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​Opening poem

			To a master mystery
beating at the heart of all things
for this mind-blowing journey, here
and to all those in whom it appears
as a drive to discover
what secrets
it holds.

		


		
			
​Epigraphs

			I think, at a child’s birth
if a mother would ask a fairy godmother
to endow it with the most useful gift
that gift would be curiosity.

			Eleanor Roosevelt

			Instructions for living a life:
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.

			Mary Oliver

			It’s not that I’m so smart, it’s just
that I stay with problems longer.

			Albert Einstein
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​Introduction

			Every month, mullah Nasruddin1 crosses the border with donkeys, loaded with straw, and every time the customs officer searches him and the straw, convinced that Nasruddin is smuggling something, but to no avail. Many years later, they run into one another and the man asks him, “Nasruddin, I don’t work for the customs anymore and I know you were smuggling things at the time. What was it?” To what Nasruddin, chuckling, replies, “Donkeys.”

			For various reasons, we all end up overlooking the obvious, like the officer in Nasruddin’s tale. By the time we grow up to be functional adults, most of us have forgotten the depth of presence, of aliveness, of joyful curiosity and wonderment that were inherent to our initial experience of reality. What was it like? Every perception, sensation and feeling was totally new. New, fresh, pristine. Every sight, sound, smell, taste, and texture spontaneously elicited wonder. Wonder, mystery, magic.

			Being around children reminds us of that time and the presence of these inherent aspects of life, aspects we tend to leave behind as we grow into adulthood. We give ourselves all kinds of reasons to explain that. One is that we see it as a necessity, which is true. It happens as part of the natural development we all go through in order to become functional human beings. Yet it also happens at a cost, an invaluable cost, given the richness and the preciousness of what is left behind in the process.

			Everyone can bear witness to the fact that before a newborn child starts to manifest a definite sense of self, there is a presence there, an unmistakable and palpable sense of presence. Moreover, a unique and distinctive one that differentiates it from all others. This highlights something deeply meaningful that even the people who study human development tend to overlook, namely, that we all have an ontological existence, a sense of being or beingness whose presence is inherent to our existence.

			Alongside our ontological presence, the development of our ego, of our psychological sense of self or personality takes place. As the word development implies, this is not a given, something inherent or innate. Our ego-self is a psychic or mental structure that develops over time as experiences are internalized and retained as images in our mind. Part of what is internalized are images of ourselves, or self-images, that get organized until they coalesce into an overall image of ourselves, an overall self-image.

			Something else happens in this process, which is that when we first become aware of ourselves, of our own existence, we do so as this sense of self. This is a crucial, a critical event. We do not first become aware of ourselves as who we are, as who we essentially and actually are. We first become aware of ourselves through and as that psychic or mental structure.

			The distinction between the psychological and ontological aspects of ourselves, and an exploration of their respective nature and their relationship, are central themes explored in this book. Although the discoveries made concerning the nature of our usual sense of self are associated with the field of psychology, and those made concerning our ontological nature are associated with the field of spirituality, the fact is that the two cannot be separated. It is only fairly recently, with the emergence of modern psychology as a science or discipline of its own, that they started to be seen as separate. Before this separation, they were simply seen as different aspects of ourselves. 

			There is a growing recognition of the need for a psychologically informed spirituality, a growing appreciation for it. A growing number of people involved in inner work recognize the important part that their psychological makeup plays in their lives, and the fact that it can’t be overlooked or bypassed. There is also a growing recognition that spiritual teachings often fail to take into consideration and therefore address many aspects of life that are part of being human and living a human life. To recognize their place, their value and significance. The reasons behind this failure, its causes and consequences, are also part of the themes explored in this book.

			There is more to reality and to ourselves than meets the eye, many more elements and dimensions than the ones experienced by most of us, and their discovery has been a major contribution of spirituality. However, they have generally been presented as beyond ordinary life. But what if it’s not the case? What if those elements and dimensions are inseparable from all of human life? Then what spirituality has to offer can be reconciled with everyday life, rather than seen as unrelated to it, something out of this world to either be ignored or dismissed as a sham or a fool’s errand.

			While I was working on this book, people who heard about it would ask me, “What is it about?” It is about life, I would answer, about my current experience and understanding of it. Then, to clarify, I would add that it is about its spiritual dimension, and the relation of this dimension to ordinary life, to our daily experience of life.

			Using the word “spiritual” to refer to our ontological or essential nature is problematic as it tends to create a division where there is none. To set what is seen as spiritual against all else, which is seen as material, as worldly, mundane or profane. It is also problematic since different people understand it differently. Some people only conceive of spirituality as related to religion, as tied to an institutionalized set of religious beliefs. Others see spirituality as an individual endeavor that has nothing to do with beliefs, religious or otherwise, but rather with discovering for oneself the truth about the nature of reality, whether there’s more to it than what we usually perceive. Still others find that the two are related. They see that religions are institutions organized around different sets of beliefs rather than an individual exploration of the nature of reality, yet they see spirituality as their common spirit, their common essence or common heart.

			I don’t tend to use the word spiritual since I find that all of reality is spiritual, if anything is. That it includes every human experience, from the physical, mental and emotional dimensions we all experience, to other dimensions we may be less familiar with. But this raises the question: what to call all these other dimensions? We can call them “dimensions of reality other than physical, mental and emotional,” yet having a single word for them is useful, in the same way that it is useful to have the word “table” instead of having to describe what a table is each time we need to talk about it. Spiritual is such a word. It is also a word we are all familiar with, which is convenient. It simplifies things. On the other hand, there are so many views associated with it, so many different points of view, that it easily loses its utility. For this reason, when talking about our ontological nature, rather than calling it our spiritual nature, I refer to it as our inner nature or our essential nature, and even more often, our true nature.

			What found its way into this book is material I kept over the course of many years, ranging from journaling, short essays on various topics, to exchanges I had with people privately and online. Since so much is already published on spirituality—not to mention everything available now just a click away—when the possibility of publishing came my way, I wondered if it would add something useful to the conversation. After careful consideration and the encouragement of a few people aware of part of it, I decided to go along with it. It is also worth mentioning that though I was raised a Christian, my inner journey took place within the context of contemporary spiritual teachings more than past spiritual traditions and religions. Therefore the topics addressed in this book are more related to them. That said, these topics are universal. They are essentially all part of human life.

			This is an old, an ancient conversation. Much has already been said, and if much of it is still relevant, much of it may not be any longer since reality is alive, dynamic. It has evolved and it keeps evolving, keeping with the times.

			Save for rare exceptions, spiritual teachings have been inviting us to go beyond human life in order to reach some ultimate spiritual state. Many contemporary teachings also have this orientation. There are few teachings offering a perspective that both recognizes the significance of ordinary life and invites us to dive into its depth, to explore it and discover its secrets. Some of them hold the view that the greatest value of life lies in the opportunity it gives us to discover our true nature or the true nature of reality, which has its own logic. But we can also say that it is the other way around, that human life is how the true nature of reality comes to be a human being and live a human life. That human life is an opportunity for the mystery beating at the heart of all things to be here, to discover itself, and to walk around as a human being living an ordinary human life.

			Working with all the material I had was challenging. To begin with, English is not my first language, and I had to come to terms with my limitations in my use of it. Then I had to review this material in light of my current experience and understanding, sort out what was still relevant and what wasn’t anymore. Organizing it was also a challenge. As I shared with someone, it was like doing a giant jigsaw puzzle. You face all these apparently unrelated pieces with no idea of how they fit together, you’re bemused—not to say puzzled—but then you pick one up and see how it fits with this other one, and how that other one fits with another one, until you get clusters that over time come to form a comprehensive whole.

			I was also faced with the issue of redundancy, wondering how many times bringing up the same topic, the same subject is too many times. After some deliberation, I came to the conclusion that as long as each time adds something new, a new point of view worth sharing, then it has its place. Also, as a friend noted, some things are worth repeating, which is definitely true.

			There is a benefit and a drawback to publishing a collection of short essays and exchanges on a wide range of topics. The benefit is that it covers a lot of ground. The drawback is that it doesn’t go deep into any of them. That said, speaking about the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, there are recurring themes running through all these essays and exchanges, central themes that are introduced and developed as one progresses from one to the next.

			Though each essay and exchange stands on its own, I grouped the ones that are related into chapters the best I could, adding to each any other essay or exchange that in some way touches on the same subject. I also included at the end of each chapter a “weather report.” The term refers to notes I kept through the years about experiences I had on my inner journey. More than for their actual content—since these kinds of experience are so personal, so unique to each of us—I saw including some of them as a way to flesh things out. To somewhat make them more palpable, more tangible. 

			Speaking about a view that recognizes the significance of ordinary life while inviting us to explore its depths, I can only wish that the content of this book adds to this view. It is a view that embraces our humanity even as it invites us to explore its inner reality, to discover and embody in our lives the potential open to us, all the richness ready to reveal itself to those of us open to welcome it. To which I see no end.

			As I bring up more than once in these pages
to me, there is no end. It is always and…

		


		
			
​Chapter 1 - ​The Personality and the Person

			It is through the conscious individual being
that this discovery is possible (…) that the evolving
consciousness becomes organized and capable
of awakening to its own reality.

			Aurobindo

			What is the essence of spirituality is a good question. Ask a dozen people and you’re likely to get a dozen different answers. This is what happened in this conversation and it’s unavoidable. While there are similarities in what people shared, the reality is that we’re unique individuals, standing in unique positions, which provide each of us with a unique point of view on the nature of everything.

			I’ll share my own by first pointing out that the word essence came down to us from the Latin esse, as we see reflected in the French tu es, which means “you are.” Essence means Being. This is significant. It’s significant because it tells us that Being is essential or of the essence. And this applies to everything. Whatever we’re looking at, its essence lies in its very existence, in the fact that it is, that it happens to be. So, on this basis, we could conclude that the essence of spirituality lies in discovering and realizing the presence of Being, of our essence or our essential nature. Or in realizing what lies at its heart, in realizing the essence of the essence, in realizing nonbeing or emptiness as some of us said. Or deeper still, that it lies in the realization of the mystery at the heart of all things, prior to all experiences, all conceptualizations and definitions, as someone else said.

			All these are actually classic points of view found in some form or other in all spiritual teachings. They’re significant, they reflect inner realizations of our true nature that are essential, yet I wouldn’t say that they are what the essence of spirituality is. If the question was what is it in itself or as such, then I may, but implied in the question is what is it for us, human beings. The question doesn’t arise in a vacuum. When talking about spirituality, we’re talking about what it is for us, what it means for us. It happens in the context of our life, of human life.

			We can see spirituality as a dimension standing on its own, apart from all else. It’s true in a sense, and many spiritual teachings see it that way. But it’s not the only possibility. It’s also possible to see it as inseparable from all of human life. To see that its significance lies in how it applies to life, to living life in a real way, in a true, authentic way. We may come to experience the presence of our true nature in some way, but what’s the point if it’s disconnected from our life? Then we may as well be extraterrestrials. But we’re not. We’re human beings and the potential open to us is not only to discover our true nature, but to live it, to actualize it, to express it in everyday life.

			
​On the Ego-self

			Seeing spirituality as a dimension standing on its own, or seeing it as a dimension intimately related to being human and living a human life, makes for a fundamental difference in how we view and approach everything. A good if not the best example is how our common sense of self, our ego-self or personality has been addressed down the ages by most spiritual traditions.

			All spiritual teachings address the nature of the ego and its relation to our true nature or the true nature of reality, which is understandable since its presence is central to our experience of reality. We all have one. We all develop one. By the time we become aware of ourselves, we actually do so through, and as, this common sense of self. It becomes a given. “This is me, this is who and what I am.” And this is normal. The vast majority of us experience ourselves that way, as a person living a life of personal interests and accomplishments. It’s our reality, what we value, and it never occurs to us that there’s anything wrong with that, with being ordinary human beings living ordinary lives. And we’re right. We’re obviously here to be human beings living human lives. There’s more to being human and human life than our ego’s experience of them? Yes, so much more. But to dismiss it in any way, to judge it and to condemn its experience the way a good part of spirituality has been doing up to now doesn’t help anything. In fact, it does just the opposite. It makes a lot of people who may have had an interest in spirituality lose interest in finding out whether there’s more to life than how they commonly experience it.

			Given their perspective on the true nature of reality, many spiritual teachings have been dismissive of our ego-self and what makes human life what it ordinarily is. They discovered a great deal about the inner nature of reality, yet as far as our usual sense of self is concerned, its nature and place in the order of things, there is a lot they didn’t know or overlooked and therefore didn’t take into account. They didn’t know that on its basis a further development is possible that makes sense of its presence, of its experience and aspirations. They also often failed to communicate their findings in a way that makes sense to people from people’s point of view, to take into consideration many things people consider to be an integral part of living a fulfilling life. This failure is crucial. To me, it played and still plays a part in a lot of people’s lack of interest in their inner or spiritual life as I said. Of a true, a deep and sustained interest. When your take on things is that the best human life has to offer lies beyond it, beyond our humanity, then don’t expect humanity to take you seriously.

			It’s understandable that our ego will resist much of what spiritual teachings are saying since it puts its existence into question, but there’s more to it. There’s also how you approach it, how you address it. It believes that what it thinks we are is the truth. In fact, it’s more than a belief, it’s a crystallized conviction. So apart from those of us who are able to understand what these teachings mean by that, there’s nothing productive, useful or helpful in saying that it’s a problem or a mistake, that it’s a sin, a lie, an illusion or a fiction. How is that useful? For all I know, in hearing such things it will hide even more than it already does, squeeze itself even deeper in our cells in order to protect itself, as it does whenever it feels threatened by anything. Which is intelligent enough. See it as a lie, as an illusion or a mistake? Then it will lie. Lie low, go into hiding, and at that rate, forever.

			There’s nothing wrong with our ego-self as such. It arose the way it did and we found ourselves identifying with it because it could happen for us, human beings. And as it sees and experiences itself as a discrete entity, separate from all else, and suffers from it, it’s been unknowingly or knowingly doing all it can to come back to its true nature. With an objective and compassionate understanding of it, the inner journey can be something else than what it’s been up to now considering how spirituality has often viewed and addressed it. If we put ourselves in its shoes, we can imagine the struggle it finds itself in when it hears that it’s a sin, a mistake, a lie or an illusion. No wonder the whole thing has been a source of anguish and confusion for a lot of people.

			“Let-go and let God,” some say. “Surrender to the truth.” It may sound good, yet most people can’t hear that, let alone heed it. This is unfortunate when things can be presented in a more human way, a way where rather than being pushed or goaded toward the true nature of reality, it’s allowed to emerge on its own, in its own time. Moreover, a way that makes sense to every part of us, to our body, our thoughts and feelings, everything. Then the inner journey can be an adventure, an exciting journey of discovery instead of being a daunting thing that tends to bring every defense up the more you get into it.

			Challenges are an inherent part of life. There are already difficulties, already hurt and confusion, more than many of us would care to know. Why add to it by making our ego an enemy, something to conquer, to fight or eliminate? Yes, we’re far more than that. This is clear to you and me. Yet as far as it’s concerned, it’s persuaded it’s us and it couldn’t care less about all our elevated spiritual talk. Unless it feels welcomed, taken in. Understood and welcomed.

			* * *

			One of the difficulties in addressing these questions is we all use and understand words differently, based on our own experience and what we heard or read from the spiritual teachings we resonate with. The word “ego” can be used and is used in so many ways. So it depends what we mean by it, and the more precisely we define it, the better. Psychology uses it in a certain way, spirituality in another. And then we hear some Sufis2 talk about a “true ego.” What does it mean?

			I tend to use it in the psychological sense since I find it to be the most useful way to understand it, and to understand how it relates to Being, to our true nature. Initially, when we come into this world, we have no sense of self. There’s no ego yet. We’re there, and what’s there is Being. We’re simply being. Or we can say we’re not and only Being is. There’s no self-consciousness since the capacities needed to reflect on ourselves are not developed yet. Then, to draw on elements of the object-relations theory3 on the psychological development of the self, impressions of the experiences we go through are stored as memories. These memories are made of mental representations of ourselves, of self-images or self-representations, and representations of what we’re in relation with, of self-objects or object-representations, along with the affects or feelings that are part of these relations—whether they are pleasant or unpleasant, comfortable or uncomfortable, or good or bad to put it simply. In time these object-relations multiply, they start to organize themselves and come to form a comprehensive and coherent image of ourselves. We then begin to take ourselves to be this self-image, and as we do, we unknowingly alienate ourselves from our true nature. From then on, our experience of ourselves becomes largely mental or conceptual, based on an image, though the reality is that our true nature is not a concept or an image. Our true nature is a presence. It is the living and palpable presence of Being, of our beingness.

			Talking about the presence of Being, if I tend to bring it up more than any other aspect of the true nature of reality—and use a capital letter for it, which is something I rarely do—it’s because of its unique place and significance. A lot of elements central to life, to human life, are qualities of it. Though it has universal aspects, it also appears as the various forms of love, as joy, as peace, as clarity, as kindness, and in so many other ways that we can say that it’s in a class of its own. Everything we can say about the nature of reality is about the presence of Being. We speak about pure awareness, universal consciousness or boundless love? They’re inherent to its presence too, like light is to fire. It’s also unique in that it’s related to life. For all of life is its life. For the whole existence is its existence.

			What is reality beyond what it appears to be? What is life without the filter of the past? What is the immediate, the direct, unmediated experience of it, that is not a creation of the mind or a memory? It is an immediacy of presence. It is a striking thereness or hereness. It is the undisputable presence of Being.

			* * *

			We need to be clear. Our ego-self did not produce or generate the circumstance it finds itself in. It’s a psychic or mental structure that arose as a natural phenomenon, and as it did something essential was lost. Since then, it’s been doing everything it can to find it, including searching spiritually.

			It’s remarkable that though it’s being dismissed right and left by many spiritual teachings, it still persists in searching for what it feels is missing. It does it to maintain its sense of separate existence? It’s true, but that’s not the whole story. It’s also searching because it feels there’s something precious in being oneself and having a personal life, rather than leaving everything behind to realize some universal and impersonal spiritual state, which is what a good part of spirituality has been calling people to. This doesn’t make sense as far as it’s concerned, and it’s right. The catch is that it’s ignorant, that it doesn’t know how things really are. What it takes things to be, itself included, is not what they actually are.

			We can call our personality or ordinary sense of self illusory as much as we want, although it’s part of reality and therefore as real as anything else. We won’t find anything separate from it—we can forget that. And talking about forgetting, how easily we forget that it’s the one who suffers and the one who’s doing everything it can to make sense of it all. And here we are busy knocking it down? What are we thinking? As if treating badly any part of ourselves serves anything. So it will keep hiding from us, from all the big guys and gals who know it all.

			We can repeat all the famous insights, every popular spiritual meme we want till the end of time. Sooner or later, we’re bound to come down to Earth from the gods’ realm. Our ego is not concerned with all those lofty truths, and things will stay like this as long as we keep judging it, as long as we keep denying it, rejecting it. Any part of it. However, once it feels understood, welcomed and appreciated for all it has done for us, and included as a participating part in our inner journey, then as it gets impacted by it, a time comes when it naturally finds itself laying its head on the lap of its true nature.

			And rest there. Rest and melt away.
At long—longing—last.

			* * *

			Approaching any part of ourselves with the attitude of wanting to get rid of it or anything like that can’t work since it implies a rejection, which creates a division, a conflict, a war. And this applies to our ego-self as a whole. Approaching it with anything else than an openness to it and an interest in understanding it doesn’t work. Though it’s natural to want something we don’t like go away, it doesn’t work that way.

			We need to open ourselves, open our minds and hearts to what it’s about, to what it’s doing, and why it’s doing it. It’s trying to be what it can’t be and do what can’t be done, that’s true, yet there’s more to it. Its presence is not accidental and once we start to understand it, we can welcome it, welcome it as reality does, as reality shows us. We can welcome it as part of reality and a part of ourselves with openness and understanding, aware that it’s not who we are even as it firmly believes it is. And that’s alright. It’s alright because it’s our friend now and we’re simply learning together, acknowledging the truth.

			* * *

			What you ask is related to what we saw. To how, from early on, we find ourselves losing touch with Being, with our true nature. This loss makes the emerging structure of the self react, powerful defenses arise against it, which then become part of its structure, perpetuating the loss. It was needed. We had to protect ourselves, to harden ourselves. From the point of view of survival, it’s good that we were able to protect ourselves, vulnerable as we were to what we felt was harmful. On the other hand, since being vulnerable cuts both ways, it wasn’t as far as being vulnerable to our true nature was concerned. It’s like putting a wall up around a house to defend it, to protect it against dangers, and ending up turning it into a prison.

			All this happens as a part of life. Even in the best circumstances, everyone develops an ordinary sense of self, identifies with it and loses contact with their true nature. And whether we recognize it or not, this loss of contact caused a far greater wound than the wounds caused by the inadequacies of our early environment. It accounts for the greater part of the difficulties human beings face in being themselves in a real way. It also accounts for a deep if unconscious longing present in all of us: the longing to be back home, to our true nature.

			* * *

			“One thing I’ve learned is that much of what the mind wants is a reflection of some truth.” True. Much of what makes up our common sense of self is an imitation, a reflection, an echo of something real. In this, what our ego-self desires is not accidental or some mistake. It’s just that things are not the way it thinks they are and don’t work the way it goes about them. So it’s ignorant. It’s filled with an accumulated ignorance, with all the things it’s been told that for the most part are not true, while its initial state is one of basic and natural ignorance, since we come into this world unaware of Being, of our true nature.

			There’s no need to knock anything down, any part of us. We tend to take things at face value while we can also look deeper. What if there’s a treasure everywhere and we’re the treasure map? Then exactly where we are, precisely what we’re experiencing is an access to it. In a way that many spiritual teachings fail to understand in their devaluation of it, our ego is a reliable blueprint, a faithful map that can guide us home. Each part of it can take us to an element of our true nature, for each is an imitation, a reflection of it.

			As we lost touch with our essential nature and its inherent qualities, we ended up with pale imitations lacking so much. Lacking presence, realness, aliveness and depth. Yet seen in the right light, they can each guide us to what they imitate. Each can be traced back to its source. Some contemporary teachings, well aware of this, approach everything accordingly, while some past traditions also did to some extent, like the tantric4 tradition.

			So to an emotional joy for instance, dependent on circumstances, corresponds an innate joy, and the same applies to every emotion. In the same way that the surface and the depth of a body of water are connected, there’s a connection between all emotions and our true nature, providing us with a unique way to approach them. In allowing them, exploring them and following the thread of their unfoldment, we’re taken to their original nature. This may not be meaningful for people whose only interest is in the realization of what lies at the depth or the core of reality, yet it’s relevant for those who don’t see its depth as separate from its surface, from all of life. If some people want to live exclusively from the depth, as the depth, it’s fine. Maybe it’s possible for them to maintain whatever realization they have of it, to remain in it, though it will usually mean living a protected life, a secluded life. However, if what calls us is to live life in all its dimensions, then it calls for the realization and the embodiment of many other elements of our true nature than just the realization of its depth. Realizing ourselves as the formless and mysterious depth of reality can be our home base, yet living life calls for more, for far more than that.

			* * *

			It’s possible to have a personal life, a personal life lived from a real place, from a true place, and not only from an impersonal, universal or boundless dimension of reality, as some suggest. In fact, it’s doubtful whether anyone can live exclusively from this kind of state. If we’re not busy living, if we’re not doing anything, if we’re just letting ourselves be, we may be able to do it for some time. You relax, melt away, and only pure Being remains. Or it melts away too and emptiness remains. The moment something happens though, it moves. Being arises and moves, and this movement is us. Here we are, once again, either as a conditioned and predictable pattern or as a free one in the creative and dynamic play of Being.

			There’s a deep truth in something else you shared with us. Since we abandoned ourselves, since we became alienated from our true nature, this alienation can’t help but leave us feeling inadequate—inadequate, inferior, deficient—whether we’re in touch with these feelings or not. How else can it be? On their own, our ego-self and the ego-structures constituting it are empty of the living presence of Being. Sooner or later, we learn that the door to the presence of our true nature is in allowing all those feelings, to feel the abandonment, feel the alienation, the feelings of inferiority, of inadequacy, of deficiency.

			Like anything else coming up, showing up for us, these feelings are portals opening to what lies at their heart, while they’re themselves this heart since all that exists is its existence.

			“Beware of appearances”? As it goes.
“All that glitters is not gold”? Look again.

			* * *

			It’s in the nature of things that we develop an identity alienated from who we actually are, which naturally brings suffering, from which we naturally want to be free. The catch is that whatsoever we do as this identity perpetuates its existence. Its wishes are understandable, it’s just that it’s ignorant, that things don’t actually work the way it goes about them, which is basically how mom and dad think or thought they work. Thought and taught.

			None of it is a mistake. Our common sense of self, which arose as it did in the natural order of things, reflects the potential of a true self unique to each of us, as a manifestation of the selfless nature of reality. You wonder, “But does all this really matter, since it’s all ego?” Some say that, but I don’t. I don’t because, as I see it, everything is connected. This means if we can open up to any experience arising in us, allow it and follow the thread of its unfoldment, it will eventually take us to our true nature, to a facet or another of Being since it’s what’s actually here. Maybe you came across an essay I wrote a while back that came to be known as the ice-cream post. One thing it conveyed is similar to what I just said. No experience is the end of the story. For instance, a lack of self-worth or self-esteem is a symptom, a faithful sign that we’ve lost contact with something deeper. If not, it wouldn’t come up. If I come to know myself, to recognize and realize myself as value, as being the value, as being the preciousness of my essential nature—as opposed to having or not having value, which is how our ego-self relates to it as if it’s some sort of thing among other things that it either possesses or doesn’t possess—then this part of my true nature specifically addresses this issue. The more its realization is established, the more I have no issue around value, around self-worth or self-esteem.

			What such an example highlights is that the most direct way to the retrieval of any part of our true nature we lost contact with, whose loss inevitably results in us having all kinds of issues around it, is through those very issues.

			As Kabir5 has it, “Wherever you are is the entry point.”

			
​On the True Person

			There’s a missing link in many spiritual circles, and a vital one, that makes for a lot of confusion around everything connected with being a person and being personal. We want to know and to be the richness and freedom of our true nature while retaining the sense of being a person, otherwise most of us will feel we’re losing something precious, something meaningful. Yet if the only way we can be ourselves and be personal in a real way is by being our ego or our personality, then we can’t since it’s a psychic structure, a mental structure.

			We need to appreciate the fact that no matter how free of unhealthy elements our ego is—and it can and better be—ego-structures are not a person and can’t be personal. It’s not possible. So we’re in a bind. We want to be our true nature and still be personal, yet if all we have to go by for this to happen is our ego, then however you cut it, it won’t work. It can’t work.

			The resolution of this apparent dilemma is that there happens to be a true personal element to our true nature, as some spiritual traditions have always known. That there is the possibility of being a person of Being, where both the individuality and the personalness are not of the personality, but are actual manifestations of the true nature of reality. Without the recognition of this possibility, spiritual teachings have no other choice than tying being a person with a unique individuality and the capacity of being personal to the personality, to the ego-self. But being personal can’t come from a mental structure, from accumulated images, from concepts and past impressions stored in memory, which is what our ego-personality is made of. If from a human and spiritual point of view there’s a need for the clarification of unhealthy elements in it, still, no part of it however healthy can make for the living presence of our true nature, for the living presence of Being. No image, no self-image can do that.

			On the basis of my experience and what I observed in others, I don’t see that spiritual realizations necessarily lead to, imply or include the realization of this personal element. We can see spiritual teachers who are quite impersonal and rather inhuman in that sense. Being personal is a distinctive quality whose presence can be felt in someone, whether they themselves recognize it as such or not. Although people’s inner realizations share some basic features, they can and do vary a lot from one person to the next. Some elements of Being may dominate, while others seem hardly present. If it wasn’t so, everyone’s realization of the true nature of reality would manifest more or less in the same way, which is obviously not the case. And this is good news. It points to its richness, to all the ways it can realize itself.

			* * *

			That there is a personal element to Being is not something easily found in most spiritual teachings. One place we can find it is among the Sufis, in the Sufi tradition. They mention it and even talk about a true ego. Other mentions of it appear elsewhere, but few emphasize its significance, so it’s overlooked. And it’s like this with anything. If we don’t conceive of the existence of a thing, we’re likely not to perceive it, whether inside us or outside of us. As you see it, so it is? As it goes. As we conceive, so we perceive.

			Various analogies have been used in the past for it, such as a pearl, which we find in Sufism, Taoism and Christianity. It’s a fitting analogy since pearls develop from a foreign particle finding its way inside a shell, which is similar to the development of the true person of Being from the personality’s sense of being a person. With this development, it becomes possible to participate in human life in a true personal way. Through it, while remaining impersonal, Being becomes personal. Or seen from our point of view, our whole personal life becomes in time integrated into Being. Which reminds me—how did it go again?

			“The kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant
who, having found a pearl of great price,
sold all that he had, and bought it.”

			He certainly did.

			* * *

			As the teachings of a large part of spirituality tend to ignore, dismiss or downplay the personal element, a lot of people could never really go for what they have to offer since for them being a person and having a personal life are what naturally defines their lives. In this, for all the value of their contribution, they have inadvertently turned people away from exactly what they were calling them to in their failure to acknowledge a central element that makes human life what it uniquely is. There is the personality and the person. There is the personality’s sense of being personal and the personal quality of the person of Being. The former is an imitation, a reflection or an echo of the latter. It’s a limited development of it waiting to resume itself, given the chance.

			There’s a true you, a real you. The possibility of realizing ourselves as a true person is real. It’s what accounts for the possibility of being our true nature and still be ourselves in a deeply human and personal way. If it wasn’t for it, all we could experience is impersonal Being, which is a real experience as well—universal dimensions of impersonal love, awareness, emptiness. We find past and present teachers largely embodying those dimensions. They’re remarkable yet hardly human in a simple way. They’re like angels or aliens, from heaven knows where.

			This is an essential issue. The exclusion of a personal dimension inseparable from the true nature of reality has left people confused throughout history. But there’s no need. It’s not only possible to realize our true nature in all sorts of ways, it’s also possible to integrate them in a personal life. Spiritual people tend to react negatively to the issue of personalness because their only point of reference is the perception they and everyone else have of it. They can only tie it to the personality. They lack a framework to see, to recognize that Being can manifest as a person and function in a personal way. It’s that simple.

			* * *

			The personal element of Being is deeply related to being human. It’s as if our identity in the dimension of Being fleshes out as it meets life, giving it a sense of being substantial in a living, vibrant, palpable and personal way. Our ego-personality tries its best to be this real, but it hardly works. Still, we can honor its attempts. It’s been looking for the real thing all along, it’s just that it’s ignorant, that it doesn’t know how to go about it. It’s like a little kid trying to do something that can’t be done or asking for something impossible. Is it bad? The same applies to our ego-self. On the basis of everything it believes, it’s been doing its best. It reminds me of Hafiz6 who wisely says:

			“Everyone is trudging along
with as much dignity, courage
and style as they possibly can.”

			Let’s befriend ourselves, make our ego a friend. We made an enemy out of it long enough in so many ways, although making it an enemy must be one of the worst ideas in the world.

			* * *

			A useful line of inquiry around this issue is asking ourselves what accounts for the presence in us of the capacity to be personal and make personal contact. This capacity can’t be accounted for on the basis of Being’s impersonal and formless aspects or dimensions, while it does not make sense to ascribe it to the personality either, since it’s based on an image, a self-image. We overlook how obvious this is, although it stares us in the face. We’re like the customs officer who just knew, yet couldn’t figure out, what it was that mullah Nasruddin smuggled every time he would cross the border with donkeys loaded with straw, namely donkeys.

			Since our ego-self is a psychic structure, made of images, of self-images and object-images, and that images are obviously incapable of real contact, as long as we define and experience ourselves through these images, we can’t help feeling alienated, feeling out of touch, no matter how much contact we attempt to establish. If we happen to experience a moment of true contact with anyone, which does happen at times, then it means at that moment at least we were somehow out of the way, out of our own way, which allowed this capacity of our true nature to function.

			* * *

			Some spiritual people say that everything the ego says or talks about is irrelevant. That it’s just stories, meaningless stories in the face of reality, of what’s really going on. I understand why someone would say that, though it’s a story too. Another story is that there’s a gem at the heart of every bit of story. That first there’s the presence of a gem, then the story wrapped around it, like a wrapping waiting to be opened to reveal the present, the gift it contains, or the gem.

			Our ego is an integral part of reality, of what’s happening. For this alone it deserves respect, even more so considering the central part it plays in everyone’s life. So let’s see what it’s about. Let’s find out how it fits in. It’s not about to disappear just like that, for all those who say it did or believe it will. If in time there’s a shift of identity from our ego-identity to Being, it remains. Its structures thin away, become more and more transparent, over time they pattern less our experience of ourselves, yet it remains. It remains in an increasingly clarified way, or purified way, making it more and more permeable and responsive to its true nature, which increasingly leads the way, until you can’t tell them apart.

			* * *

			While I can relate to talking about an expansion of our ego-self which would accommodate new ways of being, what I see is that as time goes by, the elements constituting it are replaced by elements of our true nature. We can say that it’s increasingly able to manifest these essential elements, but to me it’s giving it too much credit. It would be more accurate to say that there’s a thinning out of the ego-structures that constitute it, which increasingly allows those elements to shine through. Our ego-identity is replaced by our true identity, while our ego-self’s sense of individuality is replaced by the true individuation of Being. Each ego-element is over time replaced by its counterpart, of which it’s a reflection and a substitute. The peace known to our ego for instance, which is nothing more than a momentary lessening of the constant ego-activity underlying it, of its constant state of agitation, is replaced by the still and silent peace of Being, the living and palpable presence of our true nature as peace. This is true peace, real peace, and there are no substitutes for it.

			You write about the experience of an expansion of consciousness. It makes sense from our point of view. If you mean consciousness getting gradually bigger, literally, I’ve experienced that, so I can relate. From the point of view of reality though, it doesn’t make much sense. It’s more that as ego-structures are recognized for what they are, and as our identification with them subsides, Being is increasingly revealed to be here, which it always was. Most teachings would agree with this, but where it gets confusing is what happens afterward. People obviously go on living their lives. Not only that, they each do so in a unique way, in their own individual, personal way. What accounts for that? If the ego-identity is not running the show, then what is? Being as a whole? We can say that, though as a whole Being is universal. It’s impersonal. I mentioned the impersonalness of some teachers, but what accounts for the clear personalness of others?

			* * *

			A significant outcome of realizing that being a person of Being is a true possibility is seeing that our ego is driven by something real and valuable. Knowingly or unknowingly, everyone is looking for this true personal element. We saw that the ego is an echo of it, a blind attempt at actualizing it. It means that people are not as deluded as they appear to be. We can say that, as many do, yet they happen to be searching for something meaningful, for something precious that actually exists.

			Our ego-self turns out to be a key that can take us to it. It’s a faithful guide since every part of it points to something real. Although things usually stay the same for a majority of us, something else is possible. Our experience and the elements constituting it can be metabolized and integrated into a more luminous development. Then something wonderful, something out of this world although right in it takes place. The ineffable mystery beating at the heart of all things, which is all things, also gets to live a human life, to live and breathe as us, as each of us personally, even as it remains none but itself, being no one at all. As Kabir has it in a lovely way:

			“Why should we two ever want to part?
Just as the leaf of the water rhubarb
lives floating on the water
we live as the great one and the little one.
As the owl opens his eyes all night to the moon
we live as the great one and the little one.
This love between us goes back to the first humans.
It cannot be annihilated.”

			
​On the True Self

			Addressing the nature of our common sense of self naturally takes us to the nature of the self itself. What is the self? Is there one or many? And what about no-self or the selflessness that spiritual teachings talk about? And how do these two relate to one another?

			As it is with most things, there’s a whole range of perspectives on this. At one end, we have the psychological self that the various schools of psychology study, while at the other end we have the teachings of many spiritual traditions maintaining that there is no self. And then, between those two apparently opposite views, there are references to still other kinds of self. This is a fundamental question, essentially a question of identity, and to address it objectively we need to be open to every possibility regardless of our experience and understanding of it. No matter what our experience is, what if there’s more to it? When we approach anything according to a set standard or understanding, however lofty, we’re not doing it justice. When reality is pigeonholed, it’s only to our loss.

			Before we address this question, let’s consider something that tends to be ignored or overlooked in both spiritual and psychological circles, namely our individual consciousness, whose presence is inseparable from our existence. Most spiritual teachings emphasize the universal nature of the true nature of reality, yet as far as we’re concerned, it’s localized. If universal consciousness was all there is, then we would be conscious of everything all at once, which would amount to being conscious of nothing at all. All spiritual teachings address this issue in some way, doing their best to make sense of it, but however anyone approaches and conceptualizes it, it leads to recognizing the presence of an individual consciousness.

			Our individual consciousness is what goes through the adventure of life. It is what develops ego-structures that structure its experience of itself as an ego when it identifies with them, and what can see through them and realize its true nature. Clearly, whatever realization takes place for anyone is happening to this person and not to the neighbor next door. Initially, it has no fixed or rigid boundaries. Its boundaries are open and permeable to its surroundings, the way the Gulf Stream is a current in and of the ocean. Significantly, there’s also no sense of self in it. It’s individual in that it’s localized, yet there’s nothing in it that would say “I have a self” or “I have no self” or “There’s no self” or “Only the Self is” and the like. Such realizations come later, if ever for some of them.

			It’s the location and medium where every experience takes place, a medium which is always here, always present, although it can relax to such an extent that deeper dimensions of reality can eclipse for a time the perception of its presence. Still, it is there, although in this case implicitly. The realization of any universal or nondual7 dimension still happens at a particular location, to a given individual consciousness, and again not to the neighbor next door.

			Recognizing its presence is meaningful. For one thing, since it’s the location where everything takes place, it unifies all the dimensions or levels of self and identity, including the dimension of no-self, and beyond. But what are those selves or levels of identity?

			There’s the ego-self with its attending ego-identity and its sense of being a separate entity, which is not a given, but a psychic structure and developmental achievement that happens over time. There’s the true or essential self, which is Being experienced as one’s true self, as one’s identity in the dimension of Being, that can be related to the “I Am” referred to by some traditions. There’s the universal self, which is identity at the level of the whole of life, of all of existence. Then there’s no-self or selflessness, the absence of self or emptiness. And then, since the perception of no-self and emptiness are in contrast to the fulness of the previous self, and since these are concepts and concepts the ego-self can reify and still identify with, for the emptiness to be complete, that goes too. It goes, and what is left is pure emptiness, also known as the absolute, the mystery, the beloved, among other names. Such as absence. As it is an absence. Pure absence. Which isn’t anything left.

			Given the richness of reality which seems inexhaustible, there’s so much to discover, to realize and actualize. There’s always room for new insights and realizations to dawn of the known potential open to us, to say nothing of what the mystery at the core of it all has up its sleeveless sleeve, what new revelations it can come up with anytime. Why reduce the nature of reality to either the self of ordinary life or the selflessness of spiritual life, when all the dimensions of self and identity and what lies at their heart are here? If you were to ask me who I am, I may well answer “You’re asking who exactly?” Such a comprehensive view also bridges the individual and universal dimensions of reality, rather than keeping them at odds with one another.

			Talking about a bridge, I’m reminded of a Zen story that bridges the seeming dichotomy of self and selflessness. One day, a distraught man approaches a Zen master, introduces himself and says, “Please, I feel so lost, so confused and desperate. I’m ready to be enlightened. Please, show me the truth of no-self!” But the Zen master simply looks away, without saying a word. The man then starts to plead and beg him to answer, but still, he gets no reply. Finally, giving up in frustration, he turns to leave. At this exact moment, the Zen master forcefully calls out his name. “Yes!” the man replies, as he swiftly turns around. “There it is!” exclaims the Zen master.

			* * *

			There’s a range between experiencing our individual consciousness as the immediacy of Being, and experiencing it as patterned by ego-structures. It can be patterned by these structures to such a degree that it’s largely cut off from its true nature, or less patterned by them so its true nature can act upon them and transform them into itself. Then in time what dominates its experience is its true nature, in one form or another, with this new development being open-ended, open to further realizations.

			This reminds me of an interesting way some Sufis look at it. They talk about three journeys, namely toward Presence, with Presence, and in Presence. Toward Presence refers to being on our way, though still mainly identified with our ego-self and dealing with issues of all kinds, with an occasional flash of realization. With Presence refers to starting to know and be our true nature, while the issues that tend to arise are tied to whatever quality of it dominates our experience, which pushes those issues to the surface. And lastly, in Presence refers to being the presence of our true nature experienced in a continuous way, where everything arising is recognized as forms of it, as forms it takes. Sufis also used fire as an analogy in reference to these three journeys. They correspond to hearing about the fire’s existence and going toward it, to coming to it and being in its presence, to then jumping in it so that only it remains, crackling and sparkling merrily whichever way.

			* * *

			One of the essential elements of our true nature is related to our identity as an expression of it. It’s like a point, a concentrated point of presence, of light and life in the living ocean of Being. Realizing it is knowing ourselves in a clear, immediate and unmistakable way, while losing contact with it leaves a pointlessness that nothing can alleviate. For what’s the point of anything if we’re not here as who we truly are? As Jesus is reported to have said, “What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses himself?”

			 Many spiritual teachings have been overlooking the realization of this specific element of our true nature, which is intriguing considering its presence is inherent to everyone’s presence. A likely reason is that their focus tends to be on the universal dimensions of reality. Another likely reason is that its realization turns out to be one of the most if not the most challenging one since it means facing the deepest wound in us, some of the deepest human hurt.

			Experiencing the true nature of reality in some way is one thing. Realizing that it’s ourselves, personally, intimately, is another. I see people who have been experiencing their true nature for a long time without realizing it’s themselves. What prevents them? They see it as something happening to them, as other than them, and don’t realize it’s them. Why not? Because it becomes personal, the most personal, really. What greater hurt is there than being cut off from oneself, from one’s true self? If I’m cut off from it, what’s the point of anything?

			We stopped seeing ourselves, stopped being ourselves, and since our ego is naturally oriented externally, we turned to others to mirror ourselves back to us, to validate us. It is no wonder that a majority of us are so vulnerable to not being appreciated, to not being seen and loved for who we are given the meaninglessness, the pointlessness and the emptiness that abandoning ourselves left in its wake. And it is no wonder our narcissism, our constant preoccupation with ourselves, with how we see ourselves and how others see us, when it’s all we have. “Something is better than nothing”? For our ego-self, this is definitely true. Anything will do.

			Narcissism can be understood as our alienation from our true self and identity. In the same way that Narcissus forgot himself as he fell in love with his reflected image in the water of a pool, and ended up dying because of it, we forgot ourselves as we fell in love with a mental reflection, a mental image or self-image of ourselves. In this sense, our ego-self is inherently narcissistic, and the issues tied to this narcissism are some of the most painful issues to deal with as they have to do with this fundamental alienation.

			Since we lost contact with our authentic self, our ego-self has been imitating it even as it’s always looking for it. Which means that behind everything it does and everything it’s looking for, there’s something meaningful. It’s a blind search, yet a meaningful one. It’s the essential search for its essential self, as a manifestation of the Self of all.

			* * *

			This is a deep and multilayered issue. Not to be seen is not so painful for nothing. If we follow this pain, this wound to its core—the hurt, the resentment, the rage and all that—we find an emptiness, the emptiness of feeling that we’re nothing, nobody. We find the emptiness of feeling we have no self. This is what’s mirrored back. The fact that we’ve lost contact with our true self, that as our psychological self we’re empty, since the self-image we are identified with is inherently empty, as all images are. And unless we tolerate and go through this emptiness, and in doing that give ourselves a chance to rediscover ourselves, there are no other options than to be constantly engaged inside and out in a flurry of activity, which is really a reactivity. It is the reactivity or ego-activity of our ego, endlessly trying to cover up its emptiness with its sense of meaninglessness, of insignificance. As our ego-self, we don’t know any better.

			You write, “So all this subsequent spiritual seeking takes place, if I understand you correctly, in an attempt to heal that wound?” Yes, we can say as a further attempt of the self to heal the wound left by its alienation from its true self, to close that gap, while it can also be used as a defense, as a way to fill the gap, to stop feeling the emptiness. What else can the ego-self do with what it knows, feeling as it feels, alienated and isolated? That being said, I wouldn’t reduce the impulse to seek, to search, to only that. The presence of our true nature pulls on us ceaselessly whether we’re aware of it, whether we feel it or not. It’s its pull that draws anyone in.

			* * *

			“What about the soul? Is there anything to it?” Good question. Since contemporary spirituality rarely uses the concept of soul, I could not relate to it, at least initially, for in time I came to appreciate it. One way to understand it is as a concept referring to the totality of who we are. That it includes everything we experience, whether psychologically or spiritually—all states, sensations, feelings and thoughts—experienced as a unified medium or field, which is simultaneously all experiences, what experiences them, and the location where they all happen. So it’s all of ourselves and not something distinct from us as some see it, from any part, level or dimension of ourselves.

			We looked at the presence of our individual consciousness as the location where everything takes place, and we can relate it to the soul. In spite of the fact that it’s not much in use anymore, it’s a significant concept considering there’s no other word in English conveying this meaning. What word can we use to refer to the totality of who we are, all possible aspects at once, as one? For all I know, this is what the word soul meant initially before it started to only refer to a particular part of us. Paradoxically, while it’s ever-present, recognizing and experiencing it for what it is can be elusive. You look for it? And it’s the looker, the looking, and what you’re looking at. Every experience is the field of our individual consciousness or our soul shaping itself as that experience. It’s at once the knower, the knowing and the known.

			Talking about the soul, I’m reminded of a popular meme making the rounds these days that goes, “We’re not a body experiencing having a soul, we’re a soul experiencing having a body.” To whoever brought it up one day, I responded by saying something that everyone tends to overlook. Which is that we’re both a body and a soul—or “body and soul” as it famously goes—and what experiences them. And also, now that I brought that up and for good measure, none of it.

			* * *

			While most teachings emphasize the realization of some universal dimension of reality beyond any sense of identity, there are teachers who insist on our individual experience of Being, inviting us to first put our attention on the “I am,” on our own individual experience of the presence of Being. As for the realization of deeper dimensions, they’re seen as further developments taking place on this basis.

			The question of identity is a category all of its own. There has to be something in us giving us the capacity to not only experience our true nature, but to identify with it, to know it as ourselves. Our identity as a part of our true nature is central to this possibility, for without it, how would we know who we are? We can identify with our ego-self or our true nature, but where does this possibility come from? It has to come from somewhere. It reminds me of mullah Nasruddin. While traveling, he goes into a large inn to sleep for the night. Since it’s cheaper, he pays for a communal room where many beds are lined up. Walking into the room, the thought occurs to him that with so many people, he may not know who he is when he wakes up. So he finds a bed and before lying down, he ties a balloon to his ankle. While asleep, the man in the bed next to him decides to play a joke on him. He unties the balloon and ties it to his own ankle. In the morning, Nasruddin wakes up and sees the balloon tied to his neighbor’s ankle. He sits up, stares at it, shakes the man awake and then says, “I know who you are, you’re Nasruddin. But please, tell me, who am I?”

			
​Weather Report I

			Sometime after a long session of breathwork—marathon sessions they call them, lasting up to three hours. Nothing dramatic happened.

			It’s lunchtime. I walk out of the cafeteria with my tray, walk down the central lane among the tables and the parasols on my way to the garden, where I like to have lunch, I’m halfway down the lane, when from one moment to the next, reality shifts dramatically. One moment it’s good old me taking a step, and as I take the next step, I suddenly step into a totally different world.

			It stops me dead in my tracks. I look around me, it’s a beautiful day, tall trees bathe in sunshine, swaying in the wind, and I realize I’m in the trees. As I watch them sway, I realize I’m in the wind too. I look around at the people sitting at their tables, eating and talking to each other, and I realize I’m all over the place. I’m everywhere.

			I find myself moving again toward the garden, walk into it and sit down on one of the benches lining its paths. I look down at the small colored rocks covering the path and each one is a gem. I raise my eyes to the greenery and all the people sitting around, and everything is luminous. I watch two men in conversation and I wonder how we can all miss this, how we can be so oblivious to this living and boundless Presence, which is ourselves and each and every thing around us.

			* * *

			The realization of the oneness of reality can happen in many ways. One feature often emphasized is its nonduality, its boundlessness or absence of boundaries. Given the separateness experienced by our common sense of self, this emphasis is understandable. Yet for all its significance, it overlooks the fact that it’s still tied up to a particular person in a specific location. Without it, no realization can happen. Where would it? How could it? For pure consciousness or emptiness or anything like that to be realized, it needs a medium. If it stood on its own, then that would be it. It would still be, but with nothing, no one to know anything about it.

			How can the true nature of reality realize anything without being someone to realize it? It’s that meaningful that it shows up as each of us. We’re that meaningful. That significant. That precious.
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