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      Most people seek peace and happiness in objects, substances, activities and relationships. Sooner or later, these fail to deliver their promise of fulfilment, and many turn to a religious or spiritual tradition.

      These traditions offer a wealth of approaches, which can be distilled into three categories: the Progressive Path, the Direct Path and the Pathless Path. There are numerous Progressive Paths; there is one Direct Path, and the Pathless Path cannot really be said to be a path.

      The Progressive Path and Direct Path begin with the presumption of separation: the belief that each of us is a separate individual in a world of objects and others. Both these paths give the individual something to do: a method to practise, a path on which to progress and a goal to aim for.

      The Progressive Path suggests directing our attention towards a single object of experience.⁠1 Instead of losing ourselves in thoughts, feelings, sensations, perceptions, activities, relationships and so on, we focus on one thing. It may be a physical object, such as a candle flame, or a subtle object, such as a mantra. In both cases, we are gathering and steadying the divergent energies of the mind onto a single object. For this reason, the various practices that compose the Progressive Path, from mindfulness to mantra meditation, could be called ‘objective meditation’. That is, we progress to the peace of our true nature via an object of experience.

      To understand how objective meditation works, it’s helpful to understand the meaning of the word ‘attention’. Attention is derived from the Latin prefix ad, meaning ‘to’ or ‘towards’, and tendere, meaning ‘to stretch’, implying that attention is the stretching or directing of awareness towards an object of experience.

      In other words, we could say that awareness directed towards an object is attention, and attention divested of its object is awareness.

      If attention could be likened to the beam of light emitted from a torch, then awareness would be the bulb. As such, attention is like a two-way street. It can be traced outwards towards its object or inwards towards its source. The source of attention is always the same: our true nature of being, being aware or awareness itself.⁠2 The object of attention could be any object of experience: a thought, feeling, sensation, perception and so on.

      Attention could also be likened to stretching a rubber band between two points: the source of attention (awareness) and its object (such as the words you are reading now). In the case of objective meditation, the object might be a mantra. Instead of allowing the mind to wander amongst numerous objects of experience, we steady the mind on a single point. This interrupts the mind’s habitual engagement in the content of experience and prepares it for its subsidence into the heart of being.

      How does this relaxation of the mind take place? Consider what happens to a stretched rubber band when one end is released. The rubber band springs back to its natural, relaxed condition. In the same way, as the mantra fades, the keen focus of attention relaxes and, as a result, attention subsides back into its source. It relaxes back into its natural condition of being, being aware or awareness itself, and tastes its true nature of peace.
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        * * *

      

      The second approach, the Direct Path, is less common than the first. Instead of directing our attention towards an object of experience, we are encouraged to investigate the subject of experience, the source of attention. This could be called ‘subjective meditation’ or self-enquiry.

      This approach is often initiated by a question: What is it that knows or is aware of our experience? What is it that remains consistently present throughout the three states of waking, dreaming and sleeping? To whom does my experience appear? Who am I really? A Zen koan would fit into this category, ‘What is, but does not exist?’ Such questions invite the mind backwards, inwards or ‘self-wards’, encouraging its subsidence into its source, the ground of being.

      In this approach, we do not proceed to our true nature via an object of experience. We go directly from our current experience, irrespective of its content, to our true nature of being, being aware or awareness itself. We go directly to the source of attention without taking the intermediary step of focusing on an object. It is for this reason that this approach is sometimes referred to as the ‘Direct Path’.

      The Direct Path is sometimes described as the inversion or turning around of attention. Instead of focusing on an object, we turn our attention around and direct it back towards our self. While this is a legitimate way of speaking, it can be misleading. Just as a beam of light from a torch cannot be turned around and directed towards the bulb, so we cannot really attend to our self. That is, awareness cannot ‘stretch itself’ towards itself. It can only attend to something other than itself. So, it would be more accurate to describe self-enquiry as the relaxing or subsiding, rather than the focusing or directing, of attention.

      The sun can shine its light on everything in the universe apart from itself. It can shine its light on the earth, for example, because the earth is at a distance from it. But it cannot shine its light on itself, because it is too close to itself. However, the sun does not need to shine its light on itself. It illuminates itself just by being itself. In other words, the sun is self-luminous. Its nature is illumination. Shining is what the sun is, not what it does.

      For the same reason, we – being, being aware or awareness itself – cannot attend to our self. We can only attend to something other than our self. Awareness can shine its light on an object of experience, but it cannot shine its light on itself. It is too close to itself. However, awareness does not need to shine its light on itself because its nature is being aware.

      Just as the sun is self-luminous, so our being is self-knowing or self-aware. Just as the sun illuminates itself simply by being itself, so our being knows itself by being itself. It knows itself, or illuminates itself, just by being itself. It is, as such, self-luminous.
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        * * *

      

      The third approach, the Pathless Path, is even less common than the Direct Path. Unlike the first two paths, it does not begin with the presumption of separation. It starts with the understanding that, at the deepest level, we already are pure being, being aware or awareness itself. As such, there is little need for elaboration. After all, being does not need to be told to be, let alone to practise being itself. Our true nature needs no spiritual instruction. On the Pathless Path, we start with our true nature and stay there.

      The Progressive Path and Direct Path make numerous compassionate concessions to the separate self we seem to be. The Pathless Path makes few such concessions. It says, ‘Simply being is your nature; abide as that’. In other words, don’t mediate; just be. Simply being is the origin, the path and the goal.

      On the Progressive Path and Direct Path, the separate self is what we seem to be, and meditation is what we do. On the Pathless Path, meditation is what we are, and the separate self is an activity that we do.
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        * * *

      

      To summarise, the great religious and spiritual traditions can be distilled into three approaches, and each approach has a corresponding method or meditation practice. On the Progressive Path, we practise objective meditation. That is, we give our attention to an object of experience, such as a mantra or the breath. On the Direct Path, we practise subjective meditation. That is, we relax the focus of our attention from the known and explore the knower or the subject of experience. On the Pathless Path, we simply remain as being before it is coloured or qualified by the content of experience. It could, as such, be referred to as ‘non-meditation’. This non-meditation, or simply being, is the essence of all experience and the subject of this book.

      Simply being is the pinnacle of self-knowledge and the highest meditation. It is the meditation for which all other meditations are a preparation and into which they eventually resolve. Simply being is also the ultimate prayer and the consummate act of devotion.

      Divested of the qualities that our being seems to derive from the content of experience, it stands revealed as infinite being, God’s being, the only being there is.⁠3 In other words, in simply being, the separate self that we seem to be is utterly subsumed in God’s infinite being.

      Simply being is the culmination of all the great religious and spiritual traditions. It is the point at which the path of knowledge and the path of devotion merge. As the Sufis say, ‘I searched for God and found only myself. I searched for myself and found only God.’

      Simply being is what the Zen masters evoke when they say, ‘Show me your original face before you were born.’⁠4 It is what Jesus referred to when he said, ‘Before Abraham was, I am.’⁠5 It is what the Buddha evoked in his wordless Flower Sermon, in which he simply held up a flower. All teachings, pathways and practices evolve from, and eventually converge in, simply being.

      To abide as that is the essence of meditation and the heart of prayer.
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            THE EXPERIENCE OF BEING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        He who looks outside, dreams; he who looks inside, awakes.

        CARL JUNG

      

      

      

      What is the very first thing we can say about ourself?

      ‘I am.’

      From what experience is the statement ‘I am’ derived?

      The statement ‘I am’ is derived from the simple experience of being.

      How can I say with certainty, ‘I am’?

      I can say ‘I am’ because I know that I am. I am aware that I am. I am aware of being. In other words, the statement ‘I am’ refers to the awareness of being.

      And what is it that knows or is aware that I am?

      I know that I am. I am aware that I am.

      Is the ‘I’ that I am different from the ‘I’ that knows that I am, or is it the same ‘I’?

      Obviously, it is the same ‘I’. The ‘I’ that I am and the ‘I’ that knows that I am are the same ‘I’, that is, the same being. The being that I essentially am is aware of itself. Just as the sun is self-luminous, so being is self-aware.
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        * * *

      

      The experience of being is our primary knowledge of ourself. It shines in the mind as the knowledge ‘I am’.

      It is more intimate and familiar to us than our most intimate thoughts, feelings and sensations – indeed, the experience of being is the most intimate, familiar experience there is.

      All other knowledge about ourself takes place after the experience of being. For example, the knowledge ‘I am’ is prior to the knowledge ‘I am sad’, ‘I am drinking tea’, ‘I am thirty-three years old’ and so on. It is prior to the knowledge ‘I am a man’ or ‘I am a woman’ or even ‘I am a human being’. It is always the same ‘I am’, which is temporarily qualified by a feeling, activity, age and so on.

      The experience of being is prior to all other knowledge and experience. All other knowledge and experience is added to our being, just as a movie is added to the screen. For instance, in order to feel ‘I am sad’, the ‘I am’ must first be present. The feeling of sadness is added to the knowledge ‘I am’. The feeling at some point disappears, but the ‘I am’ remains. Then, another experience arises, is added to the ‘I am’, temporarily qualifies it and then vanishes. But the ‘I am’ always remains. It is the transparent background that is consistently present throughout the drama of our lives.

      Having said that, the phrase ‘the experience of being’ can be misleading. Being is not an object of experience like a thought, the taste of tea or the sensation of warmth on our skin. Being is what we essentially are. It is our essential, irreducible self. It can never be known as an object.

      When the sun shines on the moon, the sun is the subject of the illumination, and the moon is the object. In other words, the illumination takes place in subject-object relationship. However, the sun’s illumination of itself doesn’t take place in subject-object relationship. The sun illuminates itself just by being itself.

      Likewise, when we know an object of experience, we do so in subject-object relationship: ‘I know a thought’, ‘I love you’, ‘I see a tree’. There is always a subject knowing, feeling or perceiving an object. However, when we know our self – that is, when our being knows itself – the self that knows and the self that is known are the same. In other words, the knowing of our own being does not take place in subject-object relationship. Our being knows itself simply by being itself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ask yourself, ‘Am I having the experience of simply being?’ That is, ‘Can I say of my own experience, “I am”’? To answer the question, we pause, check our experience and then answer ‘yes’.

      What takes place in that pause? To what experience do we refer that enables us to answer ‘yes’ to the question, ‘Am I having the experience of simply being?’
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