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      “In BlindSpots, Christian de Quincey pulls back the veil on the thoughtless, delusional ways we too often communicate. It’s not just that these shortcuts are wrong, they are also dangerous because they lead to behaviors and beliefs that our fragile species can no longer afford. This very wise, engaging book should be at the top of the reading list of everyone who is concerned about our future.”

      LARRY DOSSEY, M.D., AUTHOR OF ONE MIND: HOW OUR INDIVIDUAL 
MIND IS PART OF A GREATER CONSCIOUSNESS AND WHY IT MATTERS

      “In this book, Christian de Quincey illuminates some of the biggest blindspots that keep people stuck. Be prepared to be challenged about ideas you probably take for granted. Be prepared to be amused and inspired.”

      MARILYN SCHLITZ, PH.D., PRESIDENT EMERITUS/SENIOR FELLOW AT THE 
INSTITUTE OF NOETIC SCIENCES

      “This important book by Christian de Quincey shows that by questioning our own assumptions more carefully we can arrive at a deeper and more accurate understanding of life’s complexities. De Quincey brings vitality and excitement to scientific, philosophical, metaphysical, and spiritual issues. I recommend this book for almost everyone.”

      JEFFREY MISHLOVE, PH.D., DEAN OF TRANSFORMATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY, 
UNIVERSITY OF PHILOSOPHICAL RESEARCH

      “BlindSpots will make your brain hurt, but in a good way, like the aftereffects of exercise. De Quincey deftly unpacks 21 ideas that are often taken for granted to reveal why ‘deep thought’ philosophy remains a vital approach to understanding our complex world. You may agree with some of the ideas and disagree with others, but in all cases you will be invited to reconsider your core assumptions.”

      DEAN RADIN, PH.D., CHIEF SCIENTIST AT THE INSTITUTE OF NOETIC 
SCIENCES AND COEDITOR IN CHIEF OF EXPLORE

      “In his new book, Christian de Quincey focuses our attention on the ways in which erroneous or flabby or incoherent thoughts have become embedded in our everyday clichés. It is a delight to reflect upon these invisible clunkers in a critical way, and even if one ends up disagreeing with de Quincey, the end result is an improvement in one’s verbal expressions; one’s language feels brighter, fresher, and more alive.”

      BRIAN THOMAS SWIMME, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE UNIVERSE IS A GREEN 
DRAGON AND CANTICLE TO THE COSMOS

      “. . . this book will help you think more clearly and converse more fruitfully on a wide range of subjects. BlindSpots is an excellent field guide for exploring some of the twenty-first century’s most challenging conceptual terrain.”

      MICHAEL DOWD, AUTHOR OF THANK GOD FOR EVOLUTION

      “Professor de Quincey has a jeweler’s eye for questions concerning the nature of consciousness and its position in the world of nature. I always find his clear thinking and writing a pleasure to read.”

      ALLAN COMBS, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF CONSCIOUSNESS STUDIES AT THE 
CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES

      “Reading de Quincey’s BlindSpots is a profoundly liberating experience. All of us absorb beliefs from the culture around us, and we limit ourselves by acting as if those beliefs are true. De Quincey subjects those ideas to his brilliant philosophical critique. We are left with our minds open, free to engage with the world in new and interesting ways. This is my favorite kind of philosophy—philosophy that frees us from limitations and opens us more richly to our participation in the universe!”

      ERIC WEISS, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE LONG TRAJECTORY

      “A provocative book that challenges many popular assertions about consciousness and the nature of reality. De Quincey encourages us to think for ourselves and base our beliefs on our own experience rather than hearsay or others’ opinions. Much food for thought in here for everyone.”

      PETER RUSSELL, AUTHOR OF THE GLOBAL BRAIN AND FROM 
SCIENCE TO GOD
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      PREFACE

      Speaking in Clichés

      Scientists do it. Philosophers, too. So do authors, journalists, and other media gurus. Religious and spiritual teachers do it, and then influence millions of followers to do it. Everyone, it seems, speaks before thinking—communicating in clichés. We all carry these “thought viruses,” infecting almost everyone we come in contact with. If you stop and pay attention, you can probably recognize common cognitive gremlins flowing from your own lips from time to time.

      I call them blindspots—ideas we assume make sense, but a few moments’ reflection reveals how absurd they really are. We all have them: gaps or knots in how we view and think about the world—about life, mind, space, time, energy, information, healing, free will, reality, belief, self, relationships, evolution, artificial intelligence, God, science, spirituality, metaphysics . . . or anything else.

      Think about it: How often do you read or hear something that, at first, seems right, but deep down your gut screams “NO!”? Logic and sheer common sense further convince you “it’s just not possible.”

      Over the years, I’ve noticed these cognitive blindspots in books, blogs, websites, TV shows, movies, classrooms, and casual conversations. And I keep wondering: Why do so many people (especially those who should know better) speak before thinking, spreading ideas that make no sense, yet fool us into thinking they do?

      This book takes on some of the more outrageous culprits:

      
        
          	
The universe exploded from nothing in a big bang.

	(Miracle of miracles . . . What exploded?)

          	
We create our own reality.

	(How come, then, we don’t always get what we want?)

          	
Everything ends sooner or later.

	(But remember: Every end is also a new beginning.)

          	
Nobody knows what consciousness is.

	(Pay attention: How do you know anything at all?)

          	
The future is now.

	(If so, then nothing new could ever occur.)

          	
Time is an illusion.

	(Well, in that case, how does anything ever happen?)

          	
Living in the now is just not practical.

	(When else can you live?)

          	
Obviously, brains create minds.

	(Run that by me again, step by step: Just how do feelings and thoughts come from “dead” meat?)

          	
Everything is energy.

	(How often have you heard that? Of course, it leaves out the most immediate fact of our existence . . .)

          	
Healers use the energy of consciousness.

	(Big confusion about space, time, and the power of intention.)

          	
Everything is information.

	(Really? What about meaning, intention, purpose, choice?)

          	
Everything is connected to everything else.

	(Is there any other option?)

          	
Humans are special.

	(The most dangerous, self-serving myth of all.)

          	
Life is either divine creation or random evolution.

	(Have I got a surprise for you!)

          	
Everything is determined by fate or physics.

	(Do you choose to believe free will is an illusion?)

          	
It’s all in the mind. Consciousness is everything.

	(All right then, let’s see you walk through a brick wall.)

          	
Quantum physics proves consciousness creates reality.

	(Ah, if only it were so. How can any science tell us anything about consciousness?)

          	
Rocks have consciousness, too.

	(Well, let’s not get carried away or confuse heaps and wholes.)*2


          	
Everything is alive.

	(Have you ever seen a dead animal? Notice anything different?)

          	
Everything is ruled by scientific laws.

	(What if the universe changed its mind?)

          	
God transcends his creation.

	(So many blindspots. Best to keep this one for last.)

        

      

      
        DEPTH ALERT

        Throughout this book, I try to keep everything as simple as possible as I dive into profound questions about “life, the universe, and everything.” However, in some places, I feel it worthwhile to go a little deeper and draw on philosophy or science to clarify important points. I’m aware that some readers have a kind of “allergic” reaction to ideas that push the boundaries of their thinking, and so I have included a Depth Alert here and there to identify sections you might want to skip—or, better, to take extra time to think about and engage with the ideas. It’s up to you.

        Even if you do gloss over these sections, you needn’t worry about missing out. Precisely because many of the ideas explored here are likely to be unfamiliar and challenging, I have deliberately repeated key points at various places and in different chapters. As a teacher, I have found that people often “get” an unfamiliar idea when it’s presented to them from different angles. Think of it as a kind of “intellectual triangulation.” The more times you are introduced to a counterintuitive idea, the greater your chances of “grokking” it. Repetition with variation helps the mind see deeper.

        So, enjoy exploring these common blindspots, and see how your thinking changes along the way.
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      Being and Nothingness

      
        “Everything Came from Nothing in the Big Bang”
      

      Life is full of mystery. No doubt about that. And, even though we live in a universe humming with unsolved enigmas, we can still rely on two certainties. The first is:

      
        Something exists.
      

      While that might seem obvious, many philosophers consider it a profound puzzle. But a little reflection reveals that it’s one of two certainties every one of us shares (not death and taxes, by the way). The other certainty is simply this:

      
        Existence comes with consciousness.
      

      Let’s begin with the first certainty—something exists. (I’ll come back to the second certainty later.) Put on your thinking cap for a moment. I’m going to ask you to do a little experiment. You don’t need any special tools or equipment—just your imagination and a willingness to think a little deeper than people usually do.

      Okay, imagine you are holding a big empty glass jar. Now, put your hand in and pluck out something—anything.

      What? You can’t! Why not? Because, you say, there’s nothing in there to take out. (For the purpose of our thought experiment, we’ll ignore the invisible air and pretend it’s a pure vacuum.) Well, of course you can’t pull anything out—because, as you rightly insist, you can’t get something from nothing.

      Precisely. It’s the same when it comes to the origin of the universe. Some people, including quite a few prominent scientists, believe that the universe began in a big bang that erupted from the void—something, everything, from nothing. It’s just like your glass jar—except, in this case, there wasn’t even a container to “hold” the nothingness.

      Nothing means “no thing,” the complete absence of any existence whatsoever. Zilch. Zero. How, then, could anything come from pure nothingness? That’s the first blindspot we’ll look at—and it will help us get a grip on some of the other blindspots we’ll expose along the way.

      
        WHY YOU CAN’T GET SOMETHING FROM NOTHING

        German philosopher Martin Heidegger once famously stated that the most profound question in all philosophy is some variation of, “Why is there something rather than nothing?”

        Although he was not the first to ask that question, it’s not surprising he did. After all, his highly influential book Being and Time probed deeply into the foundations of metaphysics, inspiring existential French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre to write Being and Nothingness.

        Phrasing the question another way—How does something come from nothing?—exposes a fallacy in a statement often heard from scientists and religious folk alike: Everything came from nothing in the Big Bang, or the religious version, Everything was created from nothing by God. Already, these claims make two huge assumptions: one, that nothing ever existed, and two, that something did (or could) come from it.

        Let’s dispose of this absurdity right away. As we will see, once we begin to think clearly about this blindspot, many of the others covered in this book will likewise turn out to be absurd—and for similar reasons.

        In a text like this, it’s important to clarify our key terms. So, without getting into deep and complex metaphysics, I’ll just offer some working definitions:

        “Something” simply refers to the fact that at least one entity exists. More generally, it refers to the existence of being itself.

        “Nothing” (or “nothingness”) refers to the state of “nonbeing,” complete and total void, blankness, true emptiness, with zero potential, possibility, or actuality.

        Blindspot: For those of you familiar with modern physics, this excludes the so-called quantum vacuum because it’s not really a vacuum or void at all—in fact, in the guise of the fundamental zero-point energy (ZPE) field, the “vacuum” overflows with unimaginably vast amounts of energy, the exact opposite of “nothing.” It’s what ancient philosophers called the plenum void—nothingness full of everything. Of course, anything that’s full of anything (or even has just one tiny something) cannot be truly “nothing.”

        Okay, so nothingness means just that: “utter emptiness.” And, in case you’re wondering, from means “out of ” or the “source” of something. How, then, could nothing be the source of anything? In fact, even the idea of nothing as a “source” makes no sense. If “nothing” was a source, then it would not be nothing.

        “Something coming from nothing” would mean that from a state of utter blankness, emptiness, void, nonexistence, or nonbeing (true nothingness), some object or subject comes into existence. But how could that happen?

      

      
        BEING AND NOTHINGNESS

        Philosopher Eric Weiss and I frequently have dinner together and spend hours in friendly dialogue about some of philosophy’s deepest issues. Recently, one of our conversations went right to the heart of the matter. Here’s a snippet of that conversation:

        EW: Modern thought tends to start with nonbeing rather than with being. Heidegger, for example, suggests that the most fundamental question of philosophy is, “Why is there something rather than nothing?” I think it’s rather odd to assume that the idea of nonexistence needs no justification. After all, the most immediate given fact is that we do exist.

        I agree; the idea of nonbeing does require justification. Given that being is, and nonbeing isn’t, not only are we required to “justify” the idea of nothingness, we can’t even conceive it! We can name it, but in doing so, we make it something, and the “nothing” we wanted to name forever eludes us.

        EW: To modern philosophers, if nothing at all ever happened, that would be natural. Why should we accept that “nothingness” is the most natural state of affairs and that being or existence needs justification? Isn’t that what Heidegger’s question implies?

        I don’t see it that way. The assumption is not that nothingness is the “natural” state of things, but that it could have been—and if that had been the case, existence itself would never have happened. The fact that something exists, instead of nothing, is profoundly mysterious simply because of the possibility that it could have been otherwise. But that possibility doesn’t make nothingness more “natural” than something.

        EW: According to modernism, because things are happening, that needs an explanation.

        What cries out for explanation—even though it is unattainable—is why, given the possibility of nothingness, there is something after all. “Why is there something rather than nothing?” surely is the most profound metaphysical question. If ever nothingness had been the case, then it would have forever remained the case, and the counterfactual question, “Why nothing rather than something?” could never have arisen.

        
          EW: I think this may be an interesting case of asymmetrical complementarity: Being and nothingness imply each other conceptually. They form a complementarity, like “up and down,” “life and death,” or “wave and particle.” In many cases, such complementarities are symmetrical—each carries the same existential weight. However, in this case, we have an asymmetrical complementarity, in which “something” is the senior partner.
        

        Yes, only because something does exist can nothing even be conceived as a possibility. The reverse could not happen. Something, therefore, is “larger” or more fundamental than nothing because something implies the possibility of nothing. But nothing (if it ever really had been the case) could not ever imply the possibility of something—of anything.

        Just imagining the possibility that nothing could have been the case—but isn’t—gives me goose bumps. We’ve already won the cosmic jackpot. Here we are! Everything else is existential gravy.

      

      
        WHY DOES THE UNIVERSE EXIST?

        Famed cosmologist Stephen Hawking (often called the “new Einstein”) once posed the question, “Why does the universe bother to exist?”—another variation of Heidegger’s “big” question.

        But why would Hawking even assume there could be an answer to this? Here we are. We exist. Our universe exists. For us to even conceive the question, something has to exist. There’s no way around that. Now that it’s here, the universe (i.e., all of reality) could not NOT exist. If it didn’t exist, the question couldn’t be asked.

        Blindspot: Once something—anything—exists, there could never have been a time when there was pure nothing. If there ever had been nothing (void of all possibility and actuality—complete and utter blankness), there would have been no possibility for anything to have ever existed. Pure nothing simply cannot produce or create something. If it did, it wouldn’t have been pure nothing.

        Something must always come from some other something. Therefore, we can be certain that there never was a “beginning” to existence. Hawking’s question is meaningless. It may sound profound, but actually it is absurd. We have no way of making sense of it using language, reason, or logic.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Here’s another question: “Why is there something rather than everything?” In other words, why don’t all possibilities manifestly exist? Ponder that.*3
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      Reality

      
        “We Create Our Own Reality”
      

      I often hear people say “we create our own reality”—as if it’s an obvious truth. Yet I doubt the folks who say this have thought it through. It might sound nice and “New Agey,” but why speak in clichés?

      Blindspot: I see two problems with the statement: First, there is no such thing as “our own” reality (just as well), and second, because reality existed billions of years before we came along, how on Earth (or anywhere else) could we create what has created us?

      Thanks to pop-science movies such as What the Bleep Do We Know!? followed by The Secret, people confuse what happens in quantum experiments with what goes on in their own lives. Yes, in physics, consciousness “collapses the quantum wave function” by turning a set of possible outcomes into a single actual outcome. In other words, consciousness has the power to influence the physical world. Well, you don’t have to be a quantum physicist to figure that one out. We all make choices every day to move our bodies in ways that affect the world around us. No doubt about it: Consciousness is causal.

      But that’s a far cry from claiming “we create our own reality.” We don’t. We don’t create reality (it gets along quite nicely with or without us, thank you very much). And we certainly don’t create “our own” personal reality. Nope.

      
        We participate in co-creating reality.
      

      That’s a very different statement. First, it acknowledges the power of consciousness to create. Second, it acknowledges that all sentient beings make choices and contribute to creation at every moment. We all get to vote in the Great Cosmic Democracy. But we don’t get to decide the outcome. That’s up to the Cosmic Collective.

      We live in, and contribute to, a common, shared reality, not “our own” individual reality. If we did create and live in “our own” reality, as many folks claim, how could we ever communicate or relate? For communication and relationships to occur, we must exist in a commonly shared reality.

      Think about it. If we really did create our own reality, everyone would be creating his or her own world. And that would mean either (1) all realities would be independent of each other, which would not permit interaction or communication, and we know that is not the case; or (2) all realities would be mutually contributing to a common reality, which is the case in our own and communal experience. So, clearly, we do not simply “create our own reality.” We participate in creating the reality that everyone (every sentient being) exists in.

      However, while we don’t create our own reality, we do create our own experience or perspective on the one, shared world. Reality remains intact, whatever our perspective and experience of it happens to be.

      The idea that we create our own reality is a dangerous oversimplification and does not serve the New Age movement (or anyone else). Much more aligned with what we know from science and spiritual traditions is the idea “we participate in co-creating shared reality.” A lot more is going on than we either know or have control over.

      Now think about this: People who like to say “we create our own reality” are most often the same people who like to talk about “oneness” and “unity.” Do you see how these two claims contradict each other? If there truly is “oneness/unity,” then how could seven billion of us (and that’s not counting the gazillions of other sentient beings we share the world with) create our “own” (i.e., individual and private) realities? If we all created “our own reality” we’d have billions of different realities, leading to cosmic fragmentation, not unity.

      Clearly, we live in a shared reality. If everyone went around creating his or her reality, we’d be creating chaos and pandemonium. (Hmm, come to think of it . . .)

      
        CREATING OUR REALITY

        
          You say that our thoughts or beliefs do not create our experiences. Well, in my life, thoughts can and do create my experiences. Ideas and beliefs create emotional as well as somatic responses, which are very definitely experiences. Besides, our stories about a situation cause us to behave in a certain way because we believe the story we have created. For instance, let’s say we believe someone is our enemy; then, very likely, we will begin to behave in ways that eventually elicit a behavior from the other person that is not warm and fuzzy, reinforcing our story that this person is not our friend—yet another way we “create our reality.”
        

        
          Intentions and visualization are examples of other ways we “create reality” with our stories. These stories facilitate the creation of a reality we desire. It is well known that even though they are “only” thoughts, they are powerful tools for manifesting goals and desires.
        

        
          So it could be said that we create our reality by our thoughts. And to create the reality of our choosing, we simply need to change our minds—granted, easier said than done. This requires an awareness and desire to change. However, there are lifelong, or lives-long, habits to change, habits we do not even know we have. Once aware of our habits, we need to stay awake and aware, and consciously choose to change our thoughts. This is beginning to sound suspiciously like a spiritual practice, isn’t it?
        

        
          So, if indeed we are creators, why not create the reality we want? It’s as simple as changing our minds!
        

        Blindspot: I think you are making the all-too-easy error of confusing interpretations with experience. Thoughts do not, and cannot, create experiences. Thoughts can “influence” or “color” experiences, but whether or not we have thoughts about them, experiences happen inevitably. There is nothing we can do to stop having experiences (as long as we are sentient beings).

        Yes, it is true that ideas and beliefs—our “stories”—may shape and influence emotional and somatic responses. But remember, emotions have two components: the felt sense, or bodily sensations, and a cognitive component, or interpretations. So, yes, thoughts can, and do, generate the interpretative component in emotions, but they do not create the felt sense or experience. Feelings come first.

        Influencing or shaping emotions is not at all the same as creating experiences. Our thoughts can and do affect the form of our experiences, because they act as filters or lenses for our experiences. But those filters or lenses are our interpretations. Meanwhile, the flow of experiences and feelings continues regardless of whether we engage in thinking or beliefs.

        So, again, bottom line: Thoughts or beliefs influence the form of experiences, but they do not, and cannot, create the fact of experience itself.

        You also seem to think that intentions are forms of thoughts or beliefs. I disagree. Intentionality is an expression of our creative will, and usually happens best when we get thoughts and beliefs out of the way. (I have a chapter on this in Radical Knowing.) We most certainly do not “create reality with our thoughts.” As I’ve noted above, that is a common New Age myth. We do, however, drastically limit and block out experiences of reality with our thoughts and beliefs—and so the reality we actually experience in the moment is often radically reduced and filtered. We do determine, not create, our particular experience of reality with our thoughts and beliefs, but by no means do we create reality with our thoughts. Thoughts and beliefs distort, not create, reality.

        Changing reality is not “as simple as changing our minds.” This is especially true if by minds we mean our “thoughts” and “beliefs.” Changing our beliefs or thoughts just won’t do it. We need to get beyond our beliefs altogether—that’s what I mean by “experience beyond belief.” When we learn to live from our direct experience, rather than from our thoughts and beliefs about reality, we undergo a profound transformation in consciousness. When that happens, our relationship with reality dramatically and subtly shifts. It’s not that we change reality, but by changing our relationship with reality we transform our experience of reality.

        Reality is a co-creative process, involving the creative contributions of all sentient beings. It is the ultimate democracy! We can contribute to the way reality unfolds and changes, but we fool ourselves if we think we create it—doubly so if we think that we can create reality with our thoughts and beliefs. Changing our experience of reality is a far cry from creating reality. That is perhaps the most naive and potentially dangerous slogan to come from the New Age movement.

        
          Belief, Reality, and Flat Earth
        

        
          I do believe that if one person thought the Earth was round, another thought it was flat, and another thought it was triangular, it would indeed be all of those things in each individual’s reality. I have no idea what another’s person’s universe looks like; I only know what mine looks like—and in my universe, the world is round, and those who believe it is flat are “wrong.”
        

        Blindspot: First, this view falls into a very common pitfall, shared even by professional philosophers and scientists, who should know better. It’s a confusion of epistemology, or how we know, and ontology, or the nature of reality. Yes, different beliefs or thoughts might yield different experiences of and knowledge about reality (epistemology), but that doesn’t mean reality itself (ontology) is different. “What it looks like” is epistemology; “what it is” is ontology.

        And this raises another issue: It is one thing to “believe” or “think we know” something; it is something very different to actually test what we believe or think we know. We can test to see if the world is round or flat and decide the issue that way. That test has already been done to the satisfaction of billions of people. So to say that “flat Earth” is just as valid as “global Earth” doesn’t hold up. It is not just that those who believe in a flat Earth are wrong in “your universe”—they are wrong in reality, according to the most unbiased experiments set up to test this.

        
          Belief and Reality
        

        
          Doubting our beliefs is fine. But I would prefer to say that I recognize my beliefs as transient expedients with a limited shelf life and limited range of usefulness. Oh sure, I believe them. But they can also be discarded and discredited on a moment’s notice, once I decide to “go deeper.” But in the interim, we need something like our beliefs to write and talk about, don’t we? There is not much to say about raw reality, is there?
        

        I take your point. We would do better to treat our beliefs as transitory expedients. But I question when you say, “Oh sure, I believe them.” My point is that if we believe our beliefs we give them added, and unwarranted, weight, usually with no awareness or willingness that someday we might let them go. If you view your beliefs as transient (a good thing), then I’d say you do not believe your beliefs. You have beliefs. Not the same thing.

        In my experience, people who believe their beliefs (turning them into dogma) are not prepared to “discard and discredit them on a moment’s notice.” Believing our beliefs is tantamount to mistaking them for truth. By contrast, by just having beliefs and noticing them we can hold them lightly as “likely stories” and remain open to change and correction.

        And, yes indeed, we do need “something like our beliefs” if we wish to write or talk—most of the time, but not always. Remember, I said we can’t help having beliefs—our minds do it naturally, and for practical purposes, as “shorthand memos” to help us navigate our way through the world. All writing and cognition almost always involve interpretations of our experiences—there is no getting around that. However, it seems to make a great difference when people are aware of the following automatic dynamic:

        Experience → Interpretation → Belief → Dogma (believing our beliefs) → Action

        Once people are aware of this dynamic, it is useful for them to develop the presence of mind to continually refer back to their experience, rather than always thinking, talking, writing, and, more important, acting from interpretations, beliefs, or dogma.

        Believe it or not, we can think, talk, write, and act without interpretation, or at the very least with minimal interpretation, when we learn to feel our thinking, rather than merely think our thoughts. We can directly give voice to our experience, for example, when we utter authentic exclamations or when we speak from the “heart” of silence. In Bohmian Dialogue, which I teach to groups around the world, people have an opportunity to realize that it is possible not to talk about “raw reality,” but to actually speak reality (see chapter 13 in Radical Knowing). It’s a much greater challenge, I admit, when we sit down to write.

        Blindspot: I’m asking people not to mistake their beliefs (or anyone else’s, including mine) for truth. Unfortunately, this is what so often happens in religion and science, and in the rest of our lives.

        
          Feeling Comes First
        

        
          If I understand you correctly, you are saying that every thought begins with a feeling—that is, feelings and experience necessarily precede thoughts, and thoughts are derivatives or reflections of feelings. Feelings, therefore, are primary modes of knowing, and thought is secondary.
        

        
          While I wouldn’t necessarily disagree with this, it seems to me it’s only one half of a circular equation. For example, it’s increasingly recognized in psychology, cognitive psychology in particular, that behind every affect and emotion is a hidden thought. Core beliefs influence our thinking, and thinking determines (or influences or leads to) feelings.
        

        
          For example, if a paranoid person believes that people in authority are by definition evil, then encounters with his boss are likely to lead to feelings of hostility, suspicion, and the like. In this situation, feelings of hostility and suspicion are clearly derivative of a preconception that authority is evil. The belief/thought precedes the feeling/experience. This has led to the conviction, prevalent in psychology today, that by changing negative, self-destructive, disempowering beliefs, people feel better! This notion is at the heart of cognitive behavioral therapy, which began with Albert Ellis’s pioneering work in rational-emotive therapy (RET), and is probably the most common form of therapy employed by psychotherapists in the current era, being one of the few backed up by credible studies and data.
        

        
          The point is that the relationship between feeling and thinking seems to be a complex, circular feedback process.
        

        I’ll try to clarify why I say that “feelings come first” and why the circularity you (and others) think happens between feeling and thinking is based on a misunderstanding.

        Blindspot: First, I point out that both in evolution and in individual development, feeling (sentience) is present long before conceptual thinking or language arises. Clearly, both in evolution and in our own personal development, feelings come before ideas or words. Hard to imagine anyone seriously disagreeing with that. For example, as newborn infants, we all had feelings—sensations of touch, feelings of warmth or cold on our skin as well as drives such as hunger, fear, and pleasure—long before we had our first thoughts (silent language).

        Next, I don’t deny that our interpretations (thoughts) of our experiences or feelings do influence (shape or color) subsequent feelings. But interpretations do not create experiences or feelings. Experiences happen all the time, every moment, and we don’t have to do anything for them to happen. In fact, we couldn’t stop having experiences even if we wanted to. So experiences don’t need to be created by thoughts or thinking—experiences and feelings occur with or without thoughts. That’s why it is a mistake to say “thoughts create feelings,” and it’s why in Radical Knowing I say that feeling is the primary mode of knowing. Thoughts and thinking are secondary. There is no circularity of creation. No thoughts would exist if feelings or experiences didn’t exist, but the reverse is not true.

        I agree that “core beliefs influence our thinking,” but I would not agree that “thinking determines feeling” or that “thinking leads to feeling.” Yes, thinking may influence (i.e., color or even trigger) certain feelings, but that is not the same as “thinking creates feelings.” Thinking may act as a kind of filter for feelings, but the fact that some or any feeling is occurring happens with or without thinking. That’s my point. I want people to focus on feelings uncolored by thoughts or beliefs. Interestingly, that’s what Ellis’s RET also aims toward.

        Your example of the paranoid person actually supports what I’m saying. It is full of implicit interpretations of feelings or experiences—and we should not mistake our interpretations for the feelings themselves. There is no such feeling as “hostility” or “suspicion.”

        By “feeling,” I mean, literally, the sensations coursing through our bodies (tingling nerves, beating hearts, rapid breathing, sweaty palms, etc.), and these are not, by themselves, either hostile or friendly, suspicious or trusting. They just are what they are. And then we interpret them. So, I would not agree that the studies and data you cite refute or contradict my essential point. The problem is not with our feelings—it’s with our interpretations or beliefs. Remember the sequence:

        Experience → Interpretation → Belief → Dogma → Action

        Yes, it is true that thinking precedes feeling in an ongoing sequence: We have an experience, we think about it, and then we have another feeling. But we should not make the mistake of confusing sequence with causality. Just because a thought may precede the appearance of a new feeling does not mean that the thought created or generated that feeling. It may “color” it, yes, but not create it.

        I’m aware that the point I’m making involves a subtle awareness (not merely an intellectual distinction) of the relationship between the ongoing flow of experience and the automatic interpretation of experiences that our egoic minds engage in. For many people, especially those not familiar with meditative practice, recognizing this crucial difference between experience and interpretation can be a challenge. It is especially difficult, it seems to me, when people are committed to the belief that our beliefs have the power to create our reality, as is so often proclaimed in New Age circles.

        My current work is an attempt to expose or challenge that kind of reflexive, but unreflected, New Age naïveté, and to focus people’s attention back on the source of all our beliefs—which is our ongoing in-the-moment experience. That’s where transformation occurs, not in our thoughts or beliefs. It’s why spirituality is so much more valuable than religion.

      

      
        ALL IN THE MIND?

        In the province of the mind, there are no limits. Everyone is master of her or his own neurological experience. According to semiotics, our minds contain the universe by the simple act of comprehending it. I’m interested in how you view this statement, because it seems that in your philosophy the universe contains the mind but not the reverse—although both are interconnected and inseparable. Is that correct?

        I am not a big fan of semiotics as an approach to philosophy or 
understanding reality. It certainly falls short when we want to tackle the Big 
Questions such as the origin and nature of the universe, of matter, of mind. Semiotics is all about language and symbolic forms. But, clearly, the universe—both mind and matter—existed for billions of years before any humans came along with our symbols and language. So to say that the universe is contained in the mind (usually meaning the human mind) makes no sense to me. How can something be wholly contained in one of its own products or creations?

        While I agree that we have no idea what, if any, are the limits to consciousness (again, I’m not talking about just human consciousness), I’m not inclined to go as far as the claim that each of us is master of our own neurological experience. Yes, no doubt, we have a lot more power over the contents of our experience than we are led to believe by modern education, science, and culture. Spiritual traditions have taught us that for millennia.

        
          Neuroscience and New Age Beliefs
        

        However, the idea that we alone are the masters of our own neurology overlooks the fact that besides our power of choice, we are also creatures of habit, mental and behavioral, and are greatly determined by events external to us.*4 All kinds of events extraneous to our nervous systems are constantly impinging on and impacting our neurons and brains. We are inevitably and inextricably enmeshed in a matrix of influences of all kinds—social, cultural, developmental, evolutionary, ecological, cosmological, and so on. We have little or no control over when, where, and how these affect us—including our state of mind.

        Yes, we do have some say in how we respond to whatever impacts us; we always have the power of choice. However, we don’t have the power to decide which options are available to us to choose from. For the most part, our options are determined. Choice, then, creatively selects among the given options and possibilities.

        The idea that we are masters of our own neurological experience is reminiscent of the claim that we create our own reality (see the debate earlier in this chapter). As I’ve already said, I think that New Age slogan is mistaken on two counts:

        First, there is no such thing as “our own” reality, as though each of us exists in our own isolated bubble world. That clearly cannot be the case; otherwise, we could never communicate with each other. Yet we do. Obviously, then, we all exist in some shared reality, not “our own” reality.

        Second, we simply do not have the power to “create reality.” That, too, is pretty obvious if we stop to think about it. Reality existed for billions of years before any of us came along. In fact, if reality had not existed before us, how on Earth did we ever come into being?

        
          Co-creating Shared Reality
        

        Now, while I think the idea that “we create our own reality” is both simplistic and mistaken, I do acknowledge what I take to be the deeper insight it is trying to express. We do have power—a lot more power than most of us believe—given that choice and intention are implicit in consciousness.

        However, because we exist in what is clearly a shared reality, a more accurate statement would be, as I’ve said: “Each of us participates in co-creating shared reality.” I think that captures the essence of what many in the New Age movement intuit and want to express, while avoiding the logical absurdities of solipsism. We are not “creators” of “our own” reality. We are co-creators of shared reality.

        Every choice we make contributes to the unfolding of the next moment in evolution. In that sense, we participate in the evolution of the Creative Ultimate (God, or the divine, or the cosmos, or whatever you might want to call All That Is). Every choice we make is a “vote” in cosmic democracy. As I said: We get to choose, but we don’t get to decide.

        
          Experience beyond Belief
        

        No doubt you’ve heard it said that “beliefs create reality” or “you are what you believe.” I think both of those statements contain a nugget of truth—but both are also misleading.

        The deeper truth trying to be expressed is “consciousness creates reality”—or, to be more precise, “consciousness participates in co-creating reality.” Yes, consciousness has power. It manifests reality by being aware of possibilities, forming an intention, making a choice, and guiding action.

        When people talk about the power of belief, I think they really mean the power of intention.

        However, this does not mean we shouldn’t pay attention to our beliefs. Beliefs can, and often do, restrict our vision of possibilities. Furthermore, many of our most deeply entrenched beliefs are unconscious. Engaging in deep psychospiritual work to uncover long-held unconscious beliefs can be beneficial and liberating. But changing one belief for another does not lead to transformation. For that, we need to cultivate experience beyond belief.

         

        
          Ten Steps to Experience beyond Belief
        

        1. Get clear on what you believe.

        2. This often involves doing some deep psychological work to unearth unconscious beliefs.

        3. All beliefs—both conscious and unconscious—are mental habits. They are ingrained patterns of thoughts.

        4. These thought patterns can, and often do, restrict and limit how we think, perceive, and act.

        5. By choosing a different set of thoughts or beliefs, we can change those patterns, both psychologically and neurologically.

        So far, all of this is pretty standard pop psychology. However, some further distinctions complete the circle:

        6. Even consciously changed beliefs continue to limit us, although they might liberate us from the deeper constraints of previously unconscious negative beliefs.

        7. Every belief is made up of thoughts, and every thought is an abstraction. It is a “frozen fragment of consciousness,” a “snapshot” of some moment of experience, plucked from the ongoing flow of moment-to-moment reality. We “freeze-frame” experiences because this is a useful way to create mental “maps” that help us navigate our way through life. But the moment we “freeze” an experience by transforming it into a thought, it is already “out of date.” It is no longer connected to the new reality of the new moment of experience. Every thought, and therefore every belief, is necessarily to some degree a 
	distortion of reality. Now, as it happens, some distortions can be less damaging, or even more useful, than others. That’s why people work at changing their beliefs (as many life coaches and New Age gurus teach). However, I am saying that even “good” beliefs still limit us, because they are necessarily to some degree out of touch with present reality.

        8. Pay attention to your experience as it happens in the moment and use it, rather than your beliefs, to guide your action. Instead of engaging with the world from your 
	beliefs, I encourage you to focus attention on your in-the-moment experience and to recognize the difference between 
	belief and intention.

        9. Beliefs have no creative power or potency. They are made of thoughts and are, therefore, abstractions. They do have mechanical or habitual power to keep us repeating deep-worn patterns of thought and behavior. Intentions, however, are very different.

        10. An intention is a creative expression of consciousness focused on some aim, goal, or purpose. An intention is, literally, a form of 
	self-expression. Rather than operating from abstract beliefs, which limit the self, intention orients the self toward some goal or purpose. 
	Intentions aim the self at some future possibility. Beliefs pull us back toward the past because every belief is necessarily a fragment of consciousness, a “frozen” snapshot of some prior moment of experience.

        Intentions involve awareness of possibilities and choosing to select or focus on one or more possibilities. When we create an intention, we effectively express or project some part of our self out into the world. Intentions arise from, and express, our 
experience. Every intention is an expression of purpose.

        Intention does not involve “doing.” That comes later. First, we create or express an intention (i.e., we form it in consciousness and, perhaps, communicate it to others). Then, we choose and take action.

         

      

      
        MANIFESTATION: THE POWER OF INTENTION AND ACTION

        Intention is a nonphysical process that takes place in consciousness. Action involves energy, a physical act. Intention without action is impotent. That’s why both consciousness and energy are needed to make a difference. This is also why God (the Creative Ultimate) cannot be “pure” spirit (consciousness). If that were the case, the most that God could achieve would be to create magnificent intentions. But without 
action, intentions would remain forever in the domain of possibilities. With intentions or consciousness alone, God could never manifest anything. Manifestation requires both intention and action or, if you like, both 
consciousness and energy.

        My point is this: We all have power—through consciousness, intention, and choice—to transform our lives by liberating ourselves from the constraints of belief. However, we are so identified with our beliefs that for many of us it is almost impossible to imagine what it would be like to let them go. Are you willing to let go of your beliefs—particularly those 
cherished beliefs you “just know to be true”?

        Try it. At first you might feel disoriented, but I promise you won’t die or disappear. My guess is you will feel liberated.

      

      
        SENTIENT ENERGY

        
          The Seth material by Jane Roberts emphatically states that all energy contains consciousness, that everything in the universe is conscious at some level. This seems to be confirmed by quantum physics, where observation is required for the collapse of the wave function that brings actuality from potential. According to Seth, “The thing perceived is an extension of the one who perceives it.” Doesn’t this, then, tell us that everything is “made of” consciousness?
        

        I agree with the idea that all energy possesses consciousness. I call it sentient energy. But to conclude that this means energy 
is consciousness is to make a simple logical error. It confuses “energy 
has consciousness” with “energy is consciousness.”

        Yes, indeed, “observation implies consciousness.” It is true, as far as we know, that in quantum physics an 
observer (and that means some sentient being) is required to collapse the wave function from potential to actuality. But the wave function is a mathematical description for quantum 
physical processes: a physical object or event is being observed.

        Consciousness is the subject observing an object. The subject is 
nonphysical; the object is physical.

        However, even though a conscious subject is required for a quantum event to happen, we commit a logical error if we assume that the quantum event is itself 
necessarily “an extension” of the observer.

        I agree with Seth’s point that in some sense “the thing perceived is an extension of the one who perceives it”—but only if it means that some aspect of the observer is incorporated into the being of what is observed. (The reverse is also true: some aspect of what is observed is incorporated into the being of the observer.)

        But that does not mean all of the object is constituted by the consciousness of the observer. While consciousness may be a 
necessary condition for a quantum event to occur, it does not follow that consciousness is a 
sufficient condition for a quantum event. A quantum event requires both subject and object (both consciousness and energy). And these are not identical.

        Reality is not exclusively made up of matter, as scientific materialists try to tell us, and it is not exclusively made up of mind or consciousness, as spiritual idealists like to say. On the one hand, a world made up of purely objective “dead” stuff, no matter how complex, could never produce minds and, therefore, would forever remain a world unfelt and unknown. On the other hand, a world of pure consciousness could be 
aware of itself, but it could never do anything or make anything 
happen—because that would require energy. We’ll look at this again in the chapter on healing. A universe where things happen and are known and felt 
must be a world made up of both energy and consciousness—in the form of 
sentient energy. Happily, that’s exactly the kind of universe we actually inhabit.

      

    

  
    
      3

      The Universe

      
        “Everything Ends Sooner or Later”
      

       

      
        Quick question, probably not easy to answer: Are there good reasons to believe the universe is eternal? If so, what would those reasons be?
      

      Actually, I think at least half of the answer is easy. If we substitute “cosmos” for “universe,” then it is impossible to even 
imagine a beginning to the cosmos. It must have always existed. As we’ve seen, it could not have emerged from 
nothing. Nothing comes from nothing.

      Now, if someone prefers to say, “God created the cosmos,” my response would be, “Who or what created God?”

      Of course the only meaningful answer is that God had no beginning. If God did have a beginning, what could have caused 
that sublime event? This line of thinking inevitably leads to an infinite regress; in other words: no beginning. But if we accept that God had no beginning, why not accept the alternative: that the cosmos had no beginning? For me, in any case, 
“cosmos” equals “God.”

      So that part is easy enough. But what about the other half? If the cosmos had no beginning, could it have an end?

      Before answering that, I just want to be clear: It certainly seems that the 
universe had a beginning about 13.7 billion years ago in the Big Bang. And by all accounts it is also destined to come to an end, one way or another (either in a “big crunch” or thermodynamic “heat death”). So universes come and go. They have beginnings and ends. Ours is just one in a likely endless cycle of universes within the larger, almost certainly infinite and eternal cosmos.

      Current cosmology, incorporating the concept of the zero-point energy (ZPE) field, suggests that all energy, information, and consciousness originate in (or, perhaps more accurately, are 
intrinsic to) this cosmic ZPE field, and we have good reasons to believe that everything returns there eventually—only to be reborn yet again as another universe (or universes). I refer to this as “recycled universes.”

      Blindspot: What would it mean for the cosmos to “come to an end”? Where would all the energy and information (not to mention consciousness) go? It can’t evaporate into 
nothingness. If we say it could, what would that mean? Just as something cannot come from nothing, 
something cannot become nothing. We have no way of understanding such a process or state of affairs—either scientifically or philosophically.

      So it all goes on and on and on . . . each time building on the experiences of prior universes.

      
        THE HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE

        
          According to the second law of thermodynamics, the universe is destined to end forever in a final and eternal “heat death.” What is this law, and who discovered it? Sorry if I am being ignorant, but this physics stuff is mostly foreign to me.
        

        The scientist most famously associated with the formulation of the second law of thermodynamics is the Austrian Ludwig Boltzman. Essentially, the law states that in any closed system (e.g., a sealed room, a sealed bottle, your closet, the universe) the natural tendency is for the elements in the system to degrade from order into chaos. In other words, left to themselves, closed systems spontaneously diminish order and organization and increase disorder. The technical term for disorder is 
entropy.

        A good close-to-home example is your bedroom closet or kitchen drawer. Now, be honest: How organized is it? If it’s anything like mine, it’s probably quite disorganized and cluttered. Well, that’s 
entropy at work. Unless you consciously choose to reorganize the contents of your closet every time you use it—in other words, 
add more order—it will naturally become more and more disorganized over time. You have to choose to inject order back into it to counteract the inevitable rise of entropy, as predicted by the second law. That’s just the way things are in all physical systems.

        And that includes the universe. According to the second law, the universe as a whole, because it’s assumed to be a closed system, is gradually “running down” as energy is transformed into entropy. The dire prediction from this law is that eventually all of existence 
everywhere, not just on Earth, will end in what is called the heat death of the universe. When that happens, all organized energy will have turned into chaotic tepid heat, and nothing will ever happen again. Now, isn’t that something to look forward to? Kinda cosmologically depressing, eh?

        Blindspot: Well, no. Not really. Why? Because the second law refers to purely 
physical systems and takes no account of the fact of consciousness. That’s a major blindspot. Now, the interesting thing about consciousness is that it can make 
choices. And choices are creative. In other words, while physical systems may be subject to the second law and fall into inevitable decay, any system with consciousness can counteract the slide into entropy. And we know from panpsychism*5 that 
all systems include consciousness—therefore the second law doesn’t have absolute rule. Consciousness injects order into systems by making choices, increasing coherence, harmony, and organization. This works for the universe as much as it does for your closet.

        Life itself is a well-known example of systems that run against the grain of entropy. Living systems build up order from their environment—however, we do so at a cost. As we metabolize energy, which we need to do to go on living, we also produce waste (more disorder) that goes back into the environment. So, according to the second law of thermodynamics, life is a cosmic “fluke,” an accident, and is constantly fighting a losing battle with death and disorder. Again, this scenario completely leaves out the undeniable presence of consciousness. 
We don’t live forever, but the cosmos itself will never tumble into eternal decay. Let’s be thankful for “small” mercies!

        So, breathe easy. The heat death of the universe is not nigh. And, in fact, it is unlikely to ever happen because of the existence of consciousness.

      

      
        THE END OF EVERYTHING

        In one of your lectures, you mentioned that in the eternal scheme of things when one universe ends, another one begins, and that process continues forever. I have an even bigger question: Is there an end to eternity? I remember some scientist talking about the universe coming to an end. So, which is it: continuation 
or cessation?

        First, regarding cessation or continuation, why would you think it’s either/or? Let me ask you this: Today will come to an end at midnight (or at sunrise, whichever you choose to mark the transition from one day to another). And as soon as today is over (cessation), tomorrow begins (continuation). Do you see that continuation 
requires cessation if anything new is ever to arise?

        It’s the same with universes. (Think of the lifeline of a universe as a really, really long day!) When one universe comes to an end (cessation), a new one begins (continuation). I’m saying that that process of cessation and coming into being continues forever. There’s no contradiction. In fact, each implies the other.

        Second, I’m quite sure you didn’t hear me talk about “the end of eternity”—that would be a meaningless contradiction. The very notion of eternity means “without end,” without cessation. Reality, cosmos, nature (whatever you prefer to call All That Is) does not come to an end. How could it? How could reality come to an end? However, our 
universe can, and will, come to an end.

        So, what does that tell us? Well, it means that the universe cannot equal all of reality—the cosmos. The universe is one event (a very, very long event of some thirty to a hundred billion years). But no matter how long it is, it is not eternal; it will come to an end (either with a bang or with a whimper, as they say). According to modern physics and cosmology, the universe had a beginning 13.7 billion years ago in a big bang. And, because of gravity and the laws of thermodynamics, sooner or later, one of the following two end states will happen.
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