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			Orientation Day

			Welcome once again to our series of Mystery School courses!

			In the next few days, we’ll be exploring a topic that’s very familiar to you, but still hides many mysteries and contradictions. As you know by now, when investigating any of life’s mysteries, we’re also shining a light on the most compelling mystery of all: you.

			You might think you’re completely known to yourself. You might imagine yourself to be a finished work of art, fixed and unchangeable, but you exist to transform and evolve. It’s in your nature to solve puzzles. You were born with an appetite for truth and a desire to explore life’s deeper mysteries.

			And what, exactly, is a mystery? Well, everything is a mystery…until it’s not. You, like everyone, came into the world knowing nothing. As a newborn baby, you were able to witness and remember, but you had no idea what you were witnessing. Everything was a mystery then. You didn’t know the names of things; names didn’t matter. Your body was weak and your brain immature, but you watched and listened. You imitated movements and sounds. Slowly, you developed the ability to process information. You learned how to break codes and reach new levels of understanding.

			Other people’s knowledge shaped your thoughts and behaviors. Other people’s beliefs structured your world. You eventually learned to put names to everything, of course, and you learned to respond emotionally to those names. You were told what to be afraid of and who to trust. You were taught to distinguish good from bad, and right from wrong. You learned what to hate, who to love, and which ideals to embrace.

			This is how we were all programmed by society. This is how we learned to survive within a community of people. Life, however, has programmed us in its own way. In the following days, we’ll talk about how our social programming often goes directly against life’s original programming. We will investigate the collision of those two worlds.

			Life is real. The stories we tell about life are not. Our stories often contradict real events; our beliefs can deny what our senses tell us. Our impressions of reality are usually distorted, but we have plenty of opportunities to wake up and see. We have a chance to resolve the most obvious conflict: the one between truth and lies.

			Mysteries aren’t new to you. You’ve been opening the doors of understanding since you arrived on this planet. You’ve been finding answers to life’s secrets since your first breath. This planet has been your private university campus since you were born. You’ve attended many orientation days like this one, and celebrated many graduations. You’ve been a student, sure; and you became a teacher, sharing your wisdom as you continued to learn.

			Even now, you can discover more about your world, how it was created, and what direction it can take from this moment forward. “Your world” refers to the reality you create for yourself. Your world isn’t the same as my world, or anyone else's world. Each of us perceives reality in our own way. Each of us responds differently to what we perceive. We tell our stories differently. So, just by existing, we create our own special kind of art.

			Artists are driven to represent the truth. This school is designed exclusively for artists, which means anyone, everyone, is invited to take part in the conversation. Everyone is invited to explore and to discover. Here, students are never judged for the art they create.

			A teacher can provide insights, but you, as a student, can only see what you’re ready to see. I use language in the best way I know how; that’s my artistic contribution. You listen attentively, and at your own level of comprehension; that’s your contribution. How I choose my words is my responsibility and how you interpret my words is yours. We each do our best as artists to build awareness out of mystery.

			So, let’s begin this week’s class on a subject that’s age-old and familiar. The subject is love. We may sometimes be frustrated in love, or disappointed by love. We may be afraid to express our love; but most of us think we know love. We think we know how to love. Is that true?

			We were all programmed to love by the ones who loved us most. They, too, were taught by the people who loved them. And most of us learned to love with conditions. We learned to love selfishly. We learned to love selectively. As a species, we base many of our spiritual values on themes of love and forgiveness, but often support cruel and unforgiving behavior. It’s apparent that we lack a true understanding of love, and that effectively explains the mystery of all human conflict.

			Love is not what you think it is. Love is not what we often insist it should be. Love isn’t one emotion; love is all emotions merged together. Love is everlasting and limitless; it is the energy of life. How love became just a sweet idea—something to be ridiculed, trivialized, and avoided—is one of the mysteries we’ll be exploring this week. As we do, you’ll have a chance to see what love looks like without conditions. And, you’ll learn how to direct the power of that love, a talent that once came naturally to you.

			So, are you ready? Good! Again, welcome to this campus of learning. You’re here to experiment with new perceptions. During our time together, you’ll have opportunities to change many beliefs that are key to the way you define reality. You’ll be asked to change a few mental habits. You may want to discard some false idols. You’ll be challenged, but how you respond to those challenges is up to you.

			For now, be willing to see things differently, to hear things differently. Open your mind and sharpen your curiosity. Stay honest and aware, and prepare to put the finishing touches on the masterpiece that is your life.
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			Day 1: The Story

			Good morning! Let’s begin the day with a smile.

			Any new challenge can seem intimidating, so take a deep breath and relax. That’s it. Prepare to have fun, beginning with this week’s task: coming to terms with our strong beliefs about love. And we can start by recognizing where those beliefs came from. Everything began with our arrival into a dream shared by more than seven billion members of the human species.

			You and I were born into a vast community called humanity. We were also born into a much smaller community of people who were responsible for our safety. They were the ones who took care of us until we were mature enough to take care of ourselves. We were born as innocent beings, in close communication with life and directed solely by life’s programming.

			Within the first months of our existence, we were exposed to another kind of programming. We began to be influenced by other people’s knowledge. Their stories shaped our minds. Their beliefs helped build our private universe. Other people’s opinions and attitudes still affect the way we act. Since they formed the basis of our thinking, they even influence the way we communicate with ourselves.

			From our infancy until our adolescence, we learned what society expected from us. We began by imitating the sounds and mannerisms of the people who raised us. Gradually, we learned to speak their language and to behave as they behaved. We learned their rules and traditions until all of it became second nature to us. In other words, we all went through a period of intense training to be like everyone else.

			This is the way we survived, not only physically, but as members of a community. We needed their nurturing and we needed their protection. We were rewarded when we followed the rules. By accepting everything we were told, we survived and we thrived. At home, we learned the myths of family and our circle of friends. At school, we learned about the history of our people.

			We were taught many things growing up. The adults in our lives may not have been aware they were teaching us, but we paid close attention to everything they did and said. We believed what we heard, and we stored all that knowledge in our memories. Everything we know now is the result of that careful tutoring.

			The same thing happened to the people who taught us. They were students once, too, and they were taught everything they know by the people who came before them. Since the beginning of humanity, information has been passed from parent to child, and from teacher to student. And the information we were given in our earliest days was always accepted as true.

			We still believe most of the stories we grew up hearing—stories about our neighbors, or about people in the news, or people we’d never meet. We believed other people’s definition of morality, or faith, or freedom. We were shown what strength was supposed to look like—or bravery, or cowardice. We were taught what it means to be a man or a woman. We were told about sex. And we were shown how to love.

			We saw how our parents showed affection for each other. We noticed how they used words and gestures to demonstrate their love. We observed the way our older siblings dealt with teenage romance, and all those memories shaped our present behaviors. Like childhood friends, old stories live in our heads and guide our actions. We believe what we think, and we defend our core values based on that thinking.

			Our actions are controlled by opinions we hardly know we have and may still refuse to investigate. Most of us still accept the same stories about creation, or about God, that we were told as children. We rarely question our attitudes about other people, other cultures, or other races.

			Some of us may have the same attitudes toward sex as we did when we were teenagers. What we thought was sexy then may still seem sexy to us now. Back then, our ideas about romance were based on a mixture of adolescent myths and random nonsense. We all felt pressured to do ridiculous things in order to appear seductive. In many ways, we still feel that pressure. So there’s a good chance we’re telling ourselves the same stories about love that we heard in childhood, when our minds were new and easy to mold.

			I use the word stories to refer to your thoughts; you started thinking almost as soon as you learned to speak. Your thoughts are the stories you’ve been telling yourself ever since the earliest years of your existence. Back then, you were absorbing the opinions of your family members and their friends, and you were making those opinions your own.

			You grew up listening to opinions from everyone you know. Those same opinions still echo in your head. By now you understand that once a feeling is put into words, it’s a story. In fact, your thoughts take the form of a running narrative. They often sound like conversations. They chronicle your moment-to-moment activities like the radio coverage at a ball game: “…and now I’m picking up the mess the kids left in the game room, again! I shouldn’t be the one doing it, but who else will?” And so on.

			A story also refers to a literary story: a romantic novel, as well as a love story you’d watch on a movie screen. Those stories probably taught you a lot about love. At least, they taught you about how most of humanity imagines love to be. It’s not surprising that your thoughts gravitate to stories involving love. They’re torn between all the crazy ideas people have about love and the deeply compelling mystery of it.

			Many of us associate love with desperate hope, heartbreak, and betrayal. We often assume love is a series of brief pleasures and painful losses. We treat the subject of love in similar ways, mirroring the attitudes of other people. We sing about its wonders and agonize over its disillusionments. It’s as if love comes with an invisible book of rules that most of us have read and memorized.

			Without really understanding what we’re doing, countless generations of humans have committed both large and small crimes…all in the name of love.

			Reflections of Love

			In the beginning, there existed a creator, immortal and alone. His first act of power was to create a mirror. To truly see the totality of himself, he would have to make mirror big enough to extend to infinity. And so he did. The mirror was vast, and it was true. Satisfied by his perfect reflection, the creator then shattered the mirror into countless pieces, so that each piece, wherever it might spin through the universe, would beautifully reflect its creator…

			This little story leads me to imagine we’re tiny mirrored pieces of glass, yearning for the thing we reflect. Each of us holds a different image in our imagination; but images and reflections, as we know, are not the real things. Throughout the many ages of humankind, reflections of the truth have become more and more distorted by humanity’s most fascinating talent, which is storytelling itself.

			From an early age, you and I observed how stories could trigger emotions in people. With practice, we became master storytellers, focused on stories that provoked intense emotion and a little bit of drama. Stories about love, we found, were the most effective. The more dramatic, the better. We started our lives as perfect reflections of love, but learned to reflect love in imperfect ways.

			So, what exactly is love? Let me first tell you what love is not. Love is not what we’ve been taught to believe it is. Love is not the game of illusions and expectations that we’ve all been encouraged to play together. It’s not a business or an exchange of services. It’s not a game, where dreams are won and lost. Love doesn’t expect, or demand. Love is the power of life itself, and that comes without conditions.

			Even so, rules and conditions have defined the way we love. This is why so many problems exist in the world, and I’m not just talking about your personal problems, or mine. The problems affect nations, nature, and all of humanity. No matter the culture or the times, we tend to get love wrong. We say we value love, but find so many excuses to undervalue it. We search for love, even when we think love is dangerous. We want love, but we withhold it out of fear. The result is that we distrust the only real thing there is.

			Love is real. Words are not; words stand in the place of things that are real. Love is the creative energy of life. We were made by love and we’re kept alive by love. From that perspective, all of creation can be seen as love-in-action.

			But rarely do people see love that way, and there are reasons for that. Our senses experience the wonder of creation, and our minds tell a story about it. We imagine a scene, a meeting, a memory, and our minds turn it into a narrative. Everyone’s mind creates a different narrative, and every narrative is, in its way, a distortion of the truth.

			And how does that apply to love? You feel the power of it. You are moved and inspired by it, and so your mind rushes to tell you what those feelings signify. To the mind, love is one more thing to define and explain—if it can be put into words, then it can be managed. The thing is, everyone has a different way of explaining love.

			To one person, love is a happy choice. To someone else, it’s an unwelcome attack on the nervous system. Love is a sacred blessing or it’s a silly sentiment. People approach love differently, but most expect that, sooner or later, love is going to hurt.

			There are two programs at work in our development as human beings. One comes directly from life, through our DNA. The other comes from the stories we tell. Unfortunately, our stories about love—the ones we’re told and the ones we tell ourselves—describe the opposite of love. They describe a need to control, or to create personal drama. They describe a version of love that we see acted out in romantic comedies and classic tragedies; a love that creates all the conflict in our lives.

			Again, we are storytellers. Language is our art, and through language we explain life’s mysteries. We enjoy explaining the mystery of us. Our stories are always about us, in fact. They describe the best and worst of us. They document our selfless heroism as well as our most shameful acts of cowardice. They make us proud, or they reveal secrets we try to keep from ourselves. Our stories may seem very personal or very objective, but they’re always about us.

			By us, I’m referring to the human mind. Yes, the body come along for the ride, but the mind tells colorful stories in order to explain itself. It gives its own voice to cartoon characters. It assigns feelings to objects—robots, toasters, toys. It gives dogs and donkeys credit for having philosophical thoughts. It likes to speak for imaginary beings and alien visitors, but the mind is always talking about itself.

			The mind dances around the truth, using the hypnotic power of a good story. It speaks for the human spirit. It speaks for the gods we worship and the guides who visit us in our sleep. It speaks through memories and imagination, creating a universe out of virtual parts.

			Every one of your thoughts and conversations is part of the continuing story: the story of you. When you say to a friend, “I told my boss if I don’t get a raise, I’m quitting!” you’re adding a piece of the plot. Even when you’re alone with your thoughts, worrying about what might happen when you confront your boss tomorrow, you’re narrating your life—past, present, and possible future—for an audience of one.

			We tell ourselves stories to make our reality seem a little more real to us. We might share our stories with others to validate that reality. Stories have been told by humans to other humans for millennia, to explain and to entertain. And, regardless of how we do it, every story told has the same essential elements. They have their beginnings and endings. They have their dialogue and plot twists. And they all have their heroes and villains.
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