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PREFACE

The Song of Wisdom

 


T he fire burnt slowly, throwing sparks up into the sunset. The aroma of juniper filled the air, a sacred offering to the god-energies of ancient Tibet. The vibrations from the low chanting of my teacher spread out from the hilltop on top of Mount Pihanga, where I sat with him. They drifted down into the valley below, blending with the mist.

We were in an area of mountains and lakes in the Taupo region of New Zealand’s North Island. It had been sacred to the local Maori people for over a thousand years. In the last light, a river snaking out of a lake glistened palely in the dark surrounding forest. Then night came. Stars leapt out of the void, each one fire bright, each one singing in response to the chant.

My teacher was deep in the flow, his face a study of concentration and stillness. I added more juniper berries and branches to the fire. The flames leapt up as if they were jumping into space. The fire seemed to act as a conduit between heaven and earth, purified by juniper, empowered by chanting.

Picking up a small flat drum, Ürgyen, my teacher, slowly began to move his fingers in long, drawn-out circles over the worn skin. The sound of his fingertips whispered, sussurated. Suddenly a roar burst from the drum, hung in the air, then fell back again, becoming a drone under the words of the chant. A sudden wind blew around us, a continuous stream of magically invoked air. The drum and the wind sounded as one, flowing from the hill out into the wider world.

 


The hilltop became the only hilltop in the world.

The darkness below was a deep sea of energy.

The energy common to everything that lives and  feels.

My mind journeyed into that dark sea, borne by the words of the chant.

Words from the ancient times of Tibet – of power and blessing, of rebirth and creation.

Words that free the mind.

Words that destroy ignorance and cast out fear.

Words of healing for every living thing that hears them.



 

That night I heard the songs of the earth and the elements. The words talked of what we are made of, where we came from and where we are going to. Of how things are. They were songs of wisdom, a wisdom that lies at the foundation of all humanity.

All living things can hear that wisdom. They knew the song my teacher was singing that night. They knew it because they were the words and the wisdom. We know the song, too. Because we are the words. We are the wisdom.

 

In that night, I began to understand and experience the wisdom, healing and power of this chant, dedicated to endless compassion and wisdom. According to ancient Tibetan belief, it was first sung by the earliest non-human inhabitants of Tibet, known as the Masang, who existed well before the dawn of human beings.

The chant was a profound step in my training as a physician of Tibetan Dür Bön Medicine. After 23 years, spiritual and medical teachings were finally merging as one. As he chanted, my teacher  was passing on a spiritual empowerment. The energy released in the process transformed and expanded my psyche, mind and body. My attachments to my imperfections, prejudices and obstructions began to dissipate.

 

The slow droning of the drum reached into every part of me, reorganising the way I was made, making inner space for consciousness, making room for my humanity to grow, creating spiritual bonds with everything that I had learnt from my teacher since childhood.

This would be the last year of my teacher’s life. He brought many important lessons for me, and I remembered when we first met in New Zealand in 1961. I was on a beach at Rona Bay, Wellington. I was four years old, out for a day by the sea with my parents.

The tide was slowly receding and the sea fell in long gentle waves along the grey-brown sand. Already there were people in the shallow water gathering small shellfish to cook for their evening meal. Seagulls wheeled and hung expectantly in the wind as I walked along the beach towards the faded weather-beaten pier.

All that day I felt something important was going to happen, something I felt I already knew but did not have the language to express. My parents called me to leave, to go home. But inside me, I knew I could not go yet.

‘I have to stay here.’

‘Come on, its time to go.’

‘No, I have to stay.’

‘Why?’

I didn’t know what to say. All my words and thoughts were a jumble. I trudged towards my parents. Then, as we mounted the edge of the beach onto the gravel road, I saw my teacher standing there, waiting. A rainbow appeared and he laughed.

Ürgyen Nam Chuk introduced himself to my parents. He explained that he represented a Tibetan spiritual and medical tradition which, among other tools, used a profound system of astrology. This had suggested that I might be a possible candidate to receive education from the Tibetan Bön spiritual and medical tradition.

My parents weren’t impressed at first. But as they got to know Ürgyen and understood that he was not looking for handouts of any kind they felt more at ease. They began to understand how important it was for me, and allowed me to go through the next stage, which was a number of tests and spiritual questions to determine whether the astrological process was correct.

My parents were aware of the Tibetan tradition of incarnating spiritual teachers but Ürgyen explained that he did not regard me as one of these, but someone who, with training, had the potential to develop rare and special abilities related to medicine, healing and spirituality in the Bön tradition. I was not regarded as perfect or special, and would not be encouraged to think like this.

My teacher

Ürgyen Nam Chuk was well known as a Bön Ngagpa, a married man of high spiritual calibre. The Ngagpa tradition is found in most of the various Tibetan spiritual legacies from the four Buddhist schools of thought and all the Bön traditions. They are instantly identifiable by their hair, which is worn long and uncut, either in a topknot or in dreadlocks.

Ngagpas have always been regarded as the spiritual geniuses of Tibet, wild, unpredictable and incredible. My teacher was like this. This meant that as I grew older I had to be observant and aware in order to avoid practical jokes, booby traps and the general mayhem that was subtly intertwined with the long hours of discipline, study and hard work.

Traditionally, Ngagpas look after their communities by performing birth rituals, weddings, funerals and divinations. They also perform a wide range of other rituals, simple and complicated, for the protection and benefit of the community. All Ngagpas are credited with having power over and with the forces of nature. The weather and the harvest come under their aegis, for example, as do the dispensation of justice and sometimes warfare. Some are also experts in martial arts, some master physicians and others great spiritual masters. Ürgyen was one of the few who had developed all of these qualities.

He came from the partly nomadic Nam clan, which had originally entered Tibet from Lake Baikal in Siberia well over 800 years ago. They were famous for their medical skills, spiritual teaching and psychic powers. Although they were partly nomadic, they intermarried with local people and finally settled permanently in a province of Tibet named Amdo. Another group based themselves in Nangchen Gar, a small self-ruling kingdom within Tibet, which became an important spiritual centre for the Ngagpa tradition.

The entire clan left Tibet in 1916, almost 40 years before China invaded Tibet. An important master within the Nam lineage had prophesied the invasion and – with others – tried in vain to warn the Tibetan authorities. The complete Nam clan moved from Tibet and, under instruction from the head of the clan, split into various units so that each could look after a special part of their culture and set up a trade network.

Some went to Nepal, a few to Leh and the little kingdom of Lo, while others went to Himachal Pradesh, a state in India. Others journeyed to Sikkim, and to another state of India called Arunachal Pradesh, or to Calcutta, Bombay, Varanasi and Madras. The people who represented the spiritual core of the Nam clan kept themselves secure in remote parts of Sikkim, and the Kingdom of Lo. As my teacher grew up, he travelled between all of these places to gain inner knowledge, and he was also involved in managing the wealth of the clan.

Every year, astrological divinations were carried out concerning the spiritual teachings of Bön. Eventually it was decided that for the teachings to continue suitable people must be found outside the clan, perhaps even outside the Tibetan community. The divinatory masters built a structure on the ground representing the earth and the astrological influences and, after much study, directed my teacher, then in his late thirties, to search in the Southern hemisphere for a suitable person. He arrived in New Zealand four years before I was born.

Early days

From the age of four, I spent the next 23 years of my life learning the spiritual and medical knowledge of ancient Tibet. My family had moved from Wellington to Auckland by then, and I went to a normal Western school and was a typical naughty boy. My teacher followed and I saw him at the beginning and end of week days, and on the weekends.

At eight my formal Tibetan medical education began, alongside the spiritual disciplines I had been learning since I was four. I also learned the Bön version of the exercise system called Kum Nye, which consists of eight exercises designed to transform the mind and body, clearing obstructions, improving physical strength and health, and preparing the student for the higher stages of learning.

We are our own healers

‘To heal someone, you must first know why people suffer,’ my teacher said. ‘If, through healing them, you can show them how to stop suffering, you have fulfilled your role as a physician.’

I learned that at the heart of all suffering there is a spiritual remedy that comes about from knowing the relationships between karma and suffering. Karma comes from the chaos that exists within all living creatures, all aspects of this world and the universe at large. Some chaos is good, some indifferent, some bad, but it is the stuff from which happiness and then enlightenment can be made.

By transforming chaos within the mind and body, the physician of Tibetan Medicine gives the patient opportunities for healing, happiness and wisdom. Meditation and the generation of compassion are at the heart of this body of knowledge because, without these resources, knowledge could easily be used in unskilful ways.

Healing is not taught. It is a continual stream of energy that flows from human consciousness into the natural and man-made world. Through the techniques, observations and theories of Tibetan medicine, you can learn to connect with this continual stream of healing.

Healing is another aspect of love, of an expanding compassion that comes from a drive for consciousness to seek itself. In the world, the universe, and within ourselves, consciousness seeks to bring all chaos into balance, so that matter, time and space will disappear into a continual flow of harmony. Healing is not just making a sick person better; it is about making that person more conscious.

Healing is also an act of self-knowledge. We are our own healers. When we know that we need healing, we activate the healing within us: this awakens knowledge about who we are. This can also be stimulated by the physician responding to a patient’s request for help.

As I studied, my self-knowledge matured (at least in my own mind) and my awareness of the immensity of Tibetan medicine increased, year by year. At fourteen, I took the vow that all Tibetan physicians take in my tradition: ‘I vow to work until I am no longer needed, when illness in all its forms and guises has gone, and all living beings have achieved lasting happiness.’

 

The moon rose high upon a garland of stars, its light spreading faintly across the sky. I could see the river and lake below me. The firelight splashed across my teacher’s face showed his deep state of meditation. Occasionally, shooting stars rushed past.

‘Each one is a soul coming back to birth again,’ he said softly.

I found myself reflecting silently on the strangeness of this experience. Sitting on a sacred mountain in the sacred land of the Maori people, learning Tibetan sacred teachings with the blessings of Maori elders on my teacher. Making sense of it all seemed a challenge.

My teacher knew my mind. ‘Don’t deny your own culture, learn from it as much as you can,’ he said. ‘Try to bring a unity between what I have tried to teach you and what is in the West.’

His words activated a growing and changing consciousness within me. I felt a blending of energies within me of West and East: Tibet and the Antipodes, Bön and New Zealander – ancient knowledge from the top of the world delivered to a young man in a young country perched at its end.

CHRISTOPHER HANSARD

LONDON, 2001


CHAPTER ONE

How Tibetan Wisdom Sees the World

 


T his book is about how Tibetan medicine can help you to create wisdom, health and well-being. It is not for scholars: there are already books of that kind by people well versed in the subject. This is primarily a book of self-exploration; which uses Tibetan medicine as a guide on the path to knowledge of your self.

We should regard ourselves as pilgrims following an inner journey that is beautiful, scary and sometimes difficult. In these pages, you will learn about the art of living. You will discover many safe, traditional self-healing techniques that will empower you to become healthy and happy. Above all, you will experience the profound healing system within your being. So that you can become your own best healer.

Understanding any culture can be difficult if you have not learned the thinking process behind it. It is the same with Tibetan medicine, which has its own special thinking process and language. In order for this book to be useful to you, it is important to know and experience the underlying world view that is at the heart of one of the world’s most sophisticated systems of healing.

Tibetan medicine is an ancient and detailed system that aims to unite the mind, body and inner spirit of an ill person and so restore a dynamic balance. It works to create patterns of health by helping people change their mental and behavioural attitudes, even if the problem is a physical injury such as a broken leg. This does not mean that everything is in the mind. What Tibetan medicine does is to help people to understand the origins and cause of an illness, and how we hold illness in both our bodies and in our minds.

By understanding why you are ill, why you have pain, why you suffer, you become stronger and wiser. You start to understand how and why any overwhelming or obstructive experience expresses itself as mental or physical illness. You then know how to stop suffering and heal both your illness and the way you live.

THE ORIGINS OF TIBETAN DUR BÖN MEDICINE


Tibetan spirituality in all its forms goes back to a simple and basic belief that has existed in the peoples of Tibet since the most ancient times. In order to gain spiritual growth you must first gain personal vitality and energy. This will make you strong and free from obstructions so that you attract only good things toward you. This concept lies at the heart of all religious and spiritual thought of the Tibetan religious experience.

There are two structured religious teachings in Tibetan culture today. One is Buddhism and the other Bön, a Tibetan term that basically means ‘to invoke a deity’. According to the Bön tradition, the great spiritual genius Tonpa Shenrab Miwo, who was born 17,000 years before the historical Buddha, founded the Bön teaching. As a fully enlightened person from birth, he was able to give teachings that helped people to cure their suffering.

Both Tonpa Shenrab Miwo and Buddha were regarded as master physicians because they diagnosed the root causes of suffering. They developed similar ideas about how to transform suffering, encourage happiness and create inner balance. They understood the human condition.

The original practitioners of Dur Bön, from which my tradition developed, were married priests in pre-Buddhist times; their job was to prepare the bodies of dead kings and escort their souls to higher states of consciousness. They were advisors to royal families and important community leaders, and also held complex medical knowledge about how the body and mind worked and how it died and reformed. This medical knowledge came from an older culture known as Zhang Zhung.

The Dur Bön school merged with a spiritual tradition known as dMu T’ang, which is also part of the Bön culture. In its earliest times dMu T’ang trained its exponents to send their minds out into other realms of consciousness. This skill was used to heal, guide and protect the community. The dMu T’ang tradition also held important spiritual and medical teachings in the forms of physical and mental exercises.

The practitioners of Dur Bön and dMu T’ang were known as mystics, philosophers, physicians and scientists. Their legacy extended to all schools of Bön and has influenced Tibetan Buddhism as well. Rningmapa, the oldest school of Tibetan Buddhism, is similar to some aspects of Bön culture. Modern research suggests that many aspects of Indian and Chinese culture have borrowed much from Bön. The origins of Hinduism and the Taoist and Feng Shui philosophies of China all emanate from Bön culture and spirituality.

When Buddhism first came to Tibet in the seventh century, it made little impact. In the eighth century AD, however, the government was in crisis and there was unrest among the Bön nobility. The Buddhists launched a well-planned military invasion and succeeded in becoming the dominant religion in Tibet until the Chinese invasion of 1959.

At first, the two systems of thinking – Buddhist and Bön – got on well together. Then, however, certain Buddhist factions started to persecute Bön communities. To stop the persecution, some Bön communities took on the trappings of the Buddhist teaching and developed into what became known as ‘Reformed Bön’. These people are called Bön-pos. In reality, however, their teachings are much the same and there is little controversy between the two approaches. The search for virtue, compassion and wisdom is the same for Buddhists and all forms of Bön communities. My teacher, who was a Bön master and taught me the old Bön (the Bön of the Ngagpas), married a woman from a famous family of Buddhist teachers. He and his wife suffered no division in their spiritual practices or religious views.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama has recently taken a significant step in uniting the fabric of Tibet by acknowledging the crucial role of Bön in defining Tibetan culture. Those in the West who know anything about Bön tend to get it mixed up with indigenous Tibetan shamanism and animistic beliefs. This is inaccurate but, confusingly, both Buddhism and Bön endorse some, if not all, of those beliefs and have incorporated them into their way of thinking.

Indeed, all Tibetan teachings have succeeded in keeping their vitality and universal truths. Although Tibetan Buddhism is far better known today than Bön, there are still thousands of practitioners in Tibet and throughout the Himalayan region, and there are Bön religious communities in India, Eastern Tibet, North America and some parts of Central Asia.

Currently, all religious activity in Tibet is outlawed. The official religion today is the mindless adherence to Chinese Communism. But Buddhist and Bön communities are not the only ones to suffer from Communist persecution. The Tibetan Muslims, Jews and Christians have all suffered terribly.

HOW WE SEE THE WORLD


According to Tibetan medicine, the body is a physical expression of mental energies generated by the brain. The nature of these energies is created by the way each person interprets the world around them.

Although we think that we are reacting instantaneously to everything that happens to us, we are, in fact, always living in the past because our brains can only react through our senses. Consider this, and you’ll see that your reaction is always a few seconds behind the event because of the time it takes to process via your senses and brain. Our sense of immediacy is an illusion. What we think is happening right now has already passed.

In the same way, illness creates an illusion about its nature, and it is this illusion that we need to see through. We are conditioned psychologically to expect to be ill. Because we live in this potent expectation, illness follows us like a stubborn dog that refuses to be sent home. Illness is a self-fulfilling prophecy.

How illness builds up in our bodies

Over time, negative or extremely intense experiences, good or bad times, slowly stun the body and mind. They infiltrate the central nervous system of our bodies and leave their influence behind in the form of deeply rooted energies that abide in the deepest parts of our personality. Here, according to Tibetan medicine, these old influences build and create emotional and spiritual garbage that, in time, become physical and emotional illness or negative life circumstances.

These subtle underlying forces of ill-health relate to something called ‘karma’. The way we react to the stimuli around us, and the illusion we have of living in the present, create the causes and conditions of our lives. This is karma.

Karma can be defined as a conscious mental decision and action carried out for a particular end result. Everyday we create karma by experiencing problems, coping with stress, eating or drinking too much, and even having too much of a good or bad time – when we are angry, lie, cause trouble for other people, or cause ourselves harm by acting before thinking things through. All of these daily experiences that we go through leave their imprints in our minds and bodies, on our lives and on those of other people. You will find a fuller explanation of karma in Chapter 3.

So how can we try to overcome this dilemma?

Health is a process

According to the Tibetans, health is like a tide. It is a process, not a static or constant experience. Each person’s state of energy is  continuously changing from one moment to the next, rising and falling, increasing and decreasing. When energy falls below a certain level, which differs from person to person, the first signs of illness are  experienced.

Illness can take a long time to find its way into material form and may not be obvious. Many people go about their daily lives looking perfectly healthy on the outside, yet within they may have a deep-seated emotional problem or an unseen cancer carrying them closer to death. Some people allow stress, one of the most damaging influences on our health in modern times, to fester and build up inside so that years, even decades later, they find themselves burnt out and ill.

Preventing the causes of illness means knowing how to prevent unskilful patterns of emotions and behaviour so that our lives become more harmonious and balanced. You will meet the concept of skilful and unskilful behaviour frequently in this book. In a nutshell, skilful behaviour leads to positive outcomes, unskilful to negativity.

Negativity and prejudice are closely related. People are united more by their prejudices – of every kind – than by any other common factor. Prejudice represses anyone who experiences it into a state of worthlessness and triviality. Illness can be seen as a prejudice that you have created towards yourself. By understanding how we think about ourselves, we learn how we create the foundations of health and illness and this in turn will show us how we create our own subconscious patterns of karma.

YOUR LIFE IS A SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE


We see ourselves as flesh and blood but, in fact, human beings are consciousness that has sought a way to express itself in this material world by taking on a physical form. Underneath all the physical and mental construction of daily life on this planet lies a pure and open spiritual consciousness. This is a natural state of mind that is always there within every person, entwined in the fabric of our lives.

This duality can create chaos and suffering. Illness is often brought about by our minds, emotions and habits getting in the way of the pure consciousness at our core. But our innate spirituality can also create order and beauty.

Realising that each of us has this infinite potential is at the heart of Tibetan spiritual teaching. It exists in everyone and everything. At this very moment, you are the great symbol of your own potential enlightenment.

The purpose of any spiritual practice, ethical framework or religious belief should be to help us enjoy the life that we have. What’s important is to avoid getting caught up with the future, because the future – and the past – are only creations of our imagination. To be happy we need first to allow ourselves to be so – now. So forget thoughts like ‘I will be so happy if only that would happen . . .’ and, ‘I was so happy when things were different . . .’. All you have is now. So accept yourself as you are without embellishment or regret.

Start by aiming to experience everyday life in as open and direct a manner as possible. From the moment you wake to the moment you sleep, allow every experience to come to you without judgement. The key is acceptance.

Accepting whatever happens is a hard place to be at first. Like everyone, you will feel fear at the very idea, but gradually, as you cut through the barriers developed by years of habit, you will start to become less reactive to the world around you. We often live our whole lives in a state of reaction to experiences. If we are caused pain, we become angry, we hurt, we cry, we fear for our existence. These reactive responses continue the subtle links of our own suffering. Whether they are big events in our lives or small ones, the end result is the same.

Acceptance takes the sting out of reactivity and creates for us insight into the way we make our lives happen. An experience of great simplicity will emerge from your consciousness as you allow acceptance to filter into all your mental and physical actions. It will make you feel naked and exposed at first but, as you stay with this, you will learn that truth needs no clothing.

As you follow the path to your inner morality, many confused emotions may come to the surface of your everyday mind, causing you self-doubt and fear. You may feel worry that you are inferior to your colleagues and peers. Remember: you are not bad. You are essentially good, and intrinsically enlightened. You lack nothing. If you can accept this, the path will start to reveal itself.

Simply look at the natural world. Bees and flowers, clouds and rain, sun and moon, light and dark, birth and death, all of these are part of the continual cycle of truth. See how the ants and birds work together, each giving support to their own kind. Human beings often fail to do so. The seeds within the fruit only know one thing: that they must grow, blossom and bear fruit. Essentially, we human beings must do the same, but some of us have forgotten. The truth is everywhere, in all things, in all situations and is behind the beginning and completion of everything. It can lead you to your spiritual potential and, most of all, it can reveal to you how to live your own life.

Remember, living in a way that is as true to yourself as you can be is not always an easy path. Do not climb spiritual mountains just because they are there, or seek the meaning of life because you feel you should. Life has only the meaning you give to it. The truth reveals life as it is.

SPIRITUAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE 21ST CENTURY


The first one hundred years of the new millennium upon which we have just embarked will dictate the cycles and patterns for the future. New forms of emerging spiritual wisdom and consciousness are finding their roots. New technologies and the changes in the global money supply and the use of natural resources will all influence the evolution of human beings as a species.

In this 21st century, Tibetan wisdom teaches that the foundations of this new wisdom will be manifested in the rising up of female and feminine consciousness, influencing both the world view and individual development. This feminine consciousness will create new ways of thought, new insights into human nature and will become humanity’s next step on the evolutionary path to the understanding of its own spiritual potential.

It can and will empower both men and women, giving new foundations to the notions of individual responsibility and revising our priorities in the way we live. Individual and social spirituality is going to be the only important human resource that will guide us to the understanding of ourselves and our planet. People all over the world are starting to understand, deep within themselves, that the so-called ‘modern world’ has not delivered. Although science and technology and rational philosophies have contributed to material and intellectual well-being, our spiritual needs are not being met.

Our inner wisdom and higher states of consciousness are the only bedrock of individual spiritual happiness. They are the resonance of the higher humanity that links all people in our species. But we feel separated from them. In this troubled time, careful understanding of the past, present and future can bring great insight.

Many people understand that our planet is simply a transition to a higher level. But often we have closed down those very perceptions that can reveal to us our inner light, and so we stay confined to this world and to its material emanations. The risk is that if we do not reach out now for whatever we see as heaven and higher consciousness, then hell and hellish states of mind will slowly creep upon us.

Our earth is going through a painful adolescence, for not only is humanity a young species but so also is the rock on which we live. We are living in a kind of global puberty. Squeezed between the old and the new, we forget the constant that is there regardless of history, calendars or politics: that is our ability both as individuals and as a species to reconnect with each other and with the gifts of nature. For this we need to allow our humility to emerge. Humility is the foundation of generosity.

Finding this humility comes by encouraging simplicity of thought and directness of action in all parts of your life. Respect the society that you find yourself in and understand that great value can be found in what you have and are. Anyone can understand and experience their spiritual potential without years of a particular training. A focused and sincere heart and a direct mental focus are often enough. The purpose is simply to comprehend the underlying spiritual nature of all things. From this develops a way of manifesting freedom, peace, happiness and consciousness.

 


All of us are wise. All of us have access to inner truth. No one holds a single key to truth above all others. Rest in your emerging divinity and consciousness. Do not grasp for it. Receive it and enjoy.



 

Live every day not as if it were your last, or as if you never lived before, but for what is: an unknown experience, potentially able to offer you a connection to your humanity and happiness. We need to realise that the process of travelling towards our dreams is in itself a spiritual experience.

In the next chapter you will discover how to create your soul for this life, a process the Tibetan Bön tradition called ‘Activating Your Thunder’, because the individual who has made their soul has the power of thunder and lightning to cut through ignorance and reveal truth to others.


CHAPTER TWO

Activating Your Thunder – how to make your soul and keep it

 


T he soul is not eternal. A soul lasts for a lifetime and through the process of dying. Then it breaks down – a spiritually biodegradable process of the mind. So we are not reborn complete with a soul, but we do come to this life with all the ingredients to make one.

Each of us is a being with many dimensions, all working together simultaneously. As we start to explore these inner dimensions, in the process of building our souls for this life, we begin to know a little of the vastness and complexity of our consciousness. The soul is a device that holds and directs our potential consciousness and enlightenment. Regardless of our backgrounds, each of us is a beginner when it comes to building one. It’s important to remember that there is no examination to be passed, no title to be gained, no point of perfection to be attained. The process is an experience that comes from understanding the energy within ourselves and all things.

Let me just clear up one common area of confusion. We are never completely what we imagine ourselves to be – either good or bad. This is because our view of our selves and our lives is made up, in the main, of the reactive emotions that I mentioned in Chapter 1. These egocentric feelings, generated in the battle of everyday living, often go round and round on a psychic loop tape, replaying the same experiences within us. We may become addicted to a particular facet of an emotion that makes us feel good in some way. Don’t get me wrong: emotions are important and valuable, but at the same time we should not let them fool us into believing that they are life or consciousness.

Most of what we consider to be our identity is the shadows of past habits and sensory overload. By starting to understand the nature of our habits, which form the everyday mind, we begin to be able to unite all these separate inner forces on the first step to creating our soul. It is then that we gain a vision of who we really are.

Love is essential to our humanity and thus to our souls. Love is  experienced by people and living creatures as a means of understanding the nature of existence and the transient nature of possessions – people or objects – and suffering, as well as the unalterable process of karma.

Tibetan thought reminds us to show real care, love and compassion in all that we do and think to the best of our ability and intellect. Love for ourselves and others – in any context, experience or form – passionately involves itself in every living being, holding all things within its own calm cradle of respect and non-judgement. True love always wants the best for every creature in existence, loving all the world without prejudice, but with wisdom.

Non-attachment is an aspect of loving wisely, and involves being joyful in the joy of others. In simple terms, it means no-strings-attached love, without expectation or obligation. Love is often interwoven with some form of attachment, but in Tibetan thought, this is firmly discouraged. Attachment has connotations of expectation, need and even greed. When you love without attachments, you do so selflessly, without any expectation of reward. You simply love.

In Tibetan teachings you do not reject the world, you embrace it. You become intimate with life. The single acceptable and healthy type of attachment comes into this, and involves attachment to your own inner devotion and development. Attachment to the divine in yourself can inspire a real human love for everyone, which is truly remarkable. Consider how many people you love and are attached to: friends, loved ones and to enemies; teachers, parents, neighbours and co-workers; celebrities of all kinds and not least to your pets. The list goes on and on. Ask yourself, ‘What is the nature of my attachment?’ Many of these relationships can be positive tools for transformation, although they may also carry some threads of expectation and obligation that you might want to unravel.

Additionally, we need also to look at the attachment we have to our physical bodies. We may have a love affair with them or feel trapped in them, hate them or be anxious about them. We must learn to let go of any negative feelings with kindness, so we can relate to our bodies in a new and loving way. Similarly, we must learn to look beyond the concept that our bodies are our identities.

Whenever our capacity for love is great, so is our capacity for suffering. Through suffering we learn the timeless value of love. When we lose someone we care for through separation or death, we grieve and suffer, but from that attachment comes knowledge. If we value the emotion, the experience and attachment so that we can truly grieve, we can learn and move on. It is better to accept suffering in totality, than the prejudice-creating concept of inhuman composure.

Spirituality of any type should bring you closer to your humanity. If you end up cold and cut off, without emotional understanding, you have through your perception of holiness, committed an act of spiritual terrorism to both yourself and other people. The further we remove ourselves from others the more we are lost. The more detached we become from our humanity, the more powerful our egos become. Be human first, middle and last. That is where divinity is to be found.

This process of soul-making is creation of the highest type because we become the creators of our connection to a greater reality. It is vital that we learn to build a strong soul which can withstand the storms of everyday living.

In this chapter we will learn about the nature of consciousness, the physical and mental vitality we need to start building a soul, the five spiritual foundations of the soul, and how to develop our five senses.

This is the story of how I started to create my soul.

 


It was a summer’s evening on Pihanga Mountain in the centre of the North Island of New Zealand.

The evening sky stood bright and strong against  the night. Everything was still; there was no wind, no breeze. The lake below was placid, reflective. The mountain above stood strong, defiant and knowing.

‘Tonight we shall start learning to make a soul,’ said Ürgyen my teacher. ‘We are all born without a soul, but most people do not know how to create one. You must first look at the energy of the soul. Observe.’

He gazed out across the valley. Everything became even more still than before. He raised his right hand into the air, his palm facing out into the night. He started to chant, slow and long, and everything in front of me burst into light and clear flame. My jaw hit my knees; a part of me could not believe what I saw. But my doubt faded as I looked closer: the sky, the stars, the trees, the air, mountain, lake and the hill I was on had become an incandescent flame. Then I looked down at myself: I too was part of this flame.

‘This is the energy from which all things are made,’ said Ürgyen. ‘It is consciousness. It is you and I, and all living creatures. It is this energy that forms our minds and our souls.’

Suddenly it was gone. The stars, the mountain and the lake were as they were before.



 

My teacher explained that our senses are devices that interpret what is going on around us in the everyday world. Less obviously, they also interpret what is going on within us in the everyday world. Crucially, it is this spiritual dimension to our senses that allows our minds to connect with the energy that pulses in the hearts of other living creatures and in the essence of inanimate existence, from grains of sand on the seashore to vast oceans. You will learn the importance of interconnectedness in this chapter and at the end you will find exercises to help you develop your senses.

Every living thing is connected. Human beings, for instance, live in each other’s consciousness more intimately than most people care to acknowledge. The main factors that influence and transform our senses and which we can use in building a soul are set out in this ancient Tibetan Bön saying:

 


Thought is the body of Sound.

Sound is the body of Light.

Light is the body of Consciousness.

Consciousness is the body of humanity.

The soul, once made, is the body of these.



 

THOUGHT AND SOUND

Our thoughts are our individual distillation of the sounds of the world and the universe – of mankind, nature, of life living itself. These sounds fill the broad spectrum of life and find their expression in human thought, which then leads to creativity and endeavour.

SOUND AND LIGHT

According to ancient Tibetan beliefs, sound is made up of light. Light, both physical and spiritual, is the essence of the construction of any sound.

The entwining of sound and light are apparent in music, perhaps the most powerful and universal form of art. Inner light can drive forward sounds that form part of our personal environment, and the opposite is also true. From a Tibetan view, the music to which we are attracted actually creates light within our brains and nervous system, as well as encouraging spiritual light to shine within our consciousness.

Music, as well as other forms of art, is often an expression of the mental forces of humanity at any given time, as well as a reflection of the psychic health of our planet. This is because the works are full of light and sound – in other words, consciousness. Think of composers such as Mozart, Beethoven and Bach, and painters like Picasso and Matisse.

However dramatic they may seem at the time, shifts and changes in our world, as a result of wars, natural disasters and disease, and even pornography and pop music, are a natural part of the cycles of our planet as it floats in the universe.

LIGHT AND CONSCIOUSNESS

The essence of light is consciousness, whether it’s physical energy – from the sun, the moon, a fire, even a light bulb – or inner spiritual energy. This consciousness is the summation of all physical and spiritual energies coming together. When you have made your soul, you will gain insight into the interrelationships between what people separate as spiritual or physical. You will understand that, in fact, they are the same energy expressed in different forms. When you truly accept this, you will find that the world gladly reveals itself in all its dimensions of existence.
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