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To Lana








Foreword


Another book on non-duality? What’s the point of all these words? It’s all been written already… by those with greater insight and command of language. Besides, words are extremely limited in expressing these matters. Words divide, separate and complicate. They use ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ and are inevitably dualistic.


Words refer to ‘things’… and Truth or the Absolute is not a thing. It is that which contains things… It is the capacity within which things (thoughts, feelings, sensations) arise and pass away.


So, words are intrinsically misleading and ultimately useless. What else do we have to communicate with? Silence. Actions. Non-action. Smiling. Laughter. Loving. All these are sufficient and eloquent enough.


Words are only pointers; never the ‘thing itself’. The word ‘water’ is not wet and cannot relieve thirst. The word is not real, but can be mistaken for the real, such is our dependence upon language. In this book I shall have to use the convention of language, using personal pronouns and subject/object forms in a mixture of reflections and dialogues. I shall also use capital letters to indicate the Real (Absolute; Truth; Oneness; God; whatever word we may use to indicate Reality). There will inevitably be some repetition for which I do not apologise; the repetition of the same message in different ways can often aid understanding.


So I ask the reader to take my words as mere signposts… to savour them… as one would taste unknown food, or listen to new music. Let the meaning resonate where it will… some insight may be gained; some questions answered; and new questions prompted. Look beyond the words, beyond the mind… which will never, ever ‘get’ this… as it’s too simple for words!


Graham Stew





Just who do you think you are?


We all seem to have a good story to tell about ourselves… the story of our life. It’s a tale that has been refined and developed and nurtured for as long as we can remember. Our parents gave us a name, and from thereon we gained a sense of being a separate person. From about the age of two we sensed that the world ‘out there’ was an alien and potentially hostile place, and that our bodies were sources of pleasure and pain. Language developed and its dualistic nature emphasised the division between self and ‘other’. ‘Subject’ and ‘object’ were born. Identity became increasingly important throughout our early school years… the concepts of ‘me’ and ‘mine’ featuring more frequently in our contact with the world.


Along with name came gender, possessions, likes and dislikes, abilities and weaknesses… the need to compare ourselves with others. All these reinforced the developing self-image… the evolving personality. It is worth noting that the word personality is derived from the Greek ‘persona’, the megaphone-like mask worn by actors. It is this ‘mask’ of selfhood which we have worn and protected all our lives; this conceptual wall behind which we have sheltered and from which we have addressed the ‘outside world’.


The message of this book is that this separation of the person from the world is essentially false… our sense of self is a tragic mistake, and is the cause of all our problems. This message may not be apparent, and may also be resisted by the ego, the little self which desperately maintains its separateness in order to exist. Throughout this book I shall return to this basic question… and invite you to investigate just who you think you really are.


When asked this question we often think of the story of our life, don’t we? There is that television programme called Who Do You Think You Are? which consists of certain celebrities tracing their family trees back over many generations. This involves uncovering the dramatic, fascinating and often moving stories of their parents, grandparents, and so on. Is that all we are then… a story that we tell ourselves (and others… if they ask)? A collection of memories of events; a mixture of experiences, perceived as either positive or negative? A unique story of course, resulting in the personality you have today, with the blend of experiences, opinions and values, hopes and fears that mark you out as an individual. But… just a story?


As a simple exercise can I suggest that you take a piece of paper and a pen, and ask yourself the question, “Who am I?” Now write down 20 answers to that question (or as many as you can manage).


Once you have finished look down through your list of answers. You may have mentioned your name, age, nationality and things like: sister/brother, daughter/son, wife/husband, job, religious or political affiliations, and so on. Now go through your list and cross out any answer that could possibly apply to someone else. That will certainly include answers like daughter/son, and may even include your name. What answer is left? Is there anything about ‘you’ that is unique? You have answered “me” or “my experience”. Are you referring to that collection of memories and concepts which make up your sense of individuality? Isn’t this the story of yourself referred to earlier? The story that I wish to explore in this book. In the pages to come I shall ask you to be resolute and uncompromising in searching out the truth about this story, its consequences and its implications.


Are you your body?


Let’s take this investigation one step at a time, and use our intellect to explore these questions in a scientific and systematic manner. There will come a point when the mind can go no further into these matters, and we will recognise the limits of our intelligence (as well as the illusion of any belief system). Until then, let me guide you through a series of questions.


We normally talk of ‘having’ a body, rather than being a body. If you have a body, where do you situate yourself in relation to it? Where do you visualise yourself? Are you in your head? In the brain? Do you see yourself located in the heart? If you lose part of your body, for example through an amputation of a limb, are you less of a person? More than one limb? How much of your body could you lose and still remain essentially ‘you’? When your hair or fingernails are cut, are you diminishing as a person?


Where do ‘you’ end, and the ‘world outside’ begin? When you breathe in, does the oxygen that enters your body become part of you? When you go to the toilet, does part of you get flushed away? When you eat a cheese sandwich is that now what you are? Are we not continuously exchanging elements, liquids and gases with our environment? The boundary between ‘you’ and the external world becomes increasingly blurred the more you investigate these questions.


The reality is that there is an interdependence between the world and our bodies… one cannot exist without the other… they arise mutually. Consisting of the four elements of earth, air, fire and water, all material things are continuously created and destroyed. Our bodies, value and protect them as we may, are no exception. Our bodies will age, become diseased, and die… that is inescapable fact. It is an unpalatable fact for most people, who would rather not think about this, let alone discuss it. However, if we face these fears and look closely into them, the interdependence of all living things indicates that there is no real separation… all differences and distinctions are imaginary… the products of our minds.


Let me ask again… are you your body? If you ‘have’ a body… then it’s obvious that you are other than a body. May I invite you to carry out another simple exercise? Close your eyes, and then ask yourself. “Where does my body end and the world begin?” Where are the boundaries between ‘self’ and ‘other’? Take your time to really sense this boundary… can you find it? Of course there are sensations coming from the body that you recognise as ‘me’… but actually where they are being sensed? Isn’t there simply awareness of touch, sounds, smells… input from all the senses… being received in awareness? An infinitely empty awareness… a still and vast spaciousness in which everything appears. Open your eyes, and visual stimuli flood into awareness… and you start to watch the world ‘out there’. But in fact isn’t the world appearing in what you are… the presence-awareness that you really are?


So we can say that we have a body – but do we have any control over it? The heart is beating, the stomach and intestines are digesting food, blood is circulating oxygen to the tissues, white blood cells are destroying harmful bacteria… who does this? Don’t these processes simply happen? If you think you are controlling any of these functions, then just try to stop breathing for five minutes! If we had control over our bodies, would we ever choose to catch a cold, or develop a disease, or even age and die? Is it not true that our body appears in our awareness, undergoes changes, and that these changes are witnessed by us. This witnessing is evidence that we are NOT our bodies; leaving us with the inevitable question: “If I am not my body… then what or who am I?”


Let us keep exploring… ever deeper.


Are you your sensations?


What are you aware of right now? Open up your awareness to all your five senses. Right now, what is happening?


Over here, there is awareness of –


Church bells; birdsong; bees humming; dogs barking… hearing is happening.


Tea and toast… tasting is happening.


Roses and chocolate cake… smelling is happening.


The typing on the computer screen… seeing is happening.


The warmth of the sun; the softness of the cushion in my back… touching is happening.


‘I’ am not doing anything… everything is just happening… coming into awareness and passing away… a natural flow of being.


So what is happening where ‘you’ are? Right now… what is being sensed? Work through all five senses – hearing, smelling, tasting, seeing, touching… note what is being sensed. Now notice that the space in which these things are happening is what ‘you’ truly are. That spacious awareness in which all these sensations are arising is what ‘you’ are. ‘You’ are not doing the seeing… doing the hearing; seeing and hearing and everything else are just happening… unfolding right now in that presence and awareness.


Notice also the continuous change of sensations. Nothing stays still… all is changing. A continual arising and passing away of sensations… and an awareness of these sensations. If you are this awareness, the sensations must be ‘other’ than you. So, are you your sensations?


Are you your thoughts and feelings?


It’s the same with thoughts and feelings. What exactly are they? An individual might have up to 70,000 thoughts a day… but where do they come from, and where do they go? Some thoughts may have an emotional ‘charge’ or flavour and we call these feelings or emotions; but are they different in nature from thoughts? Some thoughts are powerful and capture our attention immediately with an emotional ‘kick’, and then take us away on a mental journey… on a train of thought. We arrive, sometimes minutes later, ‘somewhere else’ in our heads, not remembering how we got there… such is the power of thought, if we give it the energy of our attention. What else is the mind apart from thoughts? The mind consists of ideas, concepts, perceptions, meanings, opinions, memories… all mental activities covered by the term ‘thinking’.
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