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For my darling Irena and Martina


Gateways to the Soul

“In this wise and compassionate distillation of his life journey, Serge has given us an invaluable handbook for spiritual and psychological health and development in our complex era of unparalleled challenges and opportunities. He provides a series of gateways and key insights into essential aspects of life, such as courage, forgiveness, joy, and work, along with extensive practical reflections and exercises to do at the end of each chapter. A hugely enriching and rewarding read.”

— DAVID LORIMER, program director of the Scientific and Medical Network, UK, and author of Resonant Mind and Science, Consciousness and Ultimate Reality

“This book is a vast compendium of ideas and exercises that can help us take the next steps in our own soul awakening in ways that also make them a contribution to the further evolution of the human species.”

— THOMAS YEOMANS, Ph.D., founder of the Concord Institute 
and co-founder of the International School for Psychotherapy, Counseling, and Group Leadership in St. Petersburg, Russia

“In a time of unparalleled crises, Gateways to the Soul uncovers with laser-like precision the soulless, amoral, ruthless dynamic that drives our so-called civilization. Knowing that nothing will change in the outer world unless changes are made in our inner one, it then leads us gently but firmly into the neglected chambers of the soul, bringing clarity, insight, and the possibility of transformation to entrenched unconscious patterns of belief and behavior. This book heals, informs, and enlightens, releasing us from the corroding power of old wounds and old habits, some of which may have festered inside us for centuries. A brilliant manual that teaches us how to live life in a different way, engaging with its abundant energy, discover its secret intention for us, which is to consciously embrace the freedom to be who we are meant to be.”

— ANNE BARING, Ph.D., Jungian analyst and author of The Dream of the Cosmos

“In this book about wisdom and compassion, Serge introduces us to practical gateways to walk through into our shared future. A spiritual classic.”

— DALE MATHERS, Ph.D., Jungian analyst and author of Alchemy and Psychotherapy

“Serge Beddington-Behrens is a wise and inspiring soul. His new book is full of insights and provocations that will stir you and help open up your heart and mind.”

— WILLIAM BLOOM, Ph.D.,  founder and co-director of the 
Foundation for Holistic Spirituality and author of The Power of the New Spirituality and The Endorphin Effect

“Serge is absolutely right in saying that we cannot retrieve our individual or our collective souls without also retrieving the soul of our beloved earth, with its every molecule as alive as we are. In the harm we have done to our world and in this great storm of crises we have currently unleashed upon ourselves, we can only successfully navigate our way forward and start melting our blockages by realizing our unity with all life.”

— ELISABET SAHTOURIS, Ph.D., evolutionary biologist, 
futurist, professor in residence at Chaminade University, Honolulu, Hawaii, and author of EarthDance

“An excellent guide for breaking out of the stories we tell ourselves about who we are and how the world is that will help us become more alive and awake to the untapped potential we all have to create a better world.”

— PETER RUSSELL,  futurist, eco-philosopher, author of The Awakening Earth, 
Finding Your Own Happiness, and The Global Brain, and co-author of 
The Consciousness Revolution

“If you savor this book by Serge Beddington-Behrens, your life will be enriched. You will hear and feel one of the kindest and most beautiful voices of personal and spiritual wisdom from a man who has dedicated his life to serving and uplifting his fellow human beings and this planet that we all share.”

— STUART SOVATSKY, Ph.D.,  author of Advanced Spiritual Intimacy and former president of the Association of Transpersonal Psychology
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What is needed is a correction of our civilization and a new vision for inhabiting our planet.

If there is the vision it can be realized.

— DIETER DUHM

A change of meaning is necessary to change this world politically, economically and socially. But that change must begin with the individual...

— DAVID BOHM

Without a global revolution in the sphere of human consciousness, nothing will change for the better in our being as humans, and the catastrophe towards which our world is headed... will be unavoidable.

— VÁCLAV HAVEL

Love is necessary for the transformation of the world. It is the only force that can bring peace between the nations.

— PETER DEUNOV

Salvaging our society requires nothing less than a wholesale transformation of dominant cultural patterns, a dramatic shift in the very design of human societies.

— ERIK ASSADOURIAN



Serge Forward

A Foreword by Steve Taylor, Ph.D.

SOME PEOPLE BELIEVE that, in order to evolve as human beings, we have to disconnect ourselves from the world’s problems, and even forget about the world altogether. You can go to a monastery, a hermitage or a desert retreat, far away from worldly concerns and ambitions. Or you can just stay in your room meditating, and pretend that the world out there is an illusion. Then you can give yourself wholeheartedly to your spiritual development in peace, without being disturbed by the complexities of politics, social problems and family life.

In this book, my friend Serge takes exactly the opposite approach. We are not separate from our fellow human beings or from the world around us, and to believe that we are separate is a sure way to feel unhappy. We must not disconnect from the world, for the simple reason that we are an integral part of it. Since we have caused many of our problems, we are also called to try to heal them. It is our responsibility to respond with compassion and altruism to the suffering of others, to help the human race recover its lost soul. As Serge suggests, it is impossible to separate the current state of the world 
– in social, economic and political terms – from the inner state of human beings. If the world is insane, it is because we are insane. This is because we have become alienated from our own souls, the souls of others and the soul of the world itself.

The aim of this book is to show us how we can once more reconnect with soul. To this end, Serge offers us a wide variety of gateways, which he has used with clients throughout his many years spent as a transpersonal psychotherapist, life coach, healer and teacher of spiritual retreats. He shows us that every aspect of our daily lives can serve as a portal to spiritual awakening. These gateways are so important that, in my view, unless we enter them, it is impossible for us to find happiness or fulfilment as individuals, and impossible for us to live in harmony with the Earth, or even to survive as a species.

What Serge shows us is that on the other side of these gateways lies a new sacred and ensouled world, where we will feel connected instead of separate, inspired with meaning and purpose rather than listless and confused. The healing of all our psychological, social, economic, ecological and political problems lies in learning to recover our lost soul.

Serge puts a great deal of emphasis on stories, because our insanity is partly due to the stories we have been told about the world and about ourselves. The essential story of our culture is that human beings are selfish and individualistic biological machines, and the world is an inanimate mechanical place, which is there to provide us with resources. Life is essentially meaningless (apart from survival and reproduction), and there is no purpose to our lives apart from passing the time and trying to seek as much gratification and pleasure as we can. This cultural story has had a disastrous effect, creating a nihilism that pervades the air around us, and is at the root of the hedonism and consumerism of our culture. Materialism as a philosophy has led to materialism as a lifestyle. We need new stories, and this book is a treasure trove of them, together with plenty of practical exercises and guidance to point us towards a new view of ourselves and a new vision of the world around us.

One of the joys of this book is that reading it feels like being in Serge’s 
company. As I read, I feel like I am sitting across the table from him in a 
restaurant – perhaps in the village square in Pollença or Campanet in Mallorca, where we have shared many meals 
– listening as he talks (often very humorously) about the wisdom he has gained from his many years as a spiritual explorer and psychotherapist. The book has the same gentle and benign quality that he brings to all his friendships.

But the gentleness of Serge’s tone does not detract from the urgency of his message. It is essential that you listen to the stories contained in this book 
– which are so much more convincing and inspiring than the standard cultural narrative of materialism 
– and allow them to inform your life. We need to transform ourselves inwardly so that we can transform the world. Serge has done us a great service in sharing so many of the gateways of transformation that he has developed over the years. In this book, you can feel his loving soul connecting with yours. This book is itself an example of the “ensoulment” that our world so desperately requires.

Steve Taylor, Ph.D.



Invitation


The Challenge

We human beings are a storytelling species. The world we live in is built on stories or myths telling us what is real, who we are, what we should do, what we can expect from life, how we ought to behave and what we need to believe.

We tell ourselves stories to create meaning for ourselves, to define the values we hold. They determine the way we think and feel and operate. And why our world is so imbalanced, crisis-filled and topsy-turvy 
– why so many of us treat ourselves, each other and our planet so disrespectfully 
– is very much connected to the kinds of stories that far too many of us live by today, whereby soulful qualities such as compassion, respect, wisdom, kindness and love are much too distant from the narrative. As the great mythologist Joseph Campbell put it:

The story that we have in the West...is based on a view of the universe that belongs to the first millennium BC. It does not accord with our concept either of the universe or of the dignity of man...We have to get back into accord with the wisdom of nature and realize our brotherhood with the animals and with the water and the sea.1

Yes, my dear friend, the problem we all face today is that we live in a world that has become increasingly desacralized, that limits our ability to expand into our humanity and that tries to shrink and diminish us, to enchain our hearts and scrub away our soulfulness.

My aim in writing this book, therefore, is to invite you to come on a journey with me where you can work at unchaining yourself and begin exploring new, more human and soulful ways to come alive, whereby instead of being part of the problems all around us 
– which we all are to the extent that we collude with these stories – you can become part of their solution.

I will therefore be asking you to work at bringing a new kind of “sacred space” into the way you live your everyday life, which need have nothing whatsoever to do with old associations relating to sacrifice, churchiness, incense-burning, head-bowing and piety. On the contrary, as you will be seeing, a truly sacred life or a life lived with soul is one with great freedom, harmony, open-heartedness, playfulness and joy.

Living in a “hyper-complex” world

I admit that initially starting to live such a life can be challenging as it involves a lot of changes, but it is also immensely rewarding as not only will you feel much happier and more abundant 
– yes, life may start being much more fun! – but you will also be better equipped to become an effective change agent in a society that in many respects is getting crazier by the moment. In fact, my friend Jim Garrison beautifully describes our world today as a “hyper-complex one”, where “things are getting better and better and worse and worse, faster and faster!”

Certainly, many pundits believe that if we don’t seriously turn things around by 2030, our planet will simply have spun out of control, which is why it is imperative, if we wish to avoid catastrophe, that we find new and more meaningful myths to live by that can help us “up” our game and become more fully human. My hope is that this book will help point you in that direction.

Yes, you and I might have a roof over our heads and enough food in our bellies. If so, we are the lucky ones. Millions don’t. Indeed, the world is a very sad and scary place for far too many of us. As I write, hundreds of thousands of people are fleeing their countries, having to risk their lives to escape ethnic cleansing, famine or civil war, while the rise of a protectionist and nationalistic spirit in many of the wealthier countries is resulting in these people being cruelly turned away.

OK, our fighting of traditional wars may have declined – more of these kinds of wars today are ending than beginning 
– but the warring mindset is as strong as ever. It’s just that the battlegrounds have shifted into new arenas. Today, many countries are involved in cyber-warfare, in trade wars, in financial warfare to exact sanctions, while a kind of ongoing global civil war continues to rage between different tribes, drug cartels and religious sects. And of course the whole nuclear issue never goes away.

At the same time, climate change continues to worsen, with many parts of the world experiencing huge droughts, while other areas are being continually ravaged by storms and rainfall. The result is that a huge amount of fear, despair and alienation abounds, and particularly in the most financially prosperous countries, drug addiction, drug deaths and depression are ever on the rise.

The result is that today a climate of anger and nihilism exists and it affects many people who are not only aware of the incompetence and dishonesty of many of their political leaders, but also feel that the opportunities they believed were promised them have not been forthcoming. This has given rise to toxic, demagogic and authoritarian leaders being elected in many countries.

Other realities are possible

This is not a pretty picture and I apologize for starting out by hurling it at you so blatantly, but I really want to drive home the idea right at the start that so much of our pain and suffering occurs because of how we believe, and consequently create, the world to be, coupled with the notion that things cannot be changed. Far too many of us subscribe to the popular myth that war, hunger, suffering, separation and scarcity are unavoidable and that nothing else is possible. Luckily, as you’ll be seeing, it is not the whole picture by any means, and things can shift.

Yes, many other ways are eminently possible and this book is intended to introduce you to them, to help you come to realize that we may live in much greater harmony with ourselves and with each other and in the process become a true “friend of the Earth”. And the more there are of us who believe this and so achieve this, the more we change the consciousness of our planet, which in turn will change the way our society operates, as our outer reality always expresses the state of our inner one.

Inner work

The important thing for you to get is that if you wish for change, you must work for it. I expect you are familiar with that definition of evil as being what transpires when good people do nothing? Thus, this book is written both to encourage and to assist you to “work on yourself” in order to “out” your deeper humanity and with it your capacity for difference-making. To enhance this process, at the end of each chapter you will find a series of exercises and particular questions to ask yourself, so I suggest that you have pen and paper available so you can make plenty of notes.

At one level, you might regard this book as a kind of training manual to help you become more fully human. It might be helpful to set a pace that works for you, and please 
– and this is very important – be patient with yourself. The truth is that old myths and beliefs often take time fully to die off inside us, and by the same token, new ways of seeing and being may also take their time fully to be born! As my old Oxford professor Theodore Zeldin puts it in his brilliant book The Hidden Pleasures of Life:

Most people are wrapped up in a patchwork of philosophies, inherited from different centuries, which each has put together in a slightly different pattern. The mindset they adopt may change a little in response to the hard knocks of existence, but fragments of old attitudes almost always survive beneath the surface. Nothing limits a person more than these inherited convictions about what is possible and what is not.2

One of the big problems we face today is that we live in a culture that does not encourage us to open to new, more expanded possibilities, any more than it legitimizes or encourages us to work at becoming more whole as human beings. In actuality, it frowns upon the idea of our “looking inside ourselves”. As a result, our own deeper truths are often not given sufficient permission to surface, and so over the years they get covered over by shallower stories that we’ve had stamped into us so effectively that it literally seems as if they’ve penetrated into our DNA and there’s no escape!

But fear not, my friend, there is a way out. Indeed, there are many exits. Or to use the analogy I like: many gateways!

The significance of gateways

I have used the metaphor of gateways because for many years I have been teaching week-long spiritual retreats in Mallorca with titles like “Dancing through New Gateways”. I own a tiny finca there with a beautifully shaped gateway and I always use that picture on my brochures.

I think the analogy is appropriate because if we are to seek changes in our lives, we need to find the appropriate gateways that will lead us into them. We then need to discover how to open them, and then have the courage to step through!

And if we succeed in our ventures, we may well discover that our lives start expanding and working for us in ways we would never have believed. We may also begin realizing that much of our pain and dissatisfaction is not only because we are continually asking the wrong questions about our lives, but also because we have spent much too much time looking for answers in all the wrong places. As you will be seeing, I myself have been very expert in this in the earlier part of my life! However, once we’ve opened a gate, we will need to continue operating in ways to ensure it remains open, as gates can, and they do, close down on us!

Our great challenge today is to learn to uncover new soulful stories inside us, stories filled with positive and life-affirming agendas. The more we manage this, the easier it becomes to resist stories that feed us false news such as the idea that there is no such thing as “soul”, that we are all “separate islands unto ourselves” or that the reality we are fed by our media is the only one that exists. These kinds of stories underlie why hateful mindsets exist, such as homophobia, Islamophobia and anti-Semitism.

In your journey, you will also be learning that it is a terrible lie that we inhabit a planet of scarcity where there is never enough of anything, be it water, love, food, inspiration or creativity, which in turn encourages a spirit of destitution and helplessness. This is simply not the case and as you go through this book, you will increasingly come to see that for much of your life you’ve been fed a whole load of lies 
– I certainly was – and the tragedy has been that you’ve believed them.

Working at being human

What I will also be asking you to grasp here is that simply being born a human being is not enough and that of itself it does not guarantee our humanity. If we are to become effectively human, we will have to graduate into it, and this doesn’t come naturally in the way that acorns naturally evolve into oak trees without needing to do any work on themselves.

No. If you and I are to become properly human, we are challenged to work at it, and if we can fix ourselves, then we can fix our planet. Not before, for we cannot give out anything that we are not ourselves. The great Indian sage Sri Aurobindo understood this: “To hope for a change in human life without a change in human nature is an irrational proposition. It is to ask for something unnatural and unreal, an impossible miracle.”




Contents of this Book

This book may be seen as an extension of my last one, entitled Awakening the Universal Heart: A Guide for Spiritual Activists. There, I looked primarily at our inner heart and how we can awaken it. In particular, I explored different ways that we can bring heart energy into the causes that we believe in. This book goes into much greater depth about what is “wrong” with the world, based on the premise that we can’t fix things unless we really know what needs fixing. I hope the chapters on what is wrong with the world will make you feel sufficiently angry and consequently re-energized in your quest to be a force for change.

Part One lays down the context, exploring some of the differences between what I call the “old” and the “new” stories, while Part Two shows us different ways that we can work at making the shift, bearing in mind that simply holding an idea of a new way of being, in our heads, is of itself not enough. As Gandhi said: “We have to be [that is, embody] the change that we want to see happen.”

In every chapter, therefore, I discuss how we can concretely bring the qualities of this mysterious “thing” called soul into all aspects of our daily lives and thus enable ourselves to start making them into a sacred practice.

Ensouling

Yes, my friend, as you gradually start liberating your notions of sacredness from their old associations with altars, head-bowing and incense-burning, you will learn that there are many ways of accessing our soul life and that it is eminently possible to be spiritual but not religious and that in actuality what I simply call “soul work” is one of the most important and natural things that we can be doing with our lives. In certain instances, the fact of our being part of a particular religion can sometimes serve to damp down our soulfulness.

This book also explores issues around power – we look a lot at how we can induce “the Force” to be with us 
– how we might tune in to a deeper kind of love, work with our Shadow side, learn to forgive and embrace joy, as well as confront our death courageously, and generally relate more authentically with everyone and everything around us.

So see this as a book instructing you how to bring your true soul life or your genuineness increasingly out of the closet so you can then bring it more fully into everything you are and into everything you do. I call this process “ensouling”. En route, you may discover that certain attitudes you have held up to now, and certain things you may have accorded great importance, begin diminishing in significance, while other attitudes and things you previously gave short shrift to suddenly become important.

I hope this will encourage you to broaden your horizons, deepen your sensitivity, let go some of your rigid boundaries and make a shift away from egocentric (me only) or ethnocentric (me and my family or tribe only) viewpoints, to world-centric or holistic (we are all part of one whole) ones. Only from that broader perspective can we begin effectively to heal many of the problems that we face.

My personal connection to this theme

As I will be interspersing aspects of my own journey – of my own search for my own soul 
– I need to explain briefly where I have “come from”.

Basically, my personal story is this. From very early on, I was well indoctrinated in the art of elitism. I was trained to be sexist, snobby, patriarchal and homophobic, and to only be moved to hobnob with people who carried similar prejudices and who saw the world through a similarly superior and narrowed lens. My dear mama, bless her, had been part of the Russian royal family 
– her parents had fled at the Revolution when she was a tiny baby and this had been very traumatic for her 
– and my father had been a wealthy industrialist who was awarded titles and had butlers and chauffeurs and all that pizazz, and all this conspired to give me certain rather absurd airs and graces.

I went to a posh public school and afterwards a posh university, and the idea took root that I was part of a superior species raised to rule the world and to whom special rules should apply. In short, in my early life, I embodied many of the patterns that this book suggests require changing, and I think this has conspired to make me so enthusiastic today about the need to work for a transformed world, as the whole elitist theatre, which indirectly is responsible for so many of our world’s injustices, never made me happy. In fact, it often made me feel miserable and isolated, sensing somehow that my whole life was based on a colossal lie.

Which it was!

But as the American poet Claudia Rankine put it: “You can’t put the past behind you. It’s buried into you; it’s turned your flesh into its own cupboard.” It sure did that to me. For many years. It locked up my unhappiness inside me with a heavy clasp...It took a considerable amount of inner work to begin liberating myself.

The myth of myths

The point about myths is that they tend not to get rammed down our throats. My parents never pulled me aside and said: “Look here, you are our son, so know you are superior, and these are the mindsets and values we want you to believe in and live by...” Conditioning doesn’t work like that. Stories enter us much more insidiously and we don’t know the distortions and false truths that are ever so subtly implanted into us and which have the power to grow the more we affirm them. While my part in the old story in those days was to believe in the myth of my entitlement, other “old story-ites” operating at the other end of the spectrum are led to believe in the counter-lie of their marginalization.

As I entered my early twenties and began to finish my time at university, the gloom I often felt led me to ask all sorts of questions. I began to see more clearly that the idea of this actually very ordinary person called “me” existing “above others” solely because of his education or who his parents were was both absurd and an outright lie, and it actually had the opposite effect: it made me feel inferior to others.

I went through a phase of not quite knowing where I belonged and consequently thinking that there must be something very wrong with me. Some of this torment ended when a friend turned me on to books by an Indian spiritual teacher called Krishnamurti. I loved it when he suggested that “it is no measure of health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick society”. Did this mean that there might be method in my maladjustment? Might it be that, while I was fitting in less and less to the stories I had been told about how life ought to be, Krishnamurti was implying that the fault might not wholly be mine? It also greatly encouraged me when I came across Erich Fromm’s book The Art of Being, where he says:

A person who has not been completely alienated, who has remained sensitive and able to feel...who can still suffer over the suffering of others 
– briefly a person who has remained a person and not become a thing – cannot help feeling lonely, powerless and isolated in present-day society...He cannot help suffering, even though he can experience moments of joy and clarity that are absent in the life of his “normal” contemporaries. Not rarely will he suffer from a neurosis that results from the situation of a sane man living in an insane society, rather than that of the more conventional neurosis of a sick man trying to adapt himself to a sick society.3

That made a lot of sense to me as in my last year at university, I was increasingly questioning the whole way the world worked. Why, I used to ask myself, were we human beings constantly involved in acting out great dramas that had nothing whatsoever to do with what was really important in life 
– which, curiously enough, we were continually being encouraged to ignore?

Daring to be different

Krishnamurti was damn right. There was something insane about all this, and I recognized that I was also embedded in this insanity and was playing my part in helping keep it all alive. I needed to extricate myself somehow. But how?

It became increasingly clear to me that something needed desperately to change inside me and that essentially what was wrong with the world was that too many of us had become too well adjusted to a society brought into being on the back of joyless and soulless myths that not only failed to affirm and celebrate who we human beings really were and what life was really all about, but also ensured that life did not work for most of the people on the planet.

But where was I to go from here? I discovered the writings of Martin Luther King and these couple of sentences said it all: “Many people fear nothing more terribly than to take a position which stands out sharply and clearly from the prevailing opinion. Not a few people who cherish lofty and noble ideals hide them under a bushel for fear of being called different.” Yes, I was very much continuing to keep my head under the parapet and I decided I would do so no more. I would commit to “outing” my true self (whoever that Serge was).

So I will finish by saying that that was the best decision I ever made, and that while this process has taken time (none of us can “out” ourselves all at once and it is still going on with me), it has been eminently worth it in terms of the improved quality of my life. Thus, another central intention behind this book is to invite you also to begin “outing” the truth of who you really are and to stop being who you are not, as the truer we are to ourselves and the more we choose to live from that place, the more we benefit the world around us.

In our society, we tend only to use the idea of coming out of the closet if we are gay, but please believe me when I say that we don’t have to be gay to live in a closet! I am heterosexual but also lived the entire part of my early life in an elitist closet and, in the process of gradually “coming out”, I realized how closed and circumscribed my closet had been.

I ask you, therefore, to dare to embrace lofty and noble ideals, to dare to be different from the crowd and to give up following other people’s ideas and believing everything you are told on social media or read in the newspapers. And as many of the gateways into soulfulness are to be found under bushels, please also do a lot of bushel-hunting in the knowledge that you are not alone in your quest and that more and more people today all around the world are, just like you, breaking out of their closets and becoming increasingly engaged in similar enterprises.

Remember too, that stories, just like newspapers, only survive if we continue to subscribe to them. The more we choose to cancel our subscriptions to old, soulless ways of living and seeing the world, the more these old stories 
– which now are anyway well past their sell-by date and are growing increasingly rancid 
– will evaporate and dissolve back into the mists of time.

I ask you to read this book in the spirit of choosing to Go for It...





PART ONE

Understanding the Challenge




CHAPTER 1
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The Gateway of Findhorn

The planet does not need more successful people.

The planet needs more storytellers, peacemakers and lovers of all kinds.

— THE DALAI LAMA

All you need is love.

— THE BEATLES


Magical Gateway

I was extremely fortunate in that very soon after leaving university, a gateway came stalking me. (Yes, we need to know that what we are looking for is also seeking us out.)

It took the form of my bumping into a friend who happened to tell me about a mysterious spiritual community in Scotland called Findhorn, which he suggested I visit. I was then in my early twenties and the idea felt very right. I knew nothing about communities or what I might expect. He added: “They are a group of people who all live in caravans on a small caravan site. What is best known about them is that they grow huge vegetables there and I am informed that they are so enormous because they are tended with love!”

Huge vegetables. A spiritual community! Love. The idea was intriguing to say the least, and the very next morning, I was on the train up to Scotland. I took a taxi from the station to Findhorn, and 
– I remember this moment so vividly – the exact moment the taxi went through the gateway into the community, I had, quite literally, the experience of having entered another world. It was as if I was hit by a blast 
– yes, it felt exactly like that, it was so intense and so immediate – of huge happiness and peace.

Experiencing a new story

In those days, the community was not the enormous entity it has subsequently morphed into, but consisted of a small group of people living, as my friend had said, in caravans. I arrived at Findhorn about the same time as the Beatles brought out their hit song “All You Need Is Love”. My friend was right. Love really was the cornerstone of this extraordinary place.

I remember being greeted very warmly by the couple who ran the community, Peter and Eileen Caddy 
– who subsequently became lifelong friends – and I immediately felt at home. I sensed they were genuinely pleased to see me, not because I was particularly “special” (the myth my parents had always rammed into me for no other reason but that I was their son) or because of any ridiculous “social connections” (again so important to my parents” myth) but because I was a fellow human being, and for the Caddys, all human beings are special and precious and so need to be honoured and respected as such.

In fact, the way they treated me was the way they treated everyone, and I observed that after a few days of being enveloped by what I can only describe as a warm love field, I felt a deeper kinship with my new little “family” than I had ever experienced with my own family.

Dropping the pretences

Love, I learned, brings up everything that it isn’t, and it certainly did that for me. My first few days at Findhorn were actually tinged with sadness, as the warmth and camaraderie around me served to highlight how cold and cut off and stiff-upper-lipped so much of my life up until then had been, with all the emphasis being on “show” and “doing what was right by society” as opposed to what was real.

In no way were my parents bad people or neglectful of me, and I never want to make out that they were wrong. They were good human beings and they did their very best for me, but it was a best according to myths they believed in, which were limited, devoted almost entirely to the outer world and to life’s surfaces, and consequently devoid of real depth.

I realized, too, that none of us can ever give out something that we ourselves have not discovered inside ourselves. What had been lacking in my childhood, I saw, were the ingredients of genuineness and soft love. I had not been related to in a way that encouraged who I truly was as a human being to be “outed” or celebrated. On the contrary. I had been trained to be a reflector of my parents” values, with the intention that my presence should somehow enhance them in some way, and reflect back positively on them.

Being here at Findhorn, I felt able for the first time to see that I had on a mask that I had worn all my life 
– a special face that was not really me and that I put on to present myself to the world 
– and that it was possible to drop it, especially if one was interacting with others engaged in a similar mission. I realized that Findhorn was a kind of training course to help you to be yourself!

Yes, I had gone through a gateway and entered a world where people lived with heart and soul, based on the idea that we are not in actuality separate from one another but all deeply interlinked despite 
– indeed, because of – our many differences. I began to experience with my heart (as opposed to just knowing with my head) that in truth, we are all abundant human beings with a deep right to be, and that our true way is to honour and support and share ourselves openly and honestly with everyone around us. If conflicts came up, which they did, I found people dealt with them with integrity, without always having to be right, which was exactly the opposite to what occurred in the world that I had come from.

Revelation

Here, for the first time in my life, I had the direct experience that it didn’t matter what social class you belonged to or what colour your skin was, how rich or “cultured” you were, or how you looked or what job you had. All those considerations that were so central to the world I had come from were here no longer of consequence. And it felt so liberating. Here, we were all human beings together, some of us white-skinned, some of us not, some well educated, others not, some old, some young. But none of this mattered.

We were all human beings together participating in our shared humanity. Above all, I observed that the wisdom both of the children and of the elderly was respected. Again, how different this was from the world where I had come from, where children were seen as not worth listening to, while old people got shut away in care homes as a ghastly embarrassment!

I had the profound experience that everyone in this little caravan site was my brother or sister in spirit. We all belonged to the larger family of humanity. I had stumbled into the direct experience that something much greater than our differences linked us all up together. And it felt so profoundly nourishing.

I decided then and there that I had touched into what life really needed 
to be about and that if we all learned to operate at this level, our world would 
be mightily different. It could work. I realized that I simply could not go 
on doing many of the things I had been doing and living the way I had been 
living, and that I was not only going to dedicate my life to finding out more 
about this new world, but, most importantly, that I had to try to “take it home” 
with me.

I stayed for ten weeks in that community. No more. But it was enough to establish a toehold in a new way of being that I have sought ever after to build upon. When I left, I felt rather lonely; I found that many of my old friends started distancing themselves when they discovered that I no longer shared their values and so was no longer a part of their tribe. It was not until some years later when I decided to go and live in California that I felt I was beginning to come home!




Gateways in Sacred Places

So if you want to make some radical changes in your life – if you also find there is something inherently toxic about the values of the culture surrounding you 
– then I recommend you start off by visiting Findhorn, or certainly somewhere like Findhorn. Today, there are many such communities scattered all over the globe.

If we position ourselves in the environment of people who have already begun making some of the shifts we are also trying to make 
– that is, who are further along the path than ourselves – we will find, just as I did, that we can get carried along in their slipstream. In other words, when people around us are genuine, it reflects our own lack of genuineness back to us, as well as begging it to come out of hiding. The key thing is that we begin exposing ourselves to new models of what it means to be human. Yes, we can read books like this one, and they are certainly helpful, but they are no substitute for being in the actual felt presence of soulfulness.

Also, as I’ll be explaining in more detail later, just because we may have had some uplifting experiences, this is no guarantee of them remaining with us. If I pretended to you that on returning to my flat in London I was totally changed, now loved the whole human race unconditionally and all my snobbery and prejudices had vanished for ever and I was now completely immune from the world of glamour and show, I am afraid I would be lying! But what was important was that I had had, as it were, a “sneak preview” into another world 
– into another way to be. I had been directly shown that all of life does not have to have the artifice and soullessness of the old story, and that other, more tender and more beautiful and compassionate worlds exist and are there to be embraced.

What Findhorn did for me was give me something new to aspire to and work towards, and I think all of us need similar kinds of experiences when starting out.

Change, however, tends to be gradual. Old stories take time to fade away inside us. Gaining access to a new way of seeing the world and actually having it take root inside us are two very different things. In the second part of this book, you will be discovering that much of what keeps us all wired into our old mindsets and why we often find it so hard to let them go, even if we realize that they don’t make us happy, is our own particular wounding. And this needs confronting, as what unites all of us is that we are all emotionally wounded in some form or another, some of us much worse than others.

We therefore may need something more than just living in soulful environments. I found, for example, that there were all sorts of parts to me 
– stubborn, sad, angry, resistant, hurt and immature parts – that kept me locked into my old mindsets and that these wounded parts would often kick back if things got too good, as the old story, being about separation, scarcity and suffering, has a strong charge to it and doesn’t want to die.

My own personal journey, therefore, has involved me having to confront parts of me that feared real intimacy, that had difficulty in truly opening my heart, and I found later that a large part of me resisted all the new abundance of being that I was starting to draw to myself. Yes, underneath all those pretensions and posturings dwelt a sad and insecure little boy who actually didn’t feel good enough and was rather afraid of the big bad world and what it might demand of him! It has taken a lot of inner work over the years to allow myself to begin embracing the soulful wellbeing that, I will be arguing in these pages, is the birthright of all of us.

Challenges

Today, we face many new challenges. We now live, as I said in my Invitation, in a hyper-complex and a post-truth 
– and I would also add, post-shame – world. Our planet is in great trouble as a result of the ways we have been treating her and certainly her immune system is infinitely more compromised than it was in the days of my early Findhorn revelations.

Yet by the same token, there is a far greater urgency for change and, not unexpectedly, there are many more “soulful activists” emerging out of the woodwork in every country. Many millennials are showing huge spiritual maturity and I know that something profound is guiding my 20-year-old daughter, who is currently doing a degree in human rights, psychology and global politics.

However, if we really wish to make deep changes both in our own lives and also in the life of our society, we cannot be Pollyanna-ish. We need to be very clear just what it is that we are dealing with. What I have discovered over and over again, both in terms of my own life and in my experience of practising as a psychotherapist for many years, is that the way to improvement 
– the way to make things better – is to have the courage to confront what is worst. So in the next three chapters we will be doing exactly that. And please try to absorb what I say not only with your head as mere intellectual information but also to experience it with your heart.


[image: image] EXERCISES

If you want to do the exercises at the end of each chapter and respond to the questions which I ask, I suggest you buy yourself a big notebook. The longer and more comprehensive your responses are, the more they will serve you. You might also want to copy down my questions and then write your responses afterwards.


	What was your childhood like? Was there soulfulness around? What were the stories about yourself that were “given” you and that you took on? How much were you encouraged to be yourself? A lot or very little?

	How did you feel reading about my experiences at Findhorn?

	Having read this chapter, what thoughts or feelings does it evoke inside you?

	How mired do you think you are in your past? Make notes of those areas where you think your life is least soulful.

	How do you feel about the prospect of continuing to read this book? Do you feel indifferent, bored, excited, anything else?







CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

What’s Wrong with the World?

When soul is neglected, it doesn’t just go away, it appears symptomatically in obsessions, addictions, violence and loss of meaning... Without soul, whatever we find will be unsatisfying.

— THOMAS MOORE

People were created to be loved. Things were created to be used. The reason why the world is in chaos is because things are being loved and people are being used.

— THE DALAI LAMA


A Chaotic World

As I have tried to show you, what is wrong with our world is us – that is, you and me and our immature humanity, held in place by the various outdated myths that have been implanted into us. It is not the trees, animals, insects and fishes that are responsible for creating a planet with crises in so many areas, it is us human beings, in particular those of us who have the effrontery to believe we are civilized. Gandhi, when asked about what he thought about Western civilization, remarked that it would certainly be a good idea.

If I look around me, what most impresses itself is the way we give huge significance to issues of very little importance 
– such as how we look, what people think about us, what clothes we wear, who wins football matches 
– while we completely ignore really significant issues such as poverty, war, inequality, the destruction of our environment and world hunger. Is this because we don’t want to take responsibility for what we have done to our planet, preferring to blame others? Or is it because we are too small-minded to take in the bigger picture? Perhaps we are simply too scared to face certain facts and prefer to continually distract ourselves with trivia so that, ostrich-like, we can bury our heads in the sand and pretend certain things don’t exist? It may be a mixture of all three. Certainly, I feel that we are not only a race of 
extractivists (a recently invented word used to describe those who aggressively extract limited resources from our Earth) but also 
distractivists and certainly destructivists!

I say this as far too many of us delight in behaving murderously towards those of our fellow humans who are different from us 
– who have different skin colours, belong to different cultures, see God differently or have different sexual orientations 
– while being quite content to allow our governments to spend many billions each year to “defend ourselves” and en route, put ourselves in ever greater financial debt 
– world debt now being in the trillions – by creating increasingly deadly weapons of mass destruction.

Isn’t it rather insane that wars are very financially profitable and so for a long time we’ve arranged our economies around them? In other words, we need to go on making weapons of mass destruction and create all that pain and suffering that comes with war, just to survive! When world leaders are in crisis at home, they often like to start a war. (For example, the Falklands War “saved” Margaret Thatcher!)

We do this when we could be spending the money on feeding all the hungry people on our planet or seeing that education reaches more people or improving healthcare. So why don’t we?

The reason is that feeding and educating the poor doesn’t make us materially rich, whereas war games do. And the name of one of the main games being primarily “played” on our planet is for the very rich to become even richer. Many wealthy people like war as it ups the price of oil, which is what all the fossil fuel brigade desire as it means their shares increase in value, and anything the already wealthy, who currently control much of what goes on in the world, and have the power to rig the system to work in their favour, can do to increase their wealth is always 
numero uno on the agenda.

This is why there is so much inequality in the world.

Man’s insanity and dishonesty

A further example of our insanity lies in the fact that while on the one hand, we always want to be happy and avoid being sad, we seem to be obsessed with 
– nay, addicted to – what is destined to make us most unhappy: that is, trivia, gossip and tragedy.

As drama is their lifeblood, our news programmes and newspapers constantly go to great efforts to feed our addictions by always giving us the most minute and up-to-date details about everything terrible that is going on. One plane that crashes is given front-page news for days on end, while the three million planes that land safely every month are forgotten.

The great psychologist Abraham Maslow put it much too mildly when he described what he called “normal man”, that is, conformist or in my terms “old-story” man, as “living in a state of mild and chronic psychopathology and crippling immaturity”. Unfortunately, there is nothing mild but something deeply psychopathic in the dramas that conspire to hold our societies together and in the kinds of stories that underpin them.

Things are better than they used to be

This all said, we need to put things in a proper perspective. Yes, things are bad and there is still much we need to do in many different areas. But in many areas, many things are better than they were, and so we can say that our world is getting both worse and better at the same time. Here are five examples of the latter.


	Inequality, while still a huge issue, has declined.

	Far fewer people live in poverty than they did 50 years ago.

	The child mortality rate has gone down since the 1990s.

	Women’s rights and gay rights are improving and today in many countries gay people can marry.

	Increasing numbers of cures for AIDS now exist.



Insufficient consciousness

One of the biggest problems of our times – and it lies behind why our world doesn’t work for so many people, why we remain so attached to old myths and why so many of us put up with operating under such a dysfunctional and unsustainable system 
– is that too many of us operate at too low a level of consciousness. This is an evolutionary problem, the result being that we are insufficiently aware of the totality of who we are, and our worldview is too narrow. We move through our lives wearing severe blinkers around our eyes, not letting ourselves see things we don’t want to see, and if we do perchance catch a glimpse of something we would prefer did not exist, we either use some strategy to snuff it out or we pretend it isn’t there.

Too many of us, therefore, operate either at egocentric levels, where all we are concerned about is ourselves, or at ethnocentric levels, where our concerns may reach out to include our family, tribe or clan 
– those who are “like us” and see the world like us – but no further. No one “outside the box” is considered.

So where does this limited consciousness or narrow thinking leave us? It inclines us towards prejudice, bigotry, fanaticism, xenophobia and fear. The right-wing, nationalist mindset, which is rapidly gaining momentum in many countries, is inordinately narrow, rooted in fear and terror of the unknown, preferring to look backward to the past, not forward to the future.

A lot of what is wrong with the world is embodied in what is wrong with America, where, statistics tell us, 50percent of the people could not care less about what goes on beyond the small radius of their own personal concerns. They are wholly uninterested in the fact that millions of children starve and die in war, and that huge injustice reigns 
– unless of course the injustice happens to engulf them. This is not because they are “bad people”, as many believe, but because a higher world-centric stage of development has not yet opened up inside them. I will elaborate on this later on.

Climate change denial

Evidence of this “lack of evolutionary development” is particularly noticeable in the case of climate change deniers, who, despite the increasing evidence of our planet facing ever more frequent and destructive typhoons, tsunamis, droughts and earthquakes, adopt that stance because acceptance would mean being compelled to question the values they live by. This in turn would mean they would be forced to acknowledge the consequence of an unregulated capitalistic system fuelled by huge corporate greed on the part of the large gas and oil companies: unless something radical shifts, we are on track for a 4-degree-Celsius rise in warmth by the end of this century, which in turn could mean the end of clean water, the rising of sea levels (caused by melting glaciers) and the resultant submerging of many large cities; and the possible extinction of human life on the planet.

The deniers say that it hasn’t happened yet, so why should it ever happen? If it does, they presume (since many of them are wealthy) that they will be able to live in areas of the planet where they will be unaffected.

Poverty consciousness

Not only is the old story in denial of the well-being of the planet but it is in denial of well-being in general, leading to a state of mind that I will simply call “poverty consciousness”, a condition of feeling poor in spirit or inwardly impoverished. People caught in this affliction also often feel victimized and trapped in the “blame game” and consequently lack the ability to experience life’s richness or nature’s magic. When beset by this condition, life always gets dumbed down and seen through a glass rather darkly.

What enormously contributes to our feelings of impoverishment is the story of believing we are a separate entity 
– an isolated ego, an “island, entire of ourself” – disconnected not only from ourselves and from our deeper feelings, but also from other people and from the world around us. This enables us to create environments around us that are conducive to hate and allow for abusive activities to occur. For example, in war it is much easier to kill others if you first dehumanize them, as then you are free to demonize them. Thus, we use propaganda to turn those we choose to be our enemies into spiders, worms, Gooks or Huns. So what if we trample on a few of these worms or spiders!

Emptiness and consumption

Because our deepest urge is to feel unified, to fuse with others, to feel linked with nature and our world as a whole, our inability to do this secretly causes us great pain. Deep down, we feel empty. It is the price we pay for keeping out the experience of life’s richness or subtler meanings, and today, sadly, far too many of us feel this way. To try to offset or suppress it, we may find ourselves creating all sorts of artificial “wholenesses” for ourselves, whereby we obtain a kind of pseudo-well-being in various ersatz ways.

So, for example, if we cannot properly flow with or allow ourselves to get close to someone we supposedly love, we may try to possess or control them. Even buy them! Similarly, if we cannot experience the happiness of being out in nature, if we have money, we may try to purchase land so we can own it. Or if we can’t feel natural joy, we may take drugs to give us this feeling artificially.

Employing these various “substitute strategies” may help temporarily to ward off the feelings of emptiness. Sadly, in the long run, it only increases them. Indeed, for those of us well embedded in Krishnamurti’s “sick society”, these behaviours are seen as normal and are even to be encouraged. But normal is not the same thing as natural, and trying to fill up the empty hole inside our psyches with ever-more distracting “stuff” 
– stuff like needing to own lots of things so we can feel “substantial”, having an overly “busy” social life, needing to always be in control, and above all consuming, consuming, consuming 
– in my eyes, these are distinctly abnormal activities.

I think one of the biggest paradoxes we face today is that while our consumer habits may keep our emptiness temporarily at bay, they also conspire to make it grow, so we are always on a treadmill of needing to engage in even more consuming, which is just as well for our old-story economy, as it can only survive if this habit is encouraged. In his excellent book 
The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible, Charles Eisenstein describes our consumerist plight very graphically:

We cannot feel the beautiful world because we are lost in consuming all the time...There is a scarcity of play, awareness, listening and quiet. How much of the ugly does it take to substitute for a lack of the beautiful? How many adventure films do we need to compensate for our lack of adventure, how many superhero movies must we watch to compensate for not living in our greatness, how much pornography do we need to substitute for intimacy, or entertainment to compensate for missing play.4

Addiction

Another symptom of what is amiss with our world is the ever-escalating rise of addiction, be it to drugs, alcohol, sex, gambling, whatever. Here, it is not only society’s poor who are susceptible 
– who are in need of some kind of substitute or “filler” to give their deprived lives some meaning 
– but many who are very well off. Indeed, monetary wealth is no real protection against emotional and spiritual poverty and the depression and anxiety that we may feel if we are unable to live a life with genuine depth and meaning to it. In both the UK and America at this moment, the opiate epidemic is claiming thousands of lives.

Having worked in addiction rehabilitation clinics, I have come to see that getting someone off their addiction is only step one. Unless the addict can also be guided to surrender their attachment to the consumerist mindset and be assisted to make the transition from normality to living a more natural life 
– that is, a life more in tune with their true nature and with nature around them 
– there is always the danger of relapsing.

Demonization and vulnerability

In our old story, we also love to demonize, that is, to make others wrong or project our own Shadow side onto them (I will explore this in more detail later on), and here the addict is especially vulnerable and often bears the brunt of a lot of hostility.

The truth is that most addicts are neither weak nor bad. They are simply ill. They embody a particular set of symptoms that reflect those of our fragmented society and are at the mercy of certain compulsions. Thus, more than anything, they need our support, understanding and compassion, just like anybody who is suffering or has fallen on bad times.

Sadly but unsurprisingly, old-story-oriented human beings 
– who, are also not famed for being able to accept or love themselves – tend not to behave too generously towards those who suffer or who are lost or down and out. If we can push people away who remind us of the mote in our own eye, then we are spared from needing to look too closely at those vulnerable areas in our own lives.

The point is that when our consciousness is undeveloped, our self-awareness is also limited. This leads us to believe that who we are is simply composed of the images that we 
– or in many instances others – have of ourselves, which inevitably makes for huge vulnerability, as often these images are far from the truth.

Scarcity

Everything I have been describing inevitably gives rise to the experience of scarcity, whereby we are creating a world for ourselves where there is “never enough” 
– never enough money, never enough food, water, friendship, love, opportunity, inspiration, resources, protection and so on 
– to go around.

Again, it is not only financially deprived people who experience scarcity. Many wealthy people also do, and one reason they may devote their lives to accumulating a lot materially may often be in order to try to keep this demon at bay.

This experience of “poverty consciousness” can be internal or external. With 
some people it is both, and is especially connected to a lack of self-esteem or self-worth, which again is held in place as a result of our not yet being connected to the truth of who we really are 
– or put another way, not having the experience of living from our soul self. Money, we remember, can only buy us 
things. Love, friendship, kindness, soulfulness, joy, inspiration – the truly important qualities of life that allow us to feel whole and full as human beings 
– these cannot be purchased.

Abundance

For the truth, as you will soon be discovering, is that there is not lack in the world. On the contrary, 
there is huge abundance; there is enough love and money and water and resources for everyone. If, that is, we shift our perceptions and live in ways where we don’t squander it. For example, we in Britain don’t need to spend £3 trillion on a new Trident missile system. In Charles Eisenstein’s words, again from the same book: “What if there is a world with a lot more pleasure, more touch, more lovemaking, intimacy, singing, dancing, fresh water and walks in the countryside. These pleasures are not far away yet our society denies them.”4

That is the whole point. This is what is so wrong with our world: denial or fear of wholeness, joy and abundance. Many of us live as if we don’t deserve these things, as if we 
should suffer!

And the result is that we set up our lives to experience deprivation. Scarcity consciousness, separation consciousness, poverty consciousness and its dark face, greed consciousness 
– all these exist wherever we look, symbolized by the fact that many of us are more invested in creating problems for ourselves than creating happiness and wholeness.


[image: image] EXERCISES


	What feelings has reading this chapter brought up for you?

	Is any of what I have said news to you or did you know it already?

	Have you learned anything from this chapter and do you agree or disagree with any of the things I have said?

	Do you feel yourself in any way connected to or part of any of the sad stories that I have depicted? Where do you feel you stand personally around issues concerning poverty consciousness, separation and insufficiency?

	Do you feel your life is abundant?
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