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Preface




We read every day, with astonishment, things which we see every day, without surprise.


Lord Chesterfield





This book is about space, not outer space particularly, just the space all around us, the openness which gets ignored in our fascination with the many things that space contains. The practice of becoming aware of space can quickly change the quality of our awareness, not only in simple beneficial ways, but also in a manner that can be transformative. A simple example can illustrate this idea.


As you continue reading, become aware that these words are printed on a blank sheet. This blank piece of paper supports the written words but plays no part in their formation. Yet all the spaces are absolutely necessary for the letters and words to be understood. What’s more, you could probably read this whole book and never be consciously aware of this silent background.


Now become aware that as you read these words your whole body is present in a space, perhaps a room, and that you are able to pay attention to the space that both surrounds and suffuses you.


Notice, too, that as your attention moves to and fro between these instructions and feeling space, something special happens to the way you are attending. Now I am not going to say what that is of course, but I expect that you may have felt it already. Something happens when you start to become aware of the mystery of space, something that happens to you regularly, even though you may not have been consciously aware that space was involved.


The space that you are experiencing is the visual equivalent of silence, but more immediately accessible. Space, silence and Living Space awareness are the hidden matrix behind everything that arises and each is a door into its sibling.


And that, dear reader, is what this book is all about: the mystery of Space, which contains everything and is present inside everything, yet can only ever be defined in terms of the objects that float in it. It is truly a presence that is an absence, or is it an absence that is a presence? Well both, it seems, and at the same time a key to a freer form of personal presence that is physical, mental and spiritual.


This book is also an homage to many of my favourite authors and an opportunity to glimpse some modern ‘classic’ accounts of spiritual awakening. May these few shreds of wisdom be worth the price of the book.


In the first chapter, I introduce three modern accounts of sudden changes in the perception of Space. These examples will start us off on our journey of Seeing: seeing in a way that is always fresh and vital.


Please note that no part of this book should be taken as medical or psychological advice.
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Experiencing Great Space




Now and then it is good to pause in our pursuit of happiness and just be happy.


Guillaume Apollinaire





In 1961 the British Buddhist Society published a remarkable book by Douglas Harding entitled On Having No Head. Diminutive in size and less than sixty pages in length, this small volume has subsequently been reprinted many times and has become a classic of modern spiritual literature. The book is based upon a very simple but revelatory experience that arose while Harding was walking in the Himalayas. This is how he describes it:




What actually happened was something absurdly simple and unspectacular: I stopped thinking. A peculiar quiet, an odd kind of alert limpness or numbness came over me. Reason and imagination and all mental chatter died down. For once, words really failed me. Past and future dropped away. I forgot who and what I was, my name, manhood, animalhood, all that could be called mine. It was as if I had been born that instant, brand-new, mindless, innocent of all memories. There existed only the Now, that present moment and what was clearly given in it. To look was enough and what I found was khaki trouser legs terminating downwards in a pair of brown shoes, khaki sleeves terminating sideways in a pair of pink hands, and a khaki shirt front terminating upwards in – absolutely nothing whatever! Certainly not in a head.


It took me no time at all to notice that this nothing, this hole where a head should have been was no ordinary vacancy, no mere nothing. On the contrary, it was very much occupied. It was a vast emptiness vastly filled, a nothing that found room for everything – room for grass, trees, shadowy distant hills, and far above them snowpeaks like a row of angular clouds riding the blue sky. I had lost a head and gained a world (pages 5–6).





I didn’t catch up with Harding’s book until the mid-1970s but it had an immediate and extraordinary effect upon me. On reading his introductory account I suddenly felt my awareness swivelling through three hundred and sixty degrees, as if the view from a small television screen had suddenly been stretched out into full Sensurround; my visual perception in particular seemed greatly enhanced. Then, after a while the experience gradually faded. Subsequent attempts to reproduce this experience were not very successful and I only discovered why much later, when I learnt about the dangers of trying too hard or, in fact, of trying at all.


Douglas Harding’s story is so arresting because he points to something that is immediately apprehensible: we have no direct perception or knowledge of our own heads! We have an idea of a head resting on our shoulders, but close inspection reveals nothing like a head – only space, a conscious space filled with the world. This insight seems so simple that one wonders why it appears to have largely escaped comment in centuries of spiritual literature. Perhaps, as Ramana Maharshi would have said, it is because headlessness is an “open secret”, something so contrary to the common or cultural sense, that it defies detection.


Something else that struck me forcefully about Harding’s account was that headlessness involved a radical change in perception with eyes open and not some exalted mystical state obtained through hours of grinding meditation. Of course, as a callow youth back then, I was looking for shortcuts, and now forty years later, realise that such things are generally only available at a hairdresser. However, the idea of having no head did set me on the path of looking for other accounts of spontaneous and radical changes in perception and the freedom that such transformation promised.


I soon came across Franklin Merrill-Wolff’s Pathways Through to Space, a unique account of the one hundred days that followed a sudden transition into spaciousness. Besides being a follower of Advaita, Merrill-Wolff trained as a mathematician and philosopher and so provides a detailed philosophical exegesis of his experiences both in Pathways and a subsequent volume The Philosophy of Consciousness Without an Object. The later work in particular places Space as the central orientating concept through which he was able to make sense of his mystical journey.


His writings might have passed into obscurity had it not been for the fact that John Lilly (of float tank and LSD fame) came across an early draft and was moved to write a laudatory introduction for the 1973 edition of Pathways. Such is the depth of Merrill-Wolff’s deliberations that I hesitate to say more about him at this stage. I have included an introduction here for the sake of chronology and context, but we will return to his work later in the book when we have built up sufficient stamina for his more rarefied cogitations.


Instead let me turn to another remarkable spiritual autobiography written by Flora Courtois, and published by the Theosophical Society in 1985. Like Douglas Harding’s book, An Experience of Enlightenment is a refreshingly small volume, a mere ninety pages, yet it is astonishing in every way. Not only did Courtois’s spiritual quest start at an early age, but it was characterised by an unusual singleness of purpose and a very early fruition to her search while still a young adult. It is also particularly interesting to me because of the way she emphasises the changes in her visual sense and in her experience of space. Here’s how she describes a pivotal experience that occurred when sitting quietly on the edge of her bed gazing at a small desk:




The small pale green desk at which I had been so thoughtlessly gazing had totally and radically changed. It appeared now with a clarity, a depth of three dimensionality, a freshness I had never imagined possible. At the same time, in a way that is utterly indescribable, all my questions and doubts were gone as effortlessly as chaff in the wind. I knew everything and all at once, yet not in the sense that I had ever known anything before.


All things were the same in my little bedroom yet totally changed. Still sitting in wonder on the edge of my narrow bed, one of the first things I realised was that the focus of my sight seemed to have changed; it had sharpened to an infinitely small point which moved ceaselessly in paths totally free of the old accustomed ones, as if flowing from a new source.


What on earth had happened? So released from all tension, so ecstatically light did I feel, I seemed to float down the hall to the bathroom to look at my face in the mottled mirror above the sink. The pupils of my eyes were dark, dilated and brimming with mirth. With a wondrous relief I began to laugh as I had never laughed before, from the soles of my feet upward (pages 47–48).





Courtois continued to experience unfolding changes and insights over the subsequent weeks and months, but the most obvious revelation was in the new way that her sight seemed to function: her eyes “released from their former tension to reach out and see the world outside, were now as free as if they had been blanked out, eliminated altogether” (page 56). In addition, she particularly notes that any trace of her nose or face had completely disappeared from her field of vision. I found this latter comment particularly amusing but also important, because Douglas Harding singles out the nose for special mention on more than one occasion, when he ridicules the old saying “as plain as the nose on your face”. Clearly there is nothing less plain than the nose on my face or yours, and this is especially the case when we practise Courtois’s Open Vision, a form of looking that relaxes our habitual narrow, restricted focus.


We return to Flora Courtois in later chapters because her little book is packed with nuggets of wisdom relevant to our discussion of attention and the way in which we use our senses to mould the Great Space around us.


To complete this introduction to spacious perception, I close this chapter with a contemporary and local account of ‘seeing’. It was told to me by a friend in a totally matter of fact fashion, which is, of course, the Aussie way.




I had been attending a conference in Brisbane for two days. It was beautiful spring weather but I’d been cooped up in a soulless hotel concentrating hard on a particularly demanding subject. On the third day I decided to ‘cut classes’ and go for a walk. It also happened to be Grand Final day with the Brisbane Lions playing Collingwood and so it was very quiet for a Saturday afternoon. I walked along the riverside for a while admiring the tropical flowers and the harmoniously designed recreation areas. Everything was very fresh and light. I eventually found myself in the Botanic Gardens and sat down on a bench beneath a tree with strange dangling fruits. I felt a mixture of pleasant weariness and muted excitement as I looked out over the city. Suddenly everything I was looking at came up to greet me. That is the only way I can describe it. At the same time I noticed that my internal chatter had receded to my voice box and was burbling away down there in a barely audible fashion. And as I looked out, I realised with complete clarity that seeing was all that was happening. There was only seeing. Nothing in particular was seen and no-one doing the seeing. Just seeing. This understanding was completely ordinary and obvious, yet extraordinary at the same time. Yes, of course, there is just seeing, just hearing, just doing and so on. After a while the indistinct talking in my voice box moved back up into my head, I got up and went on my way.





I like several things about this account, but most of all the idiosyncratic feature of the voice receding to the larynx. The intruder had left the building and gone back to his rightful spot leaving the owner free to SEE, or rather leaving a free space in which everything could arise naturally.


When we look at these three accounts it is clear that there are many similarities, especially with regard to seeing and spatial awareness. It is also of interest that the individuals involved had all been regularly practising some form of self-enquiry, so that although these unusual experiences seemed to arise spontaneously, they did so against a background of disciplines that involved attentional change. Flora Courtois, for example, had realised that since Reality obviously transcends the mind, then it could not be attained through any conceptual or strategic approach. As a result, she adopted a posture of waiting and letting be. In effect she radically changed the way she attended to her experience. So perhaps a change in attentional style is the key to attaining a new form of perception and understanding. This is the question that will occupy us for the rest of the book.
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Please Pay Attention




If you endeavour to construct knowledge of what you’re trying to seek, you close the door to the actual experience.


Russel Williams





While doing medicine at university I was foolish enough to do an elective year in experimental psychology. I remember we studied attention and perception in some detail, and this involved laboratory work in which we followed dots on screens and listened to weird sounds through headphones. We were assured that there was some relevance for air traffic controllers, but the connection to everyday life or the practice of psychotherapy seemed remote. I don’t think that much has changed since then. Students are still not taught that there are different modes of attention, and that attending to the way one is paying attention is the most important skill that any adult can have.


We should not be surprised at this lacuna in our education. As Westerners we tend to be preoccupied with foreground experience and with the isolated objects that appear there. We could say that our attentional style is both narrow and monotonic: we tend to see the trees and not the wood. This style has so pervaded every aspect of our scientific, artistic and intellectual lives, that until recently it has escaped any serious comment or investigation.


Fortunately there are always those who slip through such cultural nets and I want to introduce you to two such individuals who definitely fall ‘outside the box’: Marion Milner and Les Fehmi. Marion Milner was a British psychologist born in 1900, who like Douglas Harding lived to the ripe old age of 98. As a young adult she decided to investigate what made her happy and how she should manage her life. The genius in her subsequent enquiry resided in the fact that she determined to answer these questions solely by experiment and not by recourse to tradition, external authority or rational theory. Her only method was scrupulous self-observation and keeping a detailed diary of her experiences and reflections. A summary of this process as it unfolded over several years was published in her first book, A Life of One’s Own in 1934. This was the first of several books devoted to the various approaches that she took to personal development, and it is hard to praise any of them enough. However, in my mind, A Life of One’s Own stands out as one of the most significant psychological texts of the 20th century and I return to it again and again for inspiration.


Milner’s discoveries are too numerous to describe here, but included “blind thinking” and the distortions so beloved of cognitive-behavioural therapy, as well as mindfulness practice which she describes as a “continual readiness… to accept whatever came.” Yes, Milner uses the word mindfulness in 1934! However, it is her approach to attention that most interests us here. Her findings were based on very vivid periods of perception, such as the one described below, which was recorded when on holiday and looking out over a valley. This opening of “a door between me and the world” was initially facilitated by naming to herself everything that she was experiencing through the senses.




I sat motionless, draining sensation to its depths, wave after wave of delight flowing through every cell in my body. My attention flickered from one delight to the next like a butterfly, effortless, but following its pleasure; sometimes it rested on a thought, a verbal comment, but these no longer made a chattering barrier between me and what I saw, they were woven into the texture of my seeing. I no longer strove to be doing something, I was deeply content with what was. At other times my different senses had often been in conflict, so I could either look or listen but not both at once. Now hearing and sight and sense of space were all fused into one whole (italics mine).


(A Life of One’s Own, page 79)





This episode of enhanced perception was also accompanied by a radical change in mood from bored and frustrated to pure joy. Little wonder then that she went in search of ways to reproduce such experiences. Eventually her enquiries led her to a simple but profound conclusion: it was largely a matter of changing the way she paid attention to the external world. She noticed that normally attention was narrow and concerned only with its own interests and purposes. She called it a “questing beast”, always moving on to the next thing and neither interested in objects themselves nor in the broader context. This was in contrast to wide attention which arose when the questing purposes were held in check and she was free to attend without wanting something from the objects concerned. Such widening of focus could sometimes be achieved by a voluntary gesture or by using a phrase such as “I want nothing”.


Over time, however, the question of a broader kind of absorptive consciousness gave rise to an expanding sphere of considerations to do with expectancy, purpose and the everyday ability to feel relaxed and secure. And to find out what Marion Milner discovered about these matters, dear reader, you will have to read her books – you will not regret it. I will say only one thing here: her journey brought her to concepts that we would now recognise as very Eastern in quality, and to the central idea of mindfulness, a term which she used very much as we use it today, but based on a truly profound understanding. Her journey also tells us much about the importance of finding out things for yourself, and that the touchstone to self-knowledge is rigorous self-observation.


Much water has gone under the bridge of attention research since Marion Milner’s day, but it has mainly been concerned with narrow focus. A good contemporary example is the invisible gorilla experiment described by its progenitors Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons in their 2010 book The Invisible Gorilla. You may wish to go straight to the video on theinvisiblegorilla.com before I describe it any further.


The essence of the experiment is very simple: subjects watch a video in which two teams are playing with a basketball and are asked to carefully note and count how many passes are made by one of the teams. On the surface this seems to be a simple vigilance task, except that halfway through the short film a man in a gorilla suit walks across camera. About half the subjects in the early experiments did not see the gorilla, indicating that their attention was very narrowly focused by their intentional set (the task which they had been given). Chabris and Simons call the phenomenon of assuming that you have seen more than you actually have the illusion of attention.


They also describe illusions of memory and confidence, and point to the role of this deadly duo in miscarriages of justice. These important illusions ensure that eyewitness reports are often totally valueless, and human nature being what it is, many of us would rather tolerate gross miscarriages of justice than admit our own fallibility (see Mistakes Were Made (but not by me), Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson). Another arresting statistic from their book concerns driving while on a mobile phone, which produces as much impairment as being over the legal limit with alcohol. It would be difficult to find a more vivid illustration of the importance of paying attention to how we are paying attention.


For a broader approach to the psychology of attention, however, we must turn to the work of Les Fehmi, not only on account of its clarity, but also because of its applicability to everyday living. This is not to detract from the epidemic of mindfulness literature to which we are currently subjected. It is just that Fehmi provides a fresh perspective on the topic and one that has interesting neurophysiological correlates.


Fehmi was a significant pioneer in the field of biofeedback, and in his book The Open-Focus Brain he recounts how, back in the 1960s, he constructed his own machine to provide brainwave feedback. There was particular interest at that time in alpha waves which were thought to potentially hold the key to relaxation and even expanded states of consciousness. Consequently, Fehmi connected himself up to his machine and, over twelve two-hour sessions, tried various strategies to enhance his alpha production. Nothing seemed to work and finally he had to admit failure. Fortunately he was still connected up at that moment, because as soon as he accepted that nothing was going to work, the alpha waves came through in spades.


This unexpected outcome was one of Fehmi’s first ‘Aha!’ moments and a very clear demonstration of the constraining effects of narrow focus and its twin: expectancy. It also illustrates one of the important lessons that most people learn when they are in any sort of biofeedback loop: trying in the conventional sense is usually counterproductive. For example, imagine that I have a small temperature monitor on my finger and that I am looking at a screen which shows me whether my hand is warming or cooling. If the point of the procedure is to warm my hand, then I might easily become too strategic and over-focused on trying to feel my hand getting hotter. The result will be hand cooling, because over-focus stimulates the sympathetic nervous system which in turn constricts peripheral blood vessels. When I see the monitor trace falling I may become even more stressed and so enter the over-focus/anxiety spiral, at which point it is best to break the biofeedback loop, take a deep breath and see the funny side of the whole thing before ‘trying’ again.


I was first able to do brainwave biofeedback on myself in the 1970s with an early Maxwell Cade machine, but just couldn’t get the hang of it. By the time I had gone through the tricky business of connecting electrodes to my skull and getting good contacts, I was usually in a state of high stress. You could have almost seen the high frequency beta waves emanating from my head. Later, with a more modern machine (Neurodata II), I was able to accommodate myself to the technology, but it took at least fifty hour-long sessions to be able to use the biofeedback signals in a spirit of non-expectancy and relative detachment. In this way I gradually learned some of the patterns that seemed to correlate with ‘successful’ meditation, although from my present perspective I can see that much time would have been saved had I applied the following insights from Les Fehmi:




Whenever you think of it, carry out your everyday tasks while at the same time being aware of infinite space, silence, and timelessness. Be aware of the three-dimensional space between, around, and through objects. Attend to all your senses: seeing, hearing, feeling, taste, smell, mental activity, and time. Include both objects and space. Imagine an awareness of space that permeates everything. Imagine feeling the background space against which everything is highlighted.


(The Open-Focus Brain, page 136)





This is an eloquent summary of Fehmi’s key discovery and the royal road to a more open focus: IMAGINE SPACE! The method is simple yet profound, instantly available, and applicable to any situation or problem. At the same time, it is not an instant or pop remedy against all our ills for the simple reason that our nervous system constantly works against spaciousness. Its “questing beast” is remorselessly drawn to any novelty that might promise either satisfaction of desire or avoidance of pain. This ensures that it is active 24/7 unless we remind ourselves to deliberately work against its narrow, grasping constraints.


Fehmi makes a further distinction between different modes of attention as follows:


Narrow versus Diffuse


We are familiar with narrow attention, the kind we use to focus on an object, person or task, but the diffuse style requires a little more explanation. If I take in a visual scene or a picture in diffuse focus, my aim is to include everything at once in order to create a general sense or feeling of my perceptual field. We could use the term Broad instead of Diffuse, because in opening to broad attention I exchange any sense of the particular for a diffuse, overall impression of the whole. For example, if we take the analogy of exploring a large room, it is the difference between using a narrow torch beam and the diffuse light of a candle. We can have either great clarity over a small area or less detail over the whole area.


If I include my other senses, as well as the awareness of space and even of the timeless present, then I have moved into full Open Focus. Look again at Marion Milner’s account to get a sense of how this might feel.


Objective versus Immersed


These terms are more self-explanatory. With objective attention I am distanced from the objects of perception. This is the cold scientific gaze that stands back to measure and evaluate. In the human sphere it is the realm of judgement, calculation and manipulation and is strongly associated with the sense of being a separate self. Immersion on the other hand implies a much greater identification and merging with the object; for example, deep absorption in a maths problem, a book, a film drama or another human being.


In Narrow versus Diffuse attention the issue is the width of the perceptual beam. In Objective versus Immersed it is the distance at which I am holding this metaphorical torch. Open Focus is the awareness of my current attentional style and the appropriate correction of imbalance. For example, a counsellor listens to a client and moves between:




Understanding the meaning of the words being spoken and putting together a sequential history (narrow/objective).


Judging the verbal content against the overall backdrop of the client’s behaviour and affect (diffuse/objective).


Feeling into the client’s overall state and situation (diffuse/immersed) – so-called ‘gut feelings’, ‘felt sense’ or intuition.


Empathising and being deeply moved by specific emotional content (narrow/immersed).





At any point the therapist may realise that she is stuck in a particular mode, and as a result, may take a moment to become more attentionally spacious, flexible and balanced. This is, of course, easier said than done, but is the most important part of the therapist’s art.


We can add two more qualities to the idea of the attentional beam:




a) how quickly it moves around i.e. its restlessness and


b) its brightness or energised quality.





In Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder we see problems created by a narrow attentional beam being ‘hooked’ by sensory stimuli in very rapid succession. It’s as if the brain is trying to take in the whole world by rapidly scanning with its narrow beam. In situations of fatigue or rest the opposite is true, with the attentional beam becoming diffuse and weak and the nervous system reverting to its so-called default mode of drifting thoughts and imaginings.


In fact, there is a natural rhythm between focused activity and the default mode, which is one of the reasons it is so hard to maintain tightly focused concentration for long periods. When doing such work it can be a good idea to occasionally drift off and allow the brain a brief catch-up in its processing work. Such breaks reduce stress in the nervous system and can enhance the task in hand, especially if your imaginings are positive, future orientated and ‘on topic’. (See Caroline Williams, “Daydream Believer”.)


Ideally, we aspire to an attentional field that is flexible and appropriate to the moment. Most of the time this means a ‘Goldilocks’ style that is in a mid-zone and ready for whatever experiences arise. The Open Focus approach ensures such readiness.


Fehmi has found that Open Focus tends to be associated with synchronous alpha, that is, alpha brainwave frequencies that are in lock step with one another across different parts of the brain. This implies a powerful brain state of relaxed full attention. It also suggests that the narrow style of the left brain hemisphere, and the more diffuse, broader style of the right side, are in greater harmony than the ‘business as usual’ mode which privileges left-sided styles of awareness.


There are, of course, precedents in world literature for the different types of focus that are being described here. Most religious traditions have well-trodden paths of attentional training, whether they be in the form of meditation, prayer or other devotional practices. These mostly involve keeping a narrow focus on a single object and bringing awareness back to this single place each time it strays. The focus may be on the breath, a mantra, a murti (image), a movement or anything that can act as a steady reference point to the flickering current of normal consciousness.


These narrow focus methods all depend on stabilising attention by channelling mental ‘doing’ in one direction. Normally the stability of our perceptual and subjective worlds is maintained, paradoxically, by constant motion. This can be illustrated by reference to our eyes, which are ceaselessly darting to and fro with micro-movements called saccades. These unnoticed movements are necessary because if an image remains static on the retina it simply ceases to be registered – it disappears.


Sounds, tastes, smells and touch all disappear if experienced in a monotonous way. For example, after a short while we cannot smell a perfume that is right under our noses – it has to waft to and fro. We generally do not register the pressure of clothes on skin and a background noise slips out of awareness. And so it is with the mind. It has to be in constant motion to maintain the sense of a discreet ‘I’. Content is irrelevant, it just has to keep going. If there were any more constructive purpose to most of our mentation other than self-preservation, then we would be generally thinking in a more salubrious way, but that is clearly not the case.


Focused meditation methods encourage a situation akin to the static image on the retina: the object tends to become less distinct and gives way to the background from which it is arising. The yang of focus taken to its limit evolves into its yin complement. This may leave the practitioner in the ‘witness’ position observing a blank, empty state or, more hopefully, in the expansiveness, bliss and tranquillity of Conscious Space. The latter outcome, however, tends to be predicated on a great deal of conscientious practice.


Notwithstanding the many benefits of the focused strategy, there are, however, one or two problems with this approach, especially when the focus is on an internal object such as a mantra or the breath. This is illustrated in the following story (which I think comes from Ramana Maharshi):




A great spiritual teacher was instructing his disciples one day, when he became very thirsty. A chela rushed off for a drink but when he returned found that the guru had sunk into deep samadhi. The chela waited patiently for the teacher to wake from his deep immersion in bliss. Time passed and the disciple grew old and eventually died, but the ‘vigil of the water’, as it came to be known, carried on through the next generation and the next. Then one day, after many, many years, the guru stirred. The disciples gathered round, breathlessly anticipating the great wisdom that would come from this remarkable feat of absorption. The guru opened his eyes and shouted, “Where is my water?”





Focused methods are usually practised within a context of eyes-closed, still body meditation, a situation that lends itself to trance states that are conditional, that is, they are attained by excluding most sensory input and by inhibiting any spontaneity or reactivity in the system. In contrast, inclusive, open or wide focus approaches accept into awareness everything and anything that arises. Nothing is excluded, including perceptions (internal and external), emotions and thoughts. The slowing of attentional motion is secured through non-reactivity to whatever comes into awareness, the ‘observer’ remaining centred in herself and not going out to grasp or chase whatever is passing through. An analogy that is often used invokes the image of sitting on a riverbank and watching boats drift by. Don’t get in the boat! The issue of the location of the riverbank and the identity of the person sitting there are topics to which we shall return later.


We must beware of false dichotomies, however. Both narrow and broad focus approaches share a common base, especially with regard to two features:




1) Both attempt to stabilise attention and wrest it from its normal obeisance to craving and aversion, thought and circumstance.


2) Both emphasise a ‘conversion’ from doing to sensing (in advanced focused states, concentration becomes effortless, one is ‘captured’ by sensing). We become open to direct experience relatively unfiltered by preconception.





This latter point cannot be emphasised too much. Our nervous systems are built around doing, and even those circuits that serve ‘higher thought’ have hijacked brain programmes that originally evolved to plan movement. The mind is a ‘doing mind’, and sensing is normally subordinate to the purposes of personal action.


Attention is agenda-based awareness: narrow and directed.


Waiting and letting be without an agenda is OPENNESS TO SEEING.


In emphasising the senses, we make doing subordinate to Reality as it presents through the senses. And in talking of the senses, I am including the experience of emotion and everyday thought, for even the latter, when divested of its spurious sense of doing, appears to us as an internal monologue to which we are listening.


So we can say that both narrow and broad focus approaches move the practitioner in the direction of:




OPEN ATTENTION/SENSATION


which is present-centred awareness in a field of


CONSCIOUNESS/ENERGY/SPACE.





When in open attention/sensation, we are in a position to be ‘taken’ by and to cohere with this field of BEING, the mystery of GRACE.


The meditator sitting motionless with eyes closed will experience sensation in progressively more refined and special ways, but the question of how well his attainments translate into everyday life is moot. The practitioner of an eyes open approach or everyday mindfulness/self-remembering is, to my mind, more clearly manifesting the reality of ‘sahaj samadhi’, or easy liberation, the very ordinary ‘flowing with’ Reality’s inherent multidimensional and spontaneous nature. And as we shall see in Chapter 4, awareness of the body is a crucial aspect of such a grounded freedom.


In the final analysis, however, the choice of a path comes down to personal preference and one’s inherent constitution. As Alan Wallace points out in his book on shamatha (exclusive) meditation (The Attention Revolution), practitioners may, from the start, choose to focus on the breath, or the contents of the mind or even awareness itself. Shamatha involves focused, attentional development and these different objects of concentration would normally be selected in a sequential way as the meditator progresses, each involving greater spaciousness. But individuals must follow their instincts and remember that we need not be too precious about getting things right. The important thing is to practise creatively, try out different approaches and learn by experience. For example, in my personal practice I apply both broad and narrow methods depending on the circumstances, something that I shall discuss further in Chapter 15.


Tim Burkett in his book on Zen practice (nothing holy about it) recalls his frustration when first learning to meditate from Suzuki Roshi (of Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind fame). Suzuki specified a strict sitting posture but did not direct him to a particular focus of attention. This more open method was obviously a difficult way to start his meditative career, and Burkett advises us in his book to use the anchor of the breath whenever we need to settle down or centre ourselves.


In contrast, Flora Courtois discovered her own open method which involved just waiting without expectation, with all the senses alert. After meeting the Zen Master Hakuin Yasutani Roshi, she seems to have quite naturally taken to the practice of shikantaza or sitting massively like a mountain. This physical and mental posture allows great stillness and a field of attention that “has become maximally open and receptive to Being” (An Experience of Enlightenment, page 85).


The reader is probably aware at this point that in making a distinction between narrow and broad approaches, we are faced with the paradox that narrow focus methods can be the best place to establish enough stable concentration to enable the openness of attention/sensation. With inclusive methods, we are in spaciousness from the beginning and there is no repression or self-manipulation. It is very ordinary and in complete continuity with everyday life, but at the same time it is doubly fragile due to the ever-present tendency to identify with and respond to sensory content.


To draw a perfect circle the compass point must be sharp and firmly fixed.


Thus broad and narrow approaches are complementary and as such reflect the cosmic dance of connection and separation. In fact, the relationship between connection and separation can be thought of as a general ground rule of creation, seen in every aspect of the physical and mental world from quantum physics to the functioning of the brain. But to understand some of this idea’s ramifications can involve some mental heavy lifting, so I will try to keep things in proportion as I expound some basic points in the next chapter. Feel free to skip ahead if the reading proves too dry. Getting bogged down in the left hemisphere is very far from my wish for you.


Note on terminology: I use the term Open Focus when specifically referring to the work of Les Fehmi. When describing a spacious, open awareness as opposed to a narrow focused one, I tend to use terms such as open attention or open awareness.
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Systems, Surfaces and Small Worlds




We often think that when we have completed our study of one, we know all about two, because ‘two’ is ‘one and one’. We forget that we still have to make a study of ‘and’.


AS Eddington





It is simply not possible to think about objects without simultaneously acknowledging that they both exist in space and also contain space. It is less evident that the obverse is true, until you consider whether it is possible to contemplate pure space without form. Try the experiment right now and see what you think.


You may have found that whether you were contemplating space on a small scale or whether you were conceiving it on a vast universal scale, your mind still imposed a limit or form which contained space. And no matter how endless or empty this space might seem, there, at the centre of it all, was a familiar companion, your imaginary head.


Thus space and form seem to be co-dependent and mutually imply one another.


When we consider that modern myth, the Big Bang Theory, we think of an unimaginably hot primal fireball exploding into space. But that is not how the cosmologists see it. According to them, a swarm of superhot energy exploded into existence together with space, all at the same time. Actually, the theorists think that space had a slight lead for the tiniest fraction of time, but before the Big Bang, no concept can go – mine, yours or theirs.


It is because space and form (as things, energies and processes) are co-dependent that it is necessary to digress a little into how forms and processes relate to one another in space and time. Such a consideration stands us in good stead for later discussions on the properties of space.


But before we get on to a topic that can get somewhat complex, let me reassure you that the basic message is very simple and is something that you know already:




THE WHOLE IS GREATER THAN THE SUM OF ITS PARTS.





This is a premise upon which we can play many variations, but ultimately the message is always a straightforward one.


A whole can be anything that you care to name: a molecule, a concept, a human body, a tribe, a novel, an organisation and so on. You can place boundaries wherever you like, but enculturation and language generally suggest demarcations upon which we all agree. Let us take a very simple example, water. A water molecule consists of two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom bound together, but there is no way that the many surprising properties of water can be predicted from knowing everything about the individual elements hydrogen and oxygen. The whole (a large gathering of H2O molecules) is much more than the sum of its parts, either as molecules or as their constituent atoms. Thus we say that the emergent property of water is surprising, unpredictable and transcendent. In the same way, but at a different level of complexity altogether, a detailed knowledge of the constituents of the brain (eighty billion nerve cells) can in no way predict the emergent qualities of memory, cognition and affect. Please note that I do not include consciousness here. That is a different matter altogether.


A lively argument has been going on for thousands of years between thinkers who privilege investigation of parts (reductionists, materialists) and those who favour a primary consideration of the whole (holists, idealists). The former cling to the idea that the whole can be understood by reference to the properties of parts. They believe that if something is unexplained, it means that the examination has not been detailed enough. Holists, on the other hand, stress the organising effect of the whole on the part and see ‘top down’ processes as equally or more significant than ‘bottom up’ ones.


Stubborn dichotomies invariably point to a higher truth, and contemporary thinking is more inclined to cut through this division by using the term ‘holon’ to refer to the whole/part. Now it is very difficult to think of the whole and the parts at the same time; it’s just too much for our limited working memory. So the term ‘holon’ is really a ‘process injunction’ that tells us to adjust our attentional focus when we notice that we are being too narrow (parts) or too broad (whole), to the exclusion of the other pole. You will recognise a parallel with the practice of Open Focus: being aware of how we are paying attention and when necessary applying a corrective. This broad principle applies whether we are in the realm of perception (narrow/diffuse attention), cognition (abstraction/integration) or affect (minimizing/dramatizing). The Oxford biologist Denis Noble (The Music of Life) uses the term ‘middle in’ to describe the sort of investigation that includes both ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ modelling.


Any kind of knowing creates a distinction (a boundary or line) between one thing and another. Some boundaries naturally suggest themselves, for example, when something moves, is novel or stands out against a background. Others are more intangible and complex, as in the intricacies of social custom or the subtleties of abstract thought. It is in the latter realms that we get into most trouble when, for example, we begin to believe that the distinctions we make between cat and mat or Mary and John are of the same order as those which we have erected between good and evil or particle and wave.


The important thing about making a distinction (which is to eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil) is that the boundary which separates is also the boundary that connects. Try pressing your hands together hard and concentrate on the sensations coming from their point of contact. See if you can distinguish the pressed from the pressing, the separateness of your hands from the connection. It’s all a bit of a blur isn’t it?


Connection and separation are processes in a unity. Douglas Flemons (Completing Distinctions) renders this relationship with the formula:




CONNECTION/separation


OR


THE WAY PARTS ARE CONNECTED/The way they are separate.





Parts are subsumed by a whole, but that whole is necessarily subsumed by a greater whole. The distinctions that we make are simply pragmatic settings imposed by our particular needs – perceptual, affective and cognitive. When a pickpocket meets the Buddha he sees only a pocket. It’s Connection/separation all the way up and all the way down to the One. As Lao Tzu said, the One gives rise to two, two gives rise to three and three gives rise to the ten thousand things. One, two and three in esoteric number theory stand for the Whole, the making of a distinction, and the ‘holonic’ description of that distinction in terms of how the parts are separate and how they are connected.


The dance of CONNECTION/separation is the most fundamental description that we can give to the play of space and form in time, but this simple idea also has considerable explanatory value across innumerable fields. Here are some representative dichotomies:




Tender/tough-minded, wave/particle, male/female, divergent/convergent thinking, idealist/pragmatist, rational/intuitive, it/bit (i.e. things/information), Keynes/Hayek, matter/space, body/mind, love/power, narrow/broad focus and so on.





(If we observe the formula Connection/separation, which of the above are the wrong way around?)


When we consider something both from the point of view of the parts, as well as how the parts are connected into a whole, then we can say that our view is a more complete one and the equation according to Flemons becomes:




COMPLETION/CONNECTION/separation.





The capitalising of Connection implies that it is the more inclusive term, contextualising the relationship and pointing to a greater whole. For example, men and women are different in many ways, but their differences are better understood by the way they connect and function together. In fact, the differences fuel the actual force of attraction and relationship: all the action and excitement occur at the boundaries.




CONNECTION points in the direction of greater


SPACIOUSNESS and OPENNESS.


When we move toward CONNECTEDNESS, there is more potential, complexity and AWARENESS as epitomised in that loom of infinite connection and potential, the brain.


As we move toward SEPARATION there is more actuality, definition and boundedness.





When you think about it, everything that you are aware of is a boundary or boundary effect, except the feeling ‘I am’. Your visual field at this moment is the result of light reflecting on, or being emitted from, a surface or boundary. Everything of which you are perceptually aware is just one continually changing surface with ripples, colours, sounds and other sensations. You never see the ‘thing in itself’, only aspects of its boundaries. This surface of sensation, like all surfaces, must be a boundary between two realms, and as such it must separate and connect them.


So what could be separated and at the same time connected in your sensory world? I suggest that it is the finite and the infinite, the ponderable and the imponderable. If you could poke your head through that boundary you would probably have to agree with William Blake:




If the doors of perception were cleansed, then everything would appear as it is, infinite.





On the other hand perhaps it’s the head which is the problem in the first place.


There is a parallel situation in the subjective realm, where concepts exist at the contiguous surfaces of other concepts and mental objects. The only difference is that our internal world lacks three-dimensionality; in fact it is mostly a flat, attenuated, washed-out kind of reality that resembles a poorly tuned 1950s television. We would die of boredom in this realm if it were not kept going by the fuel of emotion and drive. These provide contrast, brightness and a sense of solidity derived from our somatic reality of feeling, the solid undeniable sense of the body. One of the aims of meditation is to see into the gossamer insubstantiality of this personal world without the supportive effects of reactive emotion. This is true in-sight, the understanding that comes from direct seeing/sensing.


So, before our TV pictures get too fuzzy, let us return to the matter of systems and connections. Complex systems are invariably arranged in a hierarchy of holons which exhibit increasing wholeness and integrative capacity. This is most clearly seen in biological and social systems and is the normal state of affairs. Take our Westminster system of government, for example. A member of parliament, like any human, is a holon and as such is nested within countless other holons: work, family, football club etc. In the context of parliament, an MP will usually be a member of a faction, which in turn will be subsumed under the umbrella of a party, which in turn functions within the context of the parliament and the rules of our democratic system. Beyond parliament we find ever-widening circles of context: legal, economic, social and geographical until we arrive at a holon named Australia. This in its turn is part of… well, you get the idea.


Our system of government attempts a balance between the respective needs of the parts and the whole. The conservative side of politics emphasises competition and the rights and responsibilities of the individual. The left stresses cooperation and the duty of society as a whole to create fair and just conditions for everybody.


The comparatively healthy hierarchy to be found in our form of democracy is not to be confused with the pathological variety, however, in which a particular holon assumes undue influence to the detriment of other levels. This dominator holon forgets that it is part of a greater whole with more far-reaching values, and begins to act as if the whole is subservient to its needs and dependent on its organising dictates – “Apres moi le deluge.” This is the malignant arrogation of power that is at the root of so much human suffering. For there is nothing worse in this world than finding yourself at the wrong end of a social power structure, whether it is in the home, at school, work or in society as a whole. And there is nothing more destructive to mental and physical health than the abuse that inevitably follows this basic lack of status.


As it is, our capitalist/democratic system seems to strike an uneasy balance between competition/oligarchism and cooperation/democracy. At least in this arrangement we get the impression every few years that we have rearranged the deckchairs of influence, even though the powerful still dine together at the same clubs, send their children to the same private schools and schmooze with the same gravitational centres of money.


Worse still, we need look no further than our own brains to find a usurper who has acquired far too much power and has even had the temerity to admit its own dominance. I am referring, of course, to the left (or so-called dominant) hemisphere of the brain, which according to psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist has got way above its station and needs to be cut down a few sizes. (We shall have reason to return to McGilchrist’s wonderful book on this subject in Chapter 13.)


Although we think of being ‘well connected’ as an aspiration characteristic of the middle and upper classes, the importance of good connections operates at every level of society and life.


And at long last science is beginning to embrace a discipline of connection, although it masquerades under various names such as network theory, or in the case of the brain, the study of the ‘connectome’. This turnaround is happening very much through necessity; the success of reductionism, especially in the biological sciences, resulted in such a plethora of ‘parts’ that there was a pressing need to put Humpty Dumpty together again. It has been very much a case of Blake’s fool who persists in his folly and thereby becomes wise.


The science of connection and an understanding of how information flows through networks is still in its infancy. However, you may have heard the term ‘small world’ network in reference to social structures, the Internet or indeed your own nervous system. The idea originated with Stanley Milgram’s experiments in which people were asked to send a package to a distant unknown person via intermediaries, but without the benefit of an address (see Watts, D., Six Degrees). So, for example, if you were given a parcel to send to a named individual in Cote d’Ivoire, your best bet might be to send it off to someone you know in Africa, or failing this, to someone whom you surmise might know someone there. They in turn will repeat that process and lo and behold, the item usually gets to the addressee in a surprisingly small number of six to seven steps. It is a small world and works as such because people, as we shall see, are connected in a particular way.


Most of our social interchange happens at a local level with family, friends and colleagues; these are our strong connections and can be thought of as a tight, self-reinforcing (and recursive) network that shows only modest change over time. On the other hand, we have many more ‘weak’ connections with people we know by name and who would recognise us if we rang them up, but with whom we rarely interact. In the case of our parcel experiment, for example, that person in Africa might be an old college friend who has moved to Cape Town and unexpectedly sent you an email recently about a mutual acquaintance. It is such weak connections that create the small world effect and which facilitate speed and ease of communication right the way across a complex network.


It is not unexpected, then, that we tend to see small world networks wherever there are complex integrated systems, irrespective of whether they are found in biology, society, information technology or elsewhere. It may come as a surprise to you, however, that a variety of benefits can accrue from these longer, less used pathways. For example, people are more likely to find new jobs through their ‘weak’ contacts, and highly creative or inventive individuals tend to have more ‘weak’ connections.


The relevance of this digression down the path of systems and networks can be illustrated by another story from Flora Courtois. At one point in her journey she began to have visions which were hypnagogic in quality. In one of these she found herself sitting in a cubicle, facing a wall and engaged in manipulating coloured blocks. All around her were others performing similar abstract tasks. At one point she happened to turn around only to find a long window opening out on to a “breathtaking vista.” She stepped out into the scene where “everything seemed alive and dancing and the horizons and the firmament extended to infinity in all directions.”


[image: ]


Fig. 1 A Small World Network


The three-dimensional quality of this experience was in contrast to the place from which she had just emerged which was: “squared off in flat two dimensional planes.” This experience, so reminiscent of Plato’s cave, is a vivid analogy for our normal stuckness in personal local networks – cognitive, affective and social. When you look at Figure 1 it is obvious how tight and self-contained the local connections are. Nothing can change unless an influence comes from outside: the so-called ‘shock’ to which Gurdjieff refers at critical points on the enneagram of change, something that we will consider later when discussing a philosophy of process.
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