reflexively defends against any feeling or situation that threatens it. In contrast, the soul does not see a feeling as an extension of itself or a threat to itself. The soul appreciates any feeling for what it is, and in this nonreactive, nonstrategic relationship we learn to make room for our feelings instead of closing down or fleeing from them. The way the soul meets each moment transforms our sense of self.

Few of us are aware of the power of this inner relationship and how it can transform the way we experience ourselves and everything else. Instead we reflexively use our minds to defend against difficult feelings or challenging situations, not realizing that when we do this we are never in the Now. As a result, consciously or subconsciously, we frequently feel as if our lives are built on quicksand. We feel as if we are in danger of being engulfed by any sensation, thought, or event that threatens the tenuous foundation of self on which we are poised.

But when we become conscious of the subtle power of awareness and increase our ability to remain present, we begin to see that the reality of our experience, and what we are further capable of experiencing, is determined ultimately by the quality of our relationship to ourselves during every moment. We need not be determined by our defensive thoughts or by our reactions to what comes to us from outside. As our ability to stay present increases, we at last discover real freedom from fear and other difficult emotions that have ruled us. We realize our essential wholeness and gain the ability to enjoy relationships that spontaneously invite love, respect, forgiveness, and empathy. We claim the power to exercise our awareness in ways that liberate our minds and our hearts.

 

This book is a handbook for reclaiming the wisdom of your true self. It is an initiation of conscious intimacy with yourself, with all of who you are — even the darkest aspects. We can never feel whole by trying to eliminate any part of our experience. As we begin to consistently trust this truth, we recover the aliveness we have yearned for.

In our hearts, all of us know that the human spirit is so much more than a “me” that recurrently feels threatened and dissatisfied, that endlessly seeks to find happiness while feeling that somehow, something is wrong with us. We intuit that we have the capacity to reconnect to the source of our own beings.

Soul, for me, is our capacity for self-awareness. It is the ability to ask “Who am I?” in a way that silences the thinking mind and opens us to immediacy. The soul imbues all that we are and, at the same time, can lead us beyond where we are, even to oneness with the source of our beings. For the soul, each moment is a new starting point from which it can take the next step to greater awareness.

Who we really are, always begins Now. None of us will become our true selves at some fortuitous moment in the future. Our real identities never originate from the remembered glory or traumas of our pasts. It begins anew with the attention we offer to ourselves and to life in each moment. The Now is not an ultimate state to be realized but rather a continuum to be lived. We can hide in the shallows or risk diving deeply.

At this evolutionary moment, humankind is wavering between fear and love, focusing on survival and yet beginning to touch the infinite potential of being. In brief moments we know the undeniable rightness of all things; we come home to ourselves and understand that we are already that which we have been seeking. Yet at the slightest threat, we revert to distrust and control, once again losing confidence in who we are. Simultaneously, we unconsciously externalize this inner breach of faith and perceive a threatening world. Instantly we are back with both feet in the dominion of fear.

With both feet firmly on the terrain of love, we find that life is not about survival, it is about thriving. It is about consciously embracing each moment, aware of our parts in a great wholeness. In the ecology of love, all things have their rightful place and purpose, including our most difficult feelings. In the wisdom of love, we gain the energy to encompass what we formerly fled.

What is needed now, what evolution itself is demanding, is that we experience the self-transcending power of the soul. We do not have to change the world. We need only reclaim the fullness of our beings that is ever present and always seeking to awaken in us. In so doing, we become transmitters of a profound faith in life, and the world begins to change.

What you will find in these pages can be tested in your own experience and will support your own emerging wisdom. When we live with true intelligence, we build our worlds moment by moment from a sense of our own wholeness and thereby always invite wholeness. There is nothing more important, now or ever. Wholeness is where our hearts want to go and where our souls are leading us.

Join me now, and let’s dive deeply together.


PART ONE

Fundamental Principles
of Awareness
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THE JOURNEY FROM SELF TO SELF


CHAPTER ONE

Our Earliest Relationship
to Ourselves

In the broadest sense, everything in life is always in relationship: nothing exists that is not defined by, and that does not gain its meaning through, relationship to something else. Atoms, viruses, and galaxies all dance in highly complex and miraculous relationships.

This is no less true of human beings. Nobody exists in isolation. Right from infancy, and indeed from earliest conception, who we are, how we are, and, to a significant degree, who we will become all depend a great deal on how we are nurtured and the environment in which we develop. Everyone and every situation help create who we are, molding us and inevitably bringing out some unique nuance of our beings. Unfortunately, our relationships and circumstances can also inhibit or even totally suppress other qualities of our inborn essential natures. This is why our relationships are the primary means throughout our lives by which we develop our understanding of ourselves.

None of us, though, have the power or authority to control what others may bring to us by means of their attitudes, words, or actions. Our only real power lies in what we bring to our relationships with others, and what we bring depends entirely on where we start from. For example, if we start from a sense of insecurity, we are likely to be distrusting and needy. If we start from a sense of fullness, we are likely to be generous and forgiving. This is obvious and so may seem simplistic, but the emotional tone of all relationships we have in life are invariably determined by the quality of the relationship we have with ourselves in that moment.

We human beings have always strived to find a guiding principle by which to conduct ourselves in relationships. Perhaps nothing sums up this effort better than the Golden Rule, which asks us to treat others as we would have them treat us. The problem is that too often we treat ourselves terribly: We have impossible expectations for ourselves; we look in the mirror every day and tell ourselves we are too fat or otherwise not attractive enough. We work far past the point of exhaustion, pushing ourselves when our bodies are crying for rest. We chastise ourselves for every missed opportunity, oversight, or mistake. How then are we likely to behave toward others, and how can we expect them to behave toward us? Some people have been raised in environments so full of conflict, violence, and cruelty that they later look for love, or some semblance of it, in relationships in which they unconsciously expect, and perhaps even want, to be treated the same way. It is a fact of our psychology that we continue to seek out relationships that mimic the emotional environment of our early lives.1 Even when we are raised in a much happier environment, we develop our earliest sense of self unconsciously and inevitably in response not only to the positive reinforcement of our parents but also to their often confused needs and fears. We can do unto others as we would have them do unto us, but who we really are and what we really need may be unclear to us, so that, while we are attempting to create love, we often end up creating suffering in our relationships with others.

It is often a truth of human relationships that our early psychology betrays us: we engage in relationships in ways that only partially express our true selves. As a result, the relationships we create tend to be manifestations of where we have lost contact with ourselves. A relationship is an energetic alchemy that two or more people create together which has the potential to accentuate the closeness or distance of each from his or her true self. How close to, or how far from, our true selves we live determines the quality of the relationships we create.

Each of us can start from an inner sense of security or insecurity, trust or distrust, enthusiasm or cynicism. Usually we don’t really know where we are starting from until, eventually, what is created in the relationship itself shows us. For example, an insecure man who, like most of us, does not admit to himself that he is insecure may approach a woman while subconsciously believing that she will eventually reject him. But before he understands this, he is likely to idealize her, to make her his Beatrice, his soul mate — someone too perfect to ever reject him. Initially what he brings to her is so flattering and so healing to her insecurities that she may reciprocate with equal admiration, and the relationship may flourish. They will believe they are deeply in love. In this situation of reciprocal narcissism, the best way to feel safe and not be rejected is to be mutually adoring. However, the underlying psychology of insecurity has been only temporarily circumvented.

Over time, as this man’s insecurity inevitably asserts itself, he may start to become possessive and controlling or cold and withdrawn. He may create conflicts, unconsciously testing to see if she admires him the way he wants to be admired and whether she is truly loyal. If she cannot understand that this is coming from his insecurity and cannot accept this part of him, she may become critical, reactive, and angry. As a result, both remain in a fearful place and the relationship deteriorates into accusations, judgments, blame, anger, and hurt that impoverishes both of them far more than their own personal psychology would cause them to experience outside the relationship. They may choose to separate, as many couples do, or decide to work on their relationship and perhaps learn to help heal these unconscious wounds in each other.

 

We each see through the lens of our sense of self, and the degree of our Self-realization determines what we bring to others, how we perceive them, and how we interpret their words and actions. So, the Golden Rule must be accompanied by the ancient wisdom “Know thyself.”

When we bring to another person something innately authentic and whole within us — no matter how vulnerable we may feel — we create a space of relationship that is more than simply being “in love.” This relationship becomes transformational and even sacred. It enhances our knowledge of ourselves in ways that help us to heal our old wounds because it also blesses us with greater recognition of who we really are.

If as children we are nurtured sufficiently to make us feel safe, approved of, and understood, and we are allowed to express our authentic feelings and inclinations, the person each of us becomes can manifest more of our true selves. In the mirror of an environment that consciously supports and respects our uniqueness, we learn to trust ourselves and unfold into life while essentially feeling good about ourselves.

If, on the other hand, we grow up with parents and educators who have their own agendas for us, their own ideas about who we should be and how we can best achieve success or simply survive, the mirror they hold up to us is so biased and distorted we do not learn to trust our true selves. We begin to develop a false self that is thereafter vigilant for impending criticism, a self whose core feeling is that we are not sufficient as we are.

This sense of insufficiency, this vague feeling that something is not quite right about us, becomes the ground state for our identities that then impairs the ability to relate clearly to our own sensations, feelings, and thoughts that constantly arise. Simultaneously this sense of insufficiency distorts how we perceive the external environment, so we distrust the world as well.

To understand how this happens, imagine that consciousness is like a sphere of fine clear crystal. When we stand at the center of the sphere — which is analogous to our true selves — in every direction we look the light (our consciousness) is bent in precisely the same way (or really not bent at all) so that nothing is distorted. We see clearly in all directions from a single, consistent point of view. We are living in our own spontaneous and authentic essence and appreciating reality as it is.

If we begin to move away from the center toward the perimeter, however, what we perceive from this off-center position becomes refracted and distorted by the differing thicknesses of our crystal in every direction around us. It is like being in a house of mirrors where each mirror is bent differently: in one we appear tall and thin, in another squat and wide, and so on. But we cannot know that we are off-center in ourselves and that our view of ourselves and of life in general is distorted. This feeling about ourselves, and attitude toward life, becomes who we are. And until we return to our true centers, we can never gain true perceptions.

As children we begin our lives right in the center of our sphere of being, spontaneously expressing our authentic nature; we know nothing else. However, it is not long before this begins to change, as we are partially or wrongly reflected back to ourselves by the relationships that surround us. Eventually, to a greater or lesser degree, each of us loses contact with our spontaneous essence and begins to live more or less off-center. This is a period in life — for all of us — in which soul awareness is dormant and we become identified with a false sense of self.

HOW WE BECOME WHO WE ARE NOT

We are not born, in essence, American, French, Japanese, Christian, Muslim, or Jew. These labels are attached to us according to where on the planet our births happen to take place, or these labels are imposed upon us because they indicate our families’ belief systems.

We are not born with an innate sense of distrust of others. We do not enter life with the belief that God is external to us, watching us, judging us, loving us, or simply being indifferent to our plight. We do not suckle at the breast with shame about our bodies or with racial prejudice already brewing in our hearts. We do not emerge from our mothers’ wombs believing that competition and domination are essential to survival. Nor are we born believing that somehow we must validate whatever our parents consider to be right and true.

How do children come to believe that they are indispensable to their parents’ well-being, and that they therefore must become the champions of their parents’ unfulfilled dreams, fulfilling them by becoming the good daughter or the responsible son? How many people revolt against their parents’ relationships by condemning themselves to lives of cynicism about the possibility for real love? In how many ways will members of one generation after another efface their own true natures in order to be loved, successful, approved of, powerful, and safe, not because of who they are in essence, but because they have adapted themselves to others? And how many will become part of the detritus of the cultural norm, living in poverty, disenfranchisement, or alienation?

We are not born anxious for our survival. How is it, then, that pure ambition and the accumulation of wealth and power are ideals in our culture, when to live for them is all too often a soulless pursuit that condemns one to a path of unending stress, which fails to address or heal the core, unconscious feeling of insufficiency?

All such internalized attitudes and belief systems have been cultivated in us. Others have modeled them for us and trained us in them. This indoctrination takes place both directly and indirectly. In our homes, schools, and religious institutions, we are explicitly told who we are, what life is about, and how we should perform. Indirect indoctrination occurs as we absorb subconsciously whatever is consistently emphasized or demonstrated by our parents and other caregivers when we are very young.

As children we are like fine crystal glasses that vibrate to a singer’s voice. We resonate with the emotional energy that surrounds us, unable to be sure what part is us — our own true feelings and likes or dislikes — and what part is others. We are keen observers of our parents’ and other adults’ behavior toward us and toward each other. We experience how they communicate through their facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, actions, and so on, and we can recognize — though not consciously when we are young — when their expressions and their feelings are congruent or not. We are immediate barometers for emotional hypocrisy. When our parents are saying or doing one thing, but we perceive that they mean something else, it confuses and distresses us. Over time these emotional “disconnects” continue to threaten our developing sense of self, and we begin to devise our own strategies for psychological security in attempts to protect ourselves.

None of this is accompanied by our conscious understanding of what we are doing, but we quickly deduce what our parents value and what evokes their approval or disapproval. We readily learn which of our own behaviors they respond to in ways that make us feel loved or unloved, worthy or unworthy. We begin to adapt ourselves by acquiescence, rebellion, or withdrawal.

 

As children we do not initially approach our worlds with our parents’ biases and prejudices about what is good or bad. We express our true selves spontaneously and naturally. But early on, this expression begins to collide with what our parents encourage or discourage in our self-expression. All of us become conscious of our earliest sense of self in the context of their fears, hopes, wounds, beliefs, resentments, and control issues and of their ways of nurturing, whether loving, suffocating, or neglecting. This mostly unconscious socializing process is as old as human history. When we are children and out parents view us through the lens of their own adaptations to life, we as unique individuals remain more or less invisible to them. We learn to become whatever helps make us visible to them, to be whatever brings us the most comfort and least discomfort. We adapt and survive as best we can in this emotional climate.

Our strategic response results in the formation of a survival personality that does not express much of our individual essence. We falsify who we are in order to maintain some level of connection to those whom we require in order to meet our needs for attention, nurturance, approval, and security.

Children are marvels of adaptation. They quickly learn that, if acquiescence produces the best response, then being supportive and agreeable provides the best chance for emotional survival. They grow up to be pleasers, excellent providers for the needs of others, and they see their loyalty as a virtue more important than their own needs. If rebellion seems to be the best path to diminishing discomfort while also gaining attention, then they become combative and build their identities by pushing their parents away. Their fight for autonomy may later make them nonconformists unable to accept the authority of others, or they may require conflict in order to feel alive. If withdrawal works best, then children become more introverted and escape into imaginary worlds. Later in life, this survival adaptation may cause them to live so deeply in their own beliefs that they are unable to make space for others to know them or to emotionally touch them.

Because survival is at the root of the false self, fear is its true god. And because in the Now we cannot be in control of our situations, only in relationship with it, the survival personality is poorly suited to the Now. It tries to create the life it believes it should be living and, in so doing, does not fully experience the life it is living. Our survival personalities have identities to maintain that are rooted in the early childhood escape from threat. This threat comes from the disjunction between how we experience ourselves as children and what we learn to be, in response to our parents’ mirroring and expectations.

 

Infancy and early childhood are governed by two primary drives: The first is the necessity to bond with our mothers or other important caregivers. The second is the drive to explore, to learn about and discover our worlds.

The physical and emotional bond between mother and baby is necessary not only for the child’s survival but also because the mother is the first cultivator of the baby’s sense of self. She cultivates it by how she holds and caresses her baby; by her tone of voice, her gaze, and her anxiety or calmness; and by how she reinforces or squelches her child’s spontaneity. When the overall quality of her attention is loving, calm, supportive, and respectful, the baby knows that it is safe and all right in itself. As the child gets older, more of his or her true self emerges as the mother continues to express approval and set necessary boundaries without shaming or threatening the child. In this way her positive mirroring cultivates the child’s essence and helps her child to trust itself.

In contrast, when a mother is frequently impatient, hurried, distracted, or even resentful of her child, the bonding process is more tentative and the child feels unsafe. When a mother’s tone of voice is cold or harsh, her touch brusque, insensitive, or uncertain; when she is unresponsive to her child’s needs or cries or cannot set aside her own psychology to make enough space for the child’s unique personality, this is interpreted by the child as meaning that something must be wrong with him or her. Even when neglect is unintentional, as when a mother’s own exhaustion prevents her from nurturing as well as she would like to, this unfortunate situation can still cause a child to feel unloved. As a result of any of these actions, children can begin to internalize a sense of their own insufficiency.

Until recently, when many women have become working mothers, fathers have tended to transmit to us our sense of the world beyond the home.2 We wondered where Daddy was all day. We noticed whether he returned home tired, angry, and depressed or satisfied and enthusiastic. We absorbed his tone of voice as he spoke about his day; we felt the outside world through his energy, his complaints, worries, anger, or enthusiasm. Slowly we internalized his spoken or other representations of the world into which he so frequently disappeared, and all too often this world appeared to be threatening, unfair, “a jungle.” If this impression of potential danger from the outside world combines with an emerging sense of being wrong and insufficient, then the child’s core identity — his or her earliest relationship to the self — becomes one of fearfulness and distrust. As gender roles are changing, both men and working mothers perform aspects of the fathering function for their children, and some men perform aspects of mothering. We could say that in a psychological sense mothering cultivates our earliest sense of self, and how we mother ourselves throughout life strongly influences how we hold ourselves when faced with emotional pain. Fathering, on the other hand, has to do with our vision of the world and how empowered we believe ourselves to be as we implement our own personal visions in the world.

Day by day throughout childhood, we explore our worlds. As we move out into our environment, our parents’ capacity to support our process of discovery and to mirror our attempts in ways that are neither overprotective nor neglectful depends on their own consciousness. Are they proud of us as we are? Or do they reserve their pride for the things we do that fit their image for us or that make them look like good parents? Do they encourage our own assertiveness, or interpret it as disobedience and quell it? When a parent delivers reprimands in a way that shames the child — as so many generations of generally male authorities have recommended doing — a confused and disturbed inner reality is generated in that child. No child can separate the frightful bodily intensity of shame from his or her own sense of self. So the child feels wrong, unlovable, or deficient. Even when parents have the best intentions, they frequently meet their child’s tentative steps into the world with responses that seem anxious, critical, or punitive. More important, those responses are often perceived by the child as implicitly distrustful of who he or she is.

As children we cannot differentiate our parents’ psychological limitations from the effects they cause in us. We cannot protect ourselves by means of self-reflection so that we can arrive at compassion and understanding for them and ourselves, because we do not yet have the awareness to do so. We cannot know that our frustration, insecurity, anger, shame, neediness, and fear are just feelings, not the totality of our beings. Feelings seem simply good or bad to us, and we want more of the former and less of the latter. So gradually, within the context of our early environment, we wake up to our first conscious sense of self as if materializing out of a void, and without understanding the origins of our own confusion and insecurity about ourselves.

Each of us, in a certain sense, develops our earliest understanding of who we are within the emotional and psychological “fields” of our parents, much as iron filings on a sheet of paper become aligned in a pattern determined by a magnet underneath it. Some of our essence remains intact, but much of it has to be forfeited in order to ensure that, as we express ourselves and venture out to discover our worlds, we don’t antagonize our parents and risk the loss of essential bonding. Our childhoods are like the proverbial Procrustean bed.3 We “lie down” in our parents’ sense of reality, and if we are too “short” — that is, too fearful, too needy, too weak, not smart enough, and so on, by their standards — they “stretch” us. It can happen in a hundred ways. They might order us to stop crying or shame us by telling us to grow up. Alternatively, they might try to encourage us to stop crying by telling us everything is all right and how wonderful we are, which still indirectly suggests that how we are feeling is wrong. Of course, we also “stretch” ourselves — by trying to meet their standards in order to maintain their love and approval. If, on the other hand, we are too “tall” — that is, too assertive, too involved in our own interests, too curious, too boisterous, and so on — they “shorten” us, using much the same tactics: criticism, scolding, shame, or warnings about problems we will have later in life. Even in the most loving families, in which parents have only the best intentions, a child may lose a significant measure of his or her innate spontaneous and authentic nature without either the parent or the child realizing what has happened.

 

As a result of these circumstances, an environment of angst is unconsciously born within us, and, at the same time, we begin a lifetime of ambivalence about intimacy with others. This ambivalence is an internalized insecurity that can leave us forever dreading both the loss of intimacy that we fear would surely occur if we somehow dared to be authentic, and the suffocating sense of being dispossessed of our innate character and natural self-expression if we were to allow intimacy.

As children we begin to create a submerged reservoir of unacknowledged, nonintegrated feelings that pollute our earliest sense of who we are, feelings like being insufficient, unlovable, or unworthy. To compensate for these, we build up a coping strategy called, in psychoanalytic theory, the idealized self. It is the self we imagine we should be or can be. We soon start to believe we are this idealized self, and we compulsively continue to attempt to be it, while avoiding anything that brings us face to face with the distressing feelings we have buried.

Sooner or later, however, these buried and rejected feelings resurface, usually in the relationships that seem to promise the intimacy we so desperately crave. But while these close relationships initially offer great promise, eventually they also expose our insecurities and fears. Since we all carry the imprint of childhood wounding to some degree, and therefore bring a false, idealized self into the space of our relationships, we are not starting from our true selves. Inevitably, any close relationship we create will begin to unearth and amplify the very feelings that we, as children, managed to bury and temporarily escape.

Our parents’ ability to support and encourage the expression of our true selves depends on how much of their attention comes to us from a place of authentic presence. When parents unconsciously live from their false and idealized senses of self, they cannot recognize that they are projecting their unexamined expectations for themselves onto their children. As a result, they cannot appreciate the spontaneous and authentic nature of a young child and allow it to remain intact. When parents inevitably become uncomfortable with their children because of the parents’ own limitations, they attempt to change their children instead of themselves. Without recognizing what is happening, they provide a reality for their children that is hospitable to the children’s essence only to the extent that the parents have been able to discover a home in themselves for their own essence.

All of the above may help to explain why so many marriages fail and why much that is written about relationships in popular culture is idealized. As long as we protect our idealized selves, we are going to have to keep imagining ideal relationships. I doubt they exist. But what does exist is the possibility to start from whom we really are and to invite mature connections that bring us closer to psychological healing and true wholeness.

EDUCATION AND RELIGION:
THE DIRECT FORCES OF CULTURAL
INDOCTRINATION

When children have trouble learning, it is rarely because they are intellectually incapable. Instead, it is often because a one-size-fits-all educational process does not support their unique ways of learning. A system that requires them to fit a culturally expected norm, and often defeats them when they do not fit, delivers another blow to their faith in themselves. I suspect that many children who excel and are rewarded with good grades and special honors do so more as a survival reflex than because they experience a real joy in learning or because their souls are rejoicing at finding the support they need to express their innate genius. In any case, children subconsciously learn that they are valued for what they achieve and how they perform, not for whom they are. Once again the message, at least subconsciously, is “You are not sufficient as you are.”

I have observed in my own children and their friends just how demoralizing the contemporary educational process can sometimes be. So many students come away feeling lost and alienated. The system has oversaturated them with information, yet it has not placed this information in a context that makes it meaningful in their lives or that helps them to learn about themselves — the most essential responsibility of an intelligent educational process.

The god of fear has its hands in every part of our contemporary culture, taking even our innate passion for exploration and discovery and distorting it until it becomes almost exclusively funneled into the survival quest. To paraphrase the author Joseph Chilton Pearce, too often the goal of education is to prepare the child to be “a dollar commodity” in the marketplace.4 Education becomes part of the Procrustean drama drastically shaping us to fit its proportions.

 

There are those who have written scathing polemics on the subject of religion, and mainstream religion in particular, in terms of how it limits the full expression of the soul. It is certainly not my intention to do so. But it is important to realize that from early in life our sense of self is powerfully influenced by religious ideologies that often have little relationship to whom we really are.

The notion that all individuals can, if encouraged to know themselves, become the authors of their own sense of spirituality, is heresy for most religions. From the start, religion tells us who to be and how to be “before God,” just as it told our parents and their parents before them, without respect for whom any of us actually are. Religion can place us on another Procrustean bed from conception on, through its pervasive influence on our parents and everyone else we come in contact with.

Most children naturally have a rich sense of spirituality. They have an inborn sense of compassion and fairness, and many have their own innate understanding of a higher love. In their innocence, they are often highly receptive to and deeply moved by their early experiences with religion. But along with teachings about original sin and images of a judging or punishing father God, they soon absorb the implicit message of most theistic religions: “There is something wrong with you that needs to be fixed.”

Playing upon the fears they instill in us, these theistic religions go on to tell us, “Here is what you must believe and do to be worthy of God’s love and to achieve salvation.” Progressive churches attempt, on the other hand, to give us back the power to connect to the spirit and thereby reverse millennia of spiritual and psychological disempowerment. But, whereas traditional churches try to “shorten” us with admonishments that we are sinners, progressive churches attempt to “stretch” us with their insistence on upbeat positiveness. Positive affirmations and visualizations of our spiritual wholeness and beauty are powerful tools that can temporarily elevate our mood, but these still encourage us to avoid or disown our darker feelings. Repeating affirmations becomes in effect like talking to ourselves the way our parents did when they exhorted us to “cheer up,” instead of really listening to and empathizing with how we felt. The message once again is “You are not sufficient as you are” — unless, in this case, you always feel positive, enthusiastic, and loving.

All the great world religions have at their origin and scattered within their lineage some individuals who have had profound mystical experiences resulting in a fundamental transformation of their consciousness. Thus there is a mystical core in all religions that supports our potential to realize our true natures. But most religions do not understand or acknowledge this mystical core, this experience of realization that is potential in everyone. Instead they deify and elevate only their spiritual icons, such as Jesus and Muhammad.

By accident or design, these religions reinforce and then exploit our early developmental tendency to project our souls’ innate self-transcending intelligence outside of ourselves and onto others. Instead of guiding us to recognize our own personal relationship to spirit, they claim the spiritual authority we give away. They tell us who is holy and whose spiritual authority must by obeyed.

In accepting what we are told, we become disempowered. As the innate qualities of our souls are discouraged, denied, or rejected, we unconsciously become angry and brittle. This revenge of the unconscious that results from the denial and suppression of our real selves shows up outwardly as emotional and psychological inflexibility. We advocate a categorical morality, rather than a deep moral sense, and we become controlling, self-righteous, judgmental, and intolerant. The world beyond our own spiritual tribe becomes heathen, including sometimes our own children, and must be set straight or converted. To see ourselves in our original, innate wholeness and to appreciate it in others becomes nearly impossible. The Procrustean way of religion mutilates our inborn spirituality and substitutes a “mind-made” faith. We become proponents of a culture of fear, insufficiency, and survival without even realizing what has happened to us.

But whether or not we are under the sway of mainstream religion, we cannot adequately address the psychology of insufficiency and survival by efforts to make our selves feel better that involve acquiring more wealth, security, power, love, or even spiritual experiences. To stop our emotional suffering, or any unnecessary suffering, we must recognize the power of our awareness to create a new conscious relationship to any feeling and to all our limiting beliefs. We can learn to be present with our threatening sensations and difficult feelings in such a way that we create a new inner relationship to ourselves and, in so doing, actually awaken to the true self. It is in this relationship that we can begin to, in effect, “re-parent” and “respiritualize” ourselves and move closer to an authentic expression of our essential selves.

 

One of the remarkable qualities of our living universe is that it is self-reflexive. Whatever we project onto it is what it shows us. Science has taught us this. Whatever hypothesis we begin with, we always discover evidence to support this hypothesis. This doesn’t mean that the hypothesis is necessarily true, only that we will find evidence that makes us believe it is true, at least for a while. One famous example is the hypothesis that the sun and stars circle the Earth.

This is why it is crucial that when we form beliefs and assumptions about ourselves, we begin in the right place. If we begin with an underlying sense that we are insufficient or damaged, or if we begin with an idealized view of ourselves that disguises and protects us from that feeling, then any discouraging experience will confirm our subconscious belief that there is something wrong with us. As we try even harder to “fix” ourselves, to shore up our self-image and make ourselves feel better, the very fact that we have to do this seems to supply further proof that something is essentially wrong with us. Unless we actually penetrate to the core feeling of insufficiency and learn to be present with it without reaction and defense, we will try again and again to reinforce our false selves, until eventually we are sucked down into the quicksand of endless, self-created neurotic suffering and stress.

There is no way to escape this cycle from within it. We have to step outside the whole structure and change our original hypothesis from a subconscious premise of insufficiency to a conscious premise that our souls have an unlimited capacity for awareness — which is our innate ability to be in relationship to and not identified with whatever we are feeling. We cannot simply choose a new assumption about ourselves by, for instance, verbally affirming “I am whole” or “I am perfect right now.” We have to actually realize this. The thinking mind cannot effectively affirm its own wholeness, because even the intent to do so is already a reaction to a sense of being less than whole.

But if we begin to take the perspective that our souls have the capacity for awareness, then we realize that, when we are aware of unhappiness, the aspect of us that is aware is not itself unhappy. When we are aware of fear, that awareness is not itself afraid. By learning to exercise the power of awareness in a different way, one that is not taught to us in school or by conventional religion, we change our original hypothesis that we are defined by our threatening feelings or endless desires and instead become defined by the quality of our relationship with them. That we have the capacity for awareness is the spiritual essence of what it means to be a human being. This unlimited, unconditional awareness is the true self from which we can always begin.


CHAPTER TWO

Who Are We
Really?

[image: Image]

The Beginning of Deep Self-Inquiry

Like a fish that does not realize it lives in water because water is the only medium it has ever known, some things are so obvious that they escape our understanding. For human beings, awareness is the “water” in which we always live, yet few of us are taught to recognize and understand our own experience of being aware. Our individual consciousness determines what we are able to perceive, how we interpret our perceptions, what we value and make meaningful, and ultimately how we act. Yet we take the miracle of consciousness so completely for granted that we never really consider the nature and power of awareness itself.

Before we can go deeper in this discussion, it is essential that we reach an agreement about the mystery and subtlety of our own nature as conscious beings. Then we can question some of our implicit assumptions about who we believe ourselves to be and, as a result, arrive at a more intelligent understanding of who we really are.

To start this inquiry, let’s try a simple exercise: As you read these words, become aware of your breathing. Follow the movement of inhalation as it peaks, and the collapse of your chest and softening of your belly during exhalation. Feel the sensation of the air moving through your nostrils or mouth. The sensation of breathing is a familiar one that has accompanied each of us since birth. Before that, in the womb, we are continuously serenaded by the sound of our mothers’ breathing. Yet until I suggested that you pay attention to your breathing, your mind was engaged elsewhere and you were probably unaware of it. What we are aware of depends on where we place our attention.

Now consider what we mean when we use the word attention. Did you actually sense what moved or shifted so that you became aware of your breathing? It is facile to say “My attention shifted.” What I invite you to attempt to isolate is your actual experience of this thing we call “attention.” Rather than answer with your intellect, try to become aware: observe what it is that we mean when we say attention. Stay with this contemplation for a little while and see what happens.

 

A metaphor can help us take this inquiry a step further: Imagine that your breathing is like a big kite flying in the sky of your mind. You didn’t notice the kite (your breathing) until I asked you to become aware of it. What keeps the kite flying is a string we can call “attention.” (If we let go of the string — release the attention — the breathing drops out of awareness, just as a real kite would fall.) So once more, pay attention to your breathing and try to be aware of attention itself.

Now turn your attention around, away from your breathing, and point it back down the “string” toward whatever is holding the string. What do you experience? Who or what is holding the string of attention? Who or what is the kite flyer?

 

When I conduct this exercise in person with groups, most people tell me that “there is just a space” or “there is nothing.” Some describe it as a “cloud.” Some say, “It is Now.” Others visualize the string as beginning in their heads or chests or bellies. When they say this, I ask them to imagine that these visualizations themselves are also kites, and then to reverse their attention and follow it back down the string toward where it seems to originate. Eventually, if people repeat this exercise a few times, they become speechless, unable to describe what they are experiencing, and they may say, “I don’t know.” I then suggest that they stay with their sense of not knowing, no-thing, or now-ness for a few moments.

I invite you to do the same: Pause momentarily in your reading and follow the string of attention back to where your awareness begins right now. As you do so, stay with your actual experience, rather than trying to conceptualize it or become abstract about it.

 

We can pursue this exploration a little further: Can you remember what you did first, or what you were thinking about, when you got up this morning? The moment such a question is posed, some memory immediately becomes accessible. Imagine that this memory is a kite. Focus on the memory now flying in the sky of your mind for a moment, and then on the string of attention. Now, as before, turn your attention back down the string and look for who or what is holding it. Where does your attention to this (or any) memory begin in you? Can you find the origin? Stay with this quality of curious receptivity for a moment. Is this place, or space, that is occupied by the kite flyer empty? Is it full? Most important, look to see if this place, or space, is, itself, in the past. Is it?

 

Now one last experiment: Imagine what you will be doing tomorrow. With whom will you be? Where will you be?

As soon as I suggest this, your mind automatically envisions the future and creates some story — an expectation “kite” appears suddenly in your imaginary mental sky. Carefully examine this future story. Try to see it with clear detail. Probe into your attention as you look up at the kite that carries your story about tomorrow, and then gently reverse the direction of your attention, away from the imagined future and toward the place where your attention emanates from.

As before, you will most likely experience a sense of a space, a sense of no-thing-ness. Observe softly but carefully: is this space, which is connected to an expectation about the future, itself located in the future? If we extrapolate a little from this inquiry, it is possible to realize that all the things that come and go and appear to “fly” around in our awareness — every sensation, emotion, memory, and thought, and all our fantasies, worries, and plans for the future — are kites of various sizes and colors. But the moment we turn our attention to whom or what holds the strings, we come back to something that is ineffable, that does not live in the past or the future, even though it encompasses both.

This places us at the threshold of a crucial and central insight. The most natural and spontaneous response to questions like “Who is aware of breathing?” “Who is remembering dinner last night?” “Who is anticipating tomorrow’s business meeting?” is to say, “Me. I am doing these things.” In other words, we automatically presume that I am the one holding the kite strings. This should naturally lead us to try to learn as much as we can about what we mean when we say or think the word I or me. To do so, let’s return to the same line of inquiry we have been pursuing, and imagine that our sense of self-existence — which we implicitly refer to when we say I or me — is a kite flying in the vastness of the sky.

Think about how often in a day you say me, or how much everything you do presumes that you exist as some kind of separate, psychic entity that you — and all of us — take for granted as I. Now let your mind become open, receptive, and quiet, and say to yourself, “Me.” With this word inviting your attention, follow your awareness toward whatever is evoked as you contemplate your own “me-ness.” Stay with this contemplation for a few moments and observe your experience.

At this point, again repeat the experiment of turning your attention back to whom or what is aware of whatever you are imagining or sensing to be yourself. What do you find? Isn’t this experience, once again, a space of no-thing-ness? Are you beginning to realize that this ineffable “space” is what always remains whenever you turn your attention back to find the origin of your experience of self? Because this no-thing-ness is what always remains, even though you cannot really name it or truly describe it, isn’t this more truly your me than anything you can imagine about yourself? It’s a remarkable revelation: Who we ultimately are, in our essence, is a potential for awareness, but the experience of awareness itself is never reducible to a thing.

 

For most of us, reversing our attention and trying to isolate the actual experience or existence of our me-ness is not easy, which is perhaps why we rarely do it. Whereas it is immediately obvious how to notice our breathing, recall a memory, or imagine a future scenario, we are so close to and seemingly embedded within whatever we mean when we say the word I or me that we seldom, if ever, think to turn our attention toward it, to try to become aware of it. Yet if we have not actually attempted to find who we really are, we have not taken even the first step toward wisdom.

We have many abstract ideas about what we mean by me: for example, we equate me with ideas like soul and self.
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