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“Peter Ralston has created a mighty tome that clearly lays out why we suffer, the mechanics behind our suffering, and solutions that we can actually use to end our personal suffering. The practices offered bring us to awareness, and that is a beautiful doorway to freedom from pain and freedom from suffering. In a day and age when we can experience many difficulties just by living life, Ending Unnecessary Suffering is a gift to us all.”

Selina Maitreya, spiritual teacher and author of
 Raise Your Frequency, Transform Your Life

“Ralston has clearly outlined the cause of unnecessary suffering, which is the distinction between concept and experience. Concept separates us from experience, and this separation, he explains, is a major cause of suffering that is internally created. Experience is in the here and now and is closer to a state of being that doesn’t add to the limitations of concept that leads to suffering. He offers practices to move from understanding to a functional state of experience. There is much in this book to help you become a person who lives from experience if you follow the process he presents.”

Robert Nadeau, Aikido 8th Dan Shihan



[image: image]




    

       📩


       Thank you for selecting this
Inner Traditions eBook!


        Enjoy 25% off your next purchase when you join our community.


        You'll also receive exclusive updates on new releases, special promotions, and events tailored just for you.


            

Subscribe

        

 [image: Inner Traditions Logo]

            Books for the Spiritual & Healing Journey


            Since 1975 – Rochester, Vermont


        


    



Park Street Press

One Park Street

Rochester, Vermont 05767

www.ParkStPress.com

Park Street Press is a division of Inner Traditions International

Sacred Planet Books are curated by Richard Grossinger, Inner Traditions editorial board member and cofounder and former publisher of North Atlantic Books. The Sacred Planet collection, published under the umbrella of the Inner Traditions family of imprints, includes works on the themes of consciousness, cosmology, alternative medicine, dreams, climate, permaculture, alchemy, shamanic studies, oracles, astrology, crystals, hyperobjects, locutions, and subtle bodies.

Copyright © 2025 by Peter Ralston

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this title is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 979-8-88850-118-4 (print)

ISBN 979-8-88850-119-1 (ebook)

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Text design and layout by Virginia Scott Bowman


To send correspondence to the author of this book, mail a first-class letter to the author c/o Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, One Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767, and we will forward the communication, or contact the author directly at PeterRalston.com.


Contents

Preamble Stop Putting Your Hand in Boiling Water

Part I



Foundations of Our Experience

Chapter One Concept versus Experience

What Is a Concept?

Exercise for Identifying Concepts

What Is an Experience?

Incorporating an Assertion

How Does Concept Dominate Your Experience?

Suggestions for Contemplation: Recognizing Your Beliefs

Interpretation and Meaning

Concepts Held As If They Are Objective Reality

Suggestions for Contemplation: Objectification of Concepts

Overlooked Conceptual Influences on Experience

Image Exercise

Suggestions for Contemplation: Overlooked Conceptual Influence

Being Incomplete

Chapter Two Awakening Overlooked Consciousness

You versus Your Self-Experience

Ignorance

Inventions versus Direct Encounter

The Inner-Self Is an Invention

The Nature of Mind

Distinctions within the Self

Part II



Getting Free from Unnecessary Suffering

Chapter Three Conceptualizing versus Being

Chapter Four Mental Activities behind Most Forms of Suffering

Dissatisfaction

Depression

Stress

Worthlessness

Loneliness

Disappointment

Flawed

Vulnerable

Alienation

Inner Turmoil

Shame

Grief

Bringing It Home

Mind Exercise

Chapter Five Transforming the Mind to End Suffering

Conceptual-Action versus Conceptual-Activity

Aligning What Isn’t with What Is

Choosing a Path Forward

Our Fear of the Mundane

The Search for Meaning

Being Complete

No Perspective Is True

Suffering and Consciousness

Part III



Investigating Our Experience

Chapter Six About Mind

Thinking

Existential Thinking

Emotion

Rethinking Emotion

Mastering Emotions Exercise

Chapter Seven Beneath the Surface

Clarifying Existential Assumptions and Bottom Lines

Transcending Your Self-Agenda

Suffering Causation “Religion”

Suggestions for Contemplation: Cause of Suffering

More on Impulses and Drives

Part IV



New Perspectives and Powerful Distinctions That Change Experience

Chapter Eight Creating New Experiential Abilities

Investigating Existentially

Completion

Turning-Into

Communication

Purpose

Creating a Purpose Exercise

Staying on Point

Increasing Awareness

Creativity and Change

Chapter Nine Powerful Life-Enhancing Principles

Practice, Principle, Being

Excellence and Mastery

Responsibility

Intention and Commitment

Honesty, Honor, Integrity

Correction

Empowerment

Part V



Practice

Chapter Ten Doing the Work

Life Practices

Center Breathing

Mastery and the “Effortless” Component

Unusual Interactive Perspectives

Necessary Suffering?

[image: image]

Addendum A Principle That Could Change Humanity

[image: image]

Index

About the Author


[image: image]

Preamble

Stop Putting Your Hand in Boiling Water

It’s not news to any of us that our experience often includes various forms of suffering. From time to time we suffer physical pain. Yet, for most of us, mental and emotional suffering actually dominates our lives far more than the simple pain of stubbing a toe. Unknown to pretty much everyone, however, is that this domain of suffering is unnecessary.

This form of unnecessary suffering is pretty much unique to humans. We worry, long for, fear, despair, desire, feel less than, are dissatisfied, get depressed, feel flawed, and on and on. Ever experienced any of this domain of distress? These and many more are based solely on concepts—on figments of mind. It seems like they are just necessary aspects of life. But they aren’t.

This may seem far-fetched because we live inside of this conceptual reality as if it is an absolute truth. But it’s not. To get a better handle on how much suffering we create solely through conceptualizing, notice rabbits don’t experience this form of suffering. They have no idea that there could be more to life, or that it’s possible to have any other experience than what they’re having. Notice they don’t suffer much of what we suffer. Because of our automatic and natural arrogance that humans are so much better than all the “lower” creatures, we overlook a significant flaw in the makeup of our own experience.

These simpler creatures don’t worry or fret like we do or fear the future or crave anything not available. They don’t imagine that they are somehow flawed or less than they should be. Have you ever seen a three-legged dog? They don’t seem to have any disturbance at all because of it. Notice, or imagine, the difference between their experience and yours, and the degree of suffering they don’t seem to have, simply because they don’t have the complex conceptual “ability” that for us tends to run amok.

Consider this contrast. Probably from time to time you have come close to a simple and present experience of simply being in this moment. I suspect you enjoyed that experience. So why devote so much time and effort to the plethora of activities that create so much unnecessary suffering? Obviously because it doesn’t seem to be in your hands. But this book changes all that and helps put you in the driver’s seat. In order to do that, however, you’ll need to understand how your mind works so you can free yourself from the automatic programming and habits that create this suffering.

For this communication to make a difference you need to experience that all these forms of distress are something you are doing and not imposed upon you against your will. This perspective is not the norm. Almost everyone thinks suffering is imposed upon them and not something they’re generating. But once you experience what’s true in this matter, you can stop doing what causes suffering and it won’t occur. Sound too good to be true?

It is possible to eliminate most of what we suffer. The reason we don’t is twofold. One reason is ignorance. Almost no one has been introduced to this possibility, nor do we grasp how our own minds create our suffering. Another reason, beyond our ignorance: we have automatic drives we take for granted that press us into mental-emotional activities that cause suffering, but we don’t connect the dots.

I sometimes use an analogy that may not be the best, but it makes the point. Through an impulse created by our greed, if we reach for a diamond resting on the bottom of a bucket of boiling water, we will experience a lot of pain. But as long as we don’t connect the pain with our actions we will continue to stick our hand into boiling water. This might seem a bit obscure, but the point is we are actually doing stuff that creates our suffering. We don’t have to do it, but not doing it requires that we become aware of what we are doing and that we are doing it. It isn’t at all impossible, but it does require seriously challenging overlooked assumptions and ignorance.

At this point, you might wonder what makes me qualified to speak on this subject? How is it that I can assert such things with a straight face? Perhaps you regard my blabbing as simply my opinion. But that really isn’t the case. Some contributions to my “expertise” might come from having spent decades mastering the fighting arts—beyond all traditions—allowing me to become the first non-Asian to win the full-contact World Championships in China. But how does that relate to understanding the causes of suffering?

My approach to mastering such interactive skills was the same as my approach to increasing consciousness. I studied the body from the ground up and increased the sensitivity of my nervous system. As well, I studied the mind for many decades and discovered the dynamics and principles involved in effective interaction. I broke it all down and learned directly what’s going on in both mind and body. From these efforts, I developed a high level of sensitivity and mind control and discovered a great deal about how the mind works, how it gets us into trouble, and how to overcome that tendency.

Commensurate with such studies, however, the major contributor to understanding suffering came from decades of studying the human condition and becoming conscious of the nature of self and our perceived reality. Through a lot of contemplation, I had what Zen people call enlightenment experiences. This is actually where my real authority in these matters comes from.

I’m not saying that enlightenment directly provided all this knowledge about suffering. What it did provide, however, is an ability to step outside of the taken-for-granted world in which we live, thus providing a clear contrast to better discern the activities of mind that do cause suffering. This discovery took a lot of hard work and investigation, but having some “nothing from which to come” made it possible. Anyway, that’s a short version of why I might have something to offer outside the norm.

There is much to become conscious of, much that can be done, and much that can be created in the life you live. It takes some study, and this study can’t be comprised of just simplistic steps taken to give easy access to some miracle cure. You must become conscious of what is actually occurring in your own experience and learn to control the workings of your mind. It isn’t all that difficult, but it has to be real, and for it to be real you will need to really grasp what is being communicated.

Some of what will be put forward requires serious investigation on your part, even if sometimes it seems a bit abstract. The first section of this book isn’t actually necessary to begin your work on suffering. So if you find these chapters too difficult or if they seem unrelated to your experience, you are welcome to bypass them and go right to part 2.

Our suffering, however, is only one aspect of the reality in which we live. Without grasping this reality as a whole, we won’t truly grasp or effectively relate to the suffering we want to avoid. If some aspect of this investigation is not your cup of tea, however, you can ignore it if you like and look for more useful stuff. But be warned, the usefulness of what interests you will be less powerful without understanding the whole truth about the reality in which it exists.

The ability to step outside of your experiences and see them for what they are provides a new way to relate to them. This includes ending suffering, which I suspect will be everyone’s favorite subject. Yet in order to end suffering you have to really grasp what’s going on. I will lay it out as best I can, and I promise it is really possible and available, but you have to do the work. Beyond the subject of suffering, the last sections of the book provide many generally unknown possibilities that can empower you in your ability to create a more powerful and effective life.

Every book I have written has had the same purpose—to transform the experience of the reader in some way. It is not to convince them of some belief system, or to pass on some intellectual knowledge, or to entertain. It is to increase the consciousness of the reader about the subject matter and change their experience because of it—either learning more about the nature of what they already experience or becoming conscious of stuff that they never knew existed. That’s my job. Assuming I’ve done my job, that’s what will happen. Given I’ve done my job, however, increasing consciousness and changing your experience is up to you.


Part I
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Foundations of Our Experience

Part 1 is offered in an attempt to assist you in breaking free of many taken-for-granted assumptions hidden within your experience. This is done to lay a foundation, preparing you to better tackle the subject of suffering. That’s why I start by delving into matters that at first may not seem to be related to improving your life. Yet understanding and creating some freedom from what binds you to your dominant and overwhelming self-experience allows you to more effectively tackle what does make a difference.

In order to get the most from this material, I will pull excerpts from some of my other books. Sorry if you find yourself suddenly dumped into the deep end of the pool with material that may be a bit out of context. Again, if you find the depth of this work too difficult you are welcome to bypass it and go right to the second part and begin the work on ending suffering. But if, after you finish with that study, you find you still can’t control your mind and detach from deeply held source concepts, you can always come back and go over part 1 to see if it helps increase your understanding and mental abilities.
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Excerpts from The Book of Not Knowing: Exploring the True Nature of Self, Mind, and Consciousness (North Atlantic Books, 2010) and Whereof One Cannot Speak (unpublished) are given distinct design treatments in this book for ease of use. You will find the excerpts from The Book of Not Knowing framed with the paragraphs numbered as in the original, allowing you to easily continue your studies in this earlier book should you wish. Excerpts from my as yet unpublished Whereof One Cannot Speak, which consists of deeper support material, are set against a shaded background.
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Chapter One

Concept versus Experience

We begin our study of suffering by understanding that concept is very different from experience. Concept is a function of and exists solely within the mind. An idea is not the same as an object. In order for us to tackle the causes of suffering it is essential to know the difference between everything we do that is conceptual in nature and what is not.

We already make a distinction between mind and objects. Yet because we relate to even the biological and objective world via concept, a great deal of concept is confused with what exists in an objective sense. Although the difference between concept and experience might seem clear on its face, when we look into it we find there is a great deal of conflation and confusion between the two. So our first job is to become clear as to what is concept and what is experience.

To start us off, let’s take some excerpts from The Book of Not Knowing on these subjects—if you’ve already read these, keep in mind they bear repeating. Beyond refreshing your experience, set out to get it more deeply and as an active part of everything of which you are aware. If there are consequences for confusing concept for experience, we need to better know what concept is and isn’t.



What Is a Concept?

6:14 But what actually is a concept? There is some confusion about what is meant by concept, so let’s look into it by starting with a definition or two:

Concept

1. A general idea derived or inferred from specific instances or occurrences.

2. Something formed in the mind; a thought or notion.

3. A scheme; a plan.

Conceptual

1. Of, pertaining to, or relating to mental conceptions.

6:15 We often think of a concept as a general idea, or a vaguely organized mental image: I’ve never been to a barn raising, but I get the concept. But anything that is fabricated in the mind is conceptual. A concept is unreal in the objective sense, meaning nothing substantial exists. Some people might call it a “conceptual object” since it appears to us as some “thing,” but a concept has no mass, no location, occupies no space—it exists solely within our mental perceptions or imagination. This does not make it any less powerful, simply less objective. What we need to grasp at this juncture is that concept is not something that exists of its own accord, but is the summation of a mental process. It refers to something; it is never the thing itself.

6:16 Concepts are ways of knowing, and everything we know is conceptual. Some examples of concepts are interpretation, memory, beliefs, ideas, notions, dreams, imagination, thoughts, fantasies, visualizations, assumptions, and anything else that is a product of the mind. We could even say that emotions are conceptual in nature since they are produced through conceptualization. Concepts are not limited to one aspect of mental activity; they comprise the entire field of mind and as such they influence almost everything of which we are aware.

6:17 Abstractions, such as a mathematical formula, a daydream, or a decorating idea, are easily recognized as concepts because they are different from our normal experience and perceptions. But one of the main jobs of concept is to mimic our everyday perceptions and experiences. This means that a perception such as the sight of a bus can be somehow “known” when there is no bus around. We can “see” the bus in our minds, so to speak. It is the same with sounds—like remembering a song—as well as smells, tastes, and touch. Anything we’ve perceived, and even things we haven’t, can be conceptually perceived in the mind. Whenever we remember something, we are “reperceiving” past events. Given we are conscious that these events have passed, we know them as memories, but they are conceptual nonetheless. Concept not only mimics reality, however, it serves to help create reality.

6:18 When we look at a tree, we imagine that we are merely perceiving the tree when in actuality we are interpreting or “knowing” it as a tree. We may see some object there, but when we interpret it as a tree something more is now perceived that wasn’t there previously. This is a conceptual superimposition placed upon what is perceived, without which we would not see a “tree.” We don’t recognize that we live entirely within a conceptual reality any more than a fish recognizes that water has always surrounded him.

6:19 Everything we perceive, whether it’s an object or mental image, is subject to interpretation—making sense of incoming data so we can recognize and categorize it. Interpretation allows us to order our world, which requires mental processes that are all conceptual. It is also true that much of what is “experienced” as oneself is really a concept rather than an experience. And as I’ve suggested already, there is a distinction we need to make between the experience of being and the concept of self.





Exercise for Identifying Concepts

Bring to mind all of the concepts you’ve been involved with throughout your life. Keep digging into it for a while. Notice it is a huge amount of concepts! Now take a look into your current experience and notice every concept you can find that is influencing your experience right now. Keep your attention on the difference between concept and experience. Then, when you put this book down at some point, spend some time noticing all the concepts you have throughout a period of time. Remember, you have to do the work—otherwise, ending suffering won’t occur.

Now I’m going to say several things briefly and quickly, but they are important to grasp. Don’t overlook these important points because of their brevity; they are central to our work on suffering. Grasping these realities begins to change our relationship to life and experience, but this is just an introduction—a small crash course in the existential nature of concept and life. Take it seriously and consider the reality that is being asserted, even if you don’t see the practicality of it or how it relates to suffering quite yet.

Realize that concept is not real in the sense that it is not objective; it is occurring as a figment or activity of mind. Since it is solely a figment of mind it can be false—meaning whatever the concept is about may not be true or representing reality accurately. And, strange as it may seem, it is never what is actually being experienced as the present moment of life. Clearly, concept influences what you experience, but I want you to get that it is not what you experience except through this influence.

It’s not what we think but what we experience that is where real life occurs. Life only occurs now in this present moment . . . and will always only occur now in this present moment. This objective and occurring activity is what I’m calling “real life.” Concept creates the idea of a future and a past but these are not occurring as real life, except as ideas. Concept also creates judgments, comparisons, and many other relations to what is perceived, but this is still not what is perceived. Objective life is only occurring within what is perceived as what’s occurring in this moment and only this moment.

I invite you to notice that it is always now. It never stops being now and everything that occurs, occurs now. Can you get that? It might seem like life occurs in the past and the future, but those are only concepts that occur now.

What’s also true is that memory is not an accurate representation of what actually occurred, and imagination cannot be a representation of what will occur because it hasn’t happened. A guess is not a fact. What’s more, your conceptual-activities are almost always seriously distorted about what is, was, or will be. You should know this, but it isn’t necessary in order to understand that concept isn’t experience and real life takes place only in experience. So let’s take a look at experience. Again, from The Book of Not Knowing:



What Is an Experience?

4:18 Take a moment and notice your experience right now. What does it consist of? The physical pressure of sitting, the temperature of the room, looking around, your mood and attitudes—whatever is so for you right now. Maybe you’re flattered by the attentions of a cat purring on your lap, or maybe the neighbor’s mowing is a background irritation. Perhaps you’re still smarting from an argument with your mate, or you might be bored with what you’re reading. All that you’re aware of right now is your present experience.

4:19 Experience is always taking place right here and now, and it’s always the only thing we’ve got going on. But what is it? It’s surprisingly difficult to address the real nature of our own experience. There’s a lot in the way of discerning this nature, and what is in the way is difficult to see. As is often useful in making new distinctions, we’ll begin by looking into what we hold as “the obvious.”

Some basic definitions of the word experience:

1. The apprehension of what’s occurring through the senses.

2. To personally undergo.

4:20 Within our awareness, we experience or perceive many things on many levels at once. We see a telephone in the room, but we also wonder if Jill is going to call. We are aware of both of these perceptions, and, although it’s usually overlooked, we can notice the difference between perceiving an object (the phone) and perceiving a thought that someone might call. When the phone actually rings we experience an activity, full of sensation and sound. Simply imagining the call, however, we have to say there exists no activity except in our own thinking.

4:21 Yet even when we experience an actual phone call, many concepts fill much of the space in that experience. We may react to something, such as being surprised at what the caller says. This reaction isn’t the same as the information received, nor is it the sound we’re hearing. The feeling of surprise is a separate mental-emotional activity. Is this an experience of the phone call? Ordinarily, we would say yes, we experienced a surprising phone call. We combine our reaction with the activity of hearing what’s said, and we lump it all together as the “experience.” Normally this just doesn’t matter to us, but it’s useful to recognize that there are a few things going on.

4:22 Notice that the perception of our reaction is different in “kind” from the perception of an activity or an object. Generally, we experience a thought just as we experience, for example, a rock. What we refer to with the word experience usually means “to perceive”—we perceive thoughts and emotions arising, and we perceive objects and movement. But I want to propose a new possibility here that suggests we can experience the thought versus just thinking it, or experience the rock versus just seeing it. The difference between perceiving something and experiencing it can perhaps be found within our level of participation in the encounter.

4:23 When we experience something, we “personally undergo” an encounter with it. The difference between a thought and an object is pretty easy to see. A rock is clearly outside of our imagination. It seems not of our own making and provides consistent information that we seem to have no choice but to receive. The rock is hard every time it hits us in the head, and we can see its shape and color, which also tend to remain consistent. We perceive these things as independent of our imagination. We say we experience the rock when we are clear there is a rock present and we perceive it or personally undergo an encounter with it. It’s not difficult for us to discern the difference between concepts, such as our fascination with the rock or our anger at the rock, and the rock itself. When we do that, and put our awareness on the rock independent of any notions or reactions about it, then we are “experiencing” the rock. But what about experiencing a concept, like an idea or belief?

4:24 We do seem to “personally undergo” our thoughts and feelings, which is why we often state that we’re experiencing them. Our emotions, ideas, impressions, and memories enter our awareness in much the same way as anything we see and hear. So how do we distinguish between experiencing an idea and just having an idea? Beyond the presence of the idea as a mere figment of our imagination—like all ideas—how would we “experience” something that is itself a concept?

4:25 Adhering to a specific definition of the word experience provides us with some solid ground on which to begin sorting this out. If we define experience as “whatever we personally encounter as real and not merely imagined,” an idea becomes an experience for us when we have an immediate, personal encounter with the reality of the idea itself or what the idea represents. We’re not having a thought about the idea, nor are we merely choosing to believe in it.





It is simply a conceptual-activity occurring now, but the subject of the idea is still just an imagination. As with the rock, first we need to get the idea as itself—as conceptual-activity—and not anything else.

An object is only perceived not generated. On the other hand, a concept is generated in order for it to be perceived. The difference between having a concept versus experiencing the concept is this: in order to experience it we must get it as an activity we are doing, in present time, as opposed to imagining it to be a reality we are perceiving. If the concept comes to us as if it is a reality we merely perceive, then we are simply having the thought. On the other hand, if we get we are doing it, and get what we are doing, we can experience the doing and so experience the activity that is a concept. Do you get the difference between “having” an idea and “experiencing” the activity that is the idea?

As I elaborated in The Book of Not Knowing (4:27), “on the one hand we have an experience of some matter, and on the other hand we have thoughts about the matter. Whenever we confuse our knowledge, associations, beliefs, and fantasies with something we encounter—whether it’s a rock or an idea—we’re not having an experience of what’s actually there. We’re having our thoughts and beliefs about it, and this is in a completely different domain from experience.” In this work, we will need to experience what’s true about the experience of living life, not add more thoughts and fantasies about it. Are you clear about the difference between experience and concept?

Again, experience only occurs now. Anything not experienced in this moment is not experienced. If some supposed “experience” is not happening now, then by definition it is a concept not an experience. People often don’t get this because when we have experienced something we remember it as an experience, but currently it isn’t. If we aren’t experiencing it now, what we have is a concept of what was experienced.

Experience always degrades into concept. The moment a perceived experience has passed it is no longer an experience. In the very next moment, anything remaining about that experience is a concept. We live as if these are the same thing, but they really aren’t. It is essential that we get this.

Life, as an occurring event, is occurring only in this moment. Take a look. This experience you are having now is your experience of life; everything else is a concept. And very likely whatever you’re experiencing now is also inundated with tons of concepts influencing this experience. Get that this is always true. The main thing to get now is that concept isn’t experience and real life only exists in experience. Can you get that?

Incorporating an Assertion

Before going on, it may be useful to look a bit more into your job in this study. With each point made, the first thing you need to do is understand it. If you don’t understand what’s being asserted, you can’t proceed effectively. This means you have to get beyond personal preferences and beliefs and truly listen to the assertion as it is communicated, not as you want it to be. You also have to set out to experience the assertion not just hear about it. Sometimes this can be a challenge and take some work.

Once you understand intellectually, next you need to validate the assertion in your experience. Find examples of it in your past, your life, or your current experience. Once you validate it with a sampling, proving to yourself it’s reality, you need to go further. Most people stop here, thinking that once their minds have proven the assertion is real, their job is over. But it isn’t.

After validating the assertion by getting a hit on it here and there, you need to move to the more important stage of realizing it as a continuous activity within your current and ongoing experience. Not just intellectually knowing the dynamic is true but grasping it as constantly occurring and dominating your experience to whatever degree it does. This is an important ingredient for developing a real and effective relationship to the work of ending suffering.

Intellectual knowledge or even proof of validity through sampling isn’t enough to change your experience. It might change your knowledge base, but not your experience. And in order to end suffering you need to change your experience. You can’t do that unless you get these assertions as real and occurring.

Once you get that far, if the dynamic is dysfunctional you need to transcend it or change it. To do that, you must get it’s something you’re doing and are responsible for. If the assertion itself isn’t dysfunctional—but is simply true or what’s going on (as is much of what’s addressed in this section)—you still need to be able to understand the dynamics involved. Now, apply this to what you’ve read so far and all that you are about to read.

How Does Concept Dominate Your Experience?

In this work, it is essential that you grasp the real nature of concept and the many ways it’s fused with your experience of yourself, life, and reality. We will tackle this in several ways throughout the book. Again, from The Book of Not Knowing:



6:3 Even at an early age, human children have an astounding capacity for creating concepts and a natural ability to make up entire “worlds” in which to be and act. We think of it as merely playing, but make-believe is more than just an imaginative way for children to amuse themselves. What such activities really do is train their ability to conceptualize.

6:4 The phrase make-believe correctly suggests that a belief is “made.” As children, we spend countless hours constructing fictitious roles, storylines, and circumstances, inventing the necessary sets, props, and partners to act them out. All these are created as a “reality” so that we can act in accord with the pretense. As with kittens, the motivation to play appears to be simply that it’s fun, but without such skills we could not function as intelligent creatures capable of perceiving a great deal more than what is in front of us.

6:5 Of course, interwoven with any child’s play is a constant learning process in which, piece by piece, certain observations and beliefs are made real. Some of these serve the practical purpose of survival—“hot” or “sharp” objects are not to be touched, and it’s dangerous to play in the street or talk to strangers. Also, from a very early age, children pick up subtle instruction in views and values. They might learn that knowledge, talent, or possessions are evidence of a “deserving” person (and the lack of these indicates an “unworthy” person), that the beliefs of the family and community are correct while all other beliefs are incorrect.

6:6 Being predisposed to internalize these lessons, children often reinforce them in their play. They enjoy escaping from imaginary dangers, caring for stuffed animals or dolls, imitating figures who seem powerful to them like a queen or superhero, or acting as if a pretend fire is hot. They invent roles and situations in which they can demonstrate the personal qualities, skills, and knowledge that are admired in their family and community. Make-believe can be a lot like making real.

6:7 It’s not difficult to think of a child’s imaginative play as a conceptual-activity, but we don’t usually consider that everything we perceive as adults is subject to a similar if more sophisticated system of conceptualization. In fact, one difference between adult and child is that the child is more likely to recognize that he’s the author of his fantasies. He might get annoyed when his world of make-believe is interrupted, not wanting to admit that he isn’t really Superman, or that his magical energy beams may indeed not be all powerful, but when Mom calls him to dinner he knows it’s time to return to the “real” world. As adults we are far less likely to do so. By the time we reach adulthood, much of what we “know” actually falls into the category of “make-believe” but we don’t recognize it as such. Having thought this way for as long as we can remember, we take it for granted that our beliefs are real.





Unlike a child, as an adult we are not becoming a self, we already are one. This requires a different relationship to make-believe, but as an adult we rarely notice that so much of our experienced reality is made up. For example, one of the key elements that we don’t recognize as make-believe is living in relation to ideals. Holding ideals as important images we should attain is a mistake, and yet they dominate much of our background sense of life. A child can believe in Santa Claus but an adult should not. Yet adults believe in so much that is really no more real or attainable than Santa Claus.



6:9 When we start considering all that we have adopted and made into our reality and view, we begin to discover a great deal that is seen as “reality” when it really isn’t. We have beliefs that we recognize as beliefs—I believe in God, or I believe in the tooth fairy—and yet we have many more beliefs that we just assume rather than recognize. We hold many notions that are taken for granted as a part of life or reality. We may assume that children are innocent, humankind is becoming more advanced, thinking is what “I” do that I call thinking, emotions are what we suppose they are and are necessary aspects of being human, love is universal, disease can be cured, all “good” religions are based on valid truths, contrary belief systems are ignorant at best, animals have emotions, something written in a book is likely true, my self is unique and meaningful, not to know is bad. These and countless other “truths” like them are only beliefs, but still we may live as if they are correct.
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