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You may think that the true story of a fictional character is a contradictory and confusing statement. But once you go beyond your self-image, you realize that you have been living as a fictional character, and your true self is not who or what you thought you were! 


I was compelled to write this true story of the fictional character I have lived with throughout my life. Since my childhood, I have been exploring everything inwardly and outwardly. While inwardly exploring, I realized I lived in a conceptualized self—a self-image—and I thought that was my essence. But when I realized that my true self is not who I thought I was, I began using my true self—inner peace—to navigate my life challenges rather than become a victim of my self-image. 


My intention here is to share my true story and experiences with you to provide you with enough tools and references to experience your true self. You will experience your true self beyond your fictional character of the “I am,” the self-image, and with that base, you can experience true happiness and live blissfully while using your mind as a useful tool.


Through diligent meditation practices, I experienced the phenomenon beyond our conceptualized self-image. This enabled me to recognize the genuine assertions made by many teachers, both in modern and in ancient times, and relate them to my own experience. I have shared this experience with others in small group settings for the last three decades. This book is my effort to help you and many others go beyond your self-image to experience true happiness and live a blissful life.


Plenty of resources point seekers in the right direction in this information age. However, many are left on the brink of transcendence to the true self because conceptual thinking keeps them at bay from the truth. I am sharing a unique and simple approach to help you resolve that gap in many spiritual and religious publications and teachings, enabling you to experience true happiness firsthand.


[image: image]


While this book’s purpose is primarily to enhance your experience of inner peace, it also attempts to heal a world divided by petty differences, to wake up to a wiser civilization. When deeply investigated, I see true self, or true happiness, is promoted in all prevailing, peace-loving religious and spiritual teachings. Therefore, you do not have to change your faith to experience this. You will come to see all religions or faiths as the same, because every teaching points to the same truth you experience, firsthand, from practices I introduce in this book. Those teachings benefit each of us, regardless of the images we have chosen for ourselves. You will find the answer to your quest for happiness, here, if you are an open-minded seeker. During this voyage of discovery, you will learn to recognize your authentic nature—inner peace—and how to enrich your life and live blissfully.


You will find certain self-checks and practices to help you discover who you are and your pathway to inner peace. It will be helpful to stop reading at those places for a few minutes, and practice.


In addition, I included a few restatements, similes, and graphic representations throughout, hoping that they resonate with you and enhance your experience of true happiness. I trust that this will help you open your noble heart, or give the final push to people on the brink of transcendence to inner peace. 
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You may use this book as your lifestyle handbook and refer back to it. For that purpose, I included an index of practices. You may repeat any that bring you inner peace. They are practices rather than exercises. Technically, the exercises have a start and an end, but these practices are intended for constant experiences. Practice them at least twice daily, before you go to bed and when you wake up in the morning. This will elevate your inner peace and help you to experience the bliss of being alive—true happiness.


I have self-published a couple of previous books to share this experience with others, which laid the foundation for this book. If you have already read those books, including the new edition of Explore Within, you may find a similar message presented here but from a different perspective. 
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I consider myself an explorer because I have been exploring my surroundings and inner self since birth. Most of us are born explorers, but at an early stage of our lives, we give up exploring to pursue happiness. I have found that true happiness is the inner peace that resides in me, which is the pure alertness I was born with, and I do not doubt it. True happiness is always there for us to experience, although many people doubt this with their confusing thoughts and concepts, and live in chaos and misery. 


When we are born, we are alert, full of attention, joy and happiness. You may have seen some babies born with their eyes wide open and instantly alert, wanting to see what is happening around them. You see joy and happiness in their eyes. Those babies cry only when hungry. Other babies cry as soon as they see the light of this planet, mainly because they are alert, yet terrified, to see the new world. I find that alertness is the true sense of our life that we carry into this world, which I would like to call the noble nature of our hearts. I saw it in deep meditation and realized that it’s been there all along. We are all born with a noble heart; some call this consciousness, soul, inner peace, God’s nature in us or, mistakenly, the mind.


If you think that you must pursue happiness, you will get lost in the ever-changing concepts. Think about what makes you unhappy. Mostly, we are unhappy because we do not have something we believe will make us happy. But once we get that thing, we may be satisfied for a few hours but then again become unhappy and decide we need something else to make us happy. In fact, it is our thoughts, perceptions, speculations, and emotions that make us unhappy. All those are created in our minds, based on our concepts. We become victims of our minds when we get lost in such thoughts, speculations, and emotions. I found a way to navigate through them and be happy without being a victim of my mind.


It is a very simple technique but hard to practice because many live in their confusing minds. I will share this simple technique and provide many examples, memoirs, and proofs, i.e., self-checks, as well as practices to enable you to clear your path to experiencing true happiness, as I constantly do. It is as simple as paying complete attention to your heart and dwelling in inner peace, free of thoughts. However, it is hard to do with our mind-created self-image. We need to open our minds to experience our true nature, the noble heart that gives us inner peace and true happiness.


My inner exploration has been ongoing since birth. Like every baby, I likely tasted dirt and many other things on the floor to know better about what they are. I did most of my inner exploration on full-moon days, sitting quietly in the corner of the hall at the village temple in Sri Lanka. It was rare for a teenager to meditate, but that was what was expected from everyone participating in such a daylong retreat. One day, while participating in a retreat, I opened my eyes after a long meditation, surprised to see many people looking at me as if they were worried I would never wake up. I would have been sitting, unmoving, in that same posture for more than two hours, but it felt like fifteen minutes or so. I am sure that you may have had similar experiences in your life, maybe when sitting on a park bench, admiring nature, or reading an interesting book, time passing without you noticing it. 


In my teens, I rode my bicycle far away from the village to explore the surrounding landscape. I remember riding with my friends for twenty miles to a rubber plantation, climbing hills, spending the day examining wild plants growing under the rubber trees, and watching different types of fish colonizing the stream’s stagnant water pockets. I hope you had similar childhood experiences that heightened your attention, enjoyment, and enthusiasm to explore more. 


Growing up, I changed my line of study from art to science and then to commerce and economics. This was possible because of my heightened attention to things around and within me. I passed the standard tests offered by the education department on all three lines of study. Later, in my twenties, I graduated and became a chartered accountant, which I had never hoped for as a teenager. This accomplishment was a milestone in my outward exploration, aided by pure attention, developed through my inner exploration. You may have had similar accomplishments, using the heightened attention you gained in childhood, but may not have recognized it for what it was.


I migrated to New Zealand in my early thirties, and continued my internal and external expeditions. I lived in New Zealand for ten years and explored the beautiful landscape, people, and cultures there until I migrated to the USA at the end of 1999. I lived in Minneapolis, Minnesota, for fifteen years, exploring the novelty of distinct seasonal weather changes and the ups and downs that come with it. Then I moved to Phoenix, Arizona, and have lived here since.


My inner exploration took a deeper dive when I started associating with Western Buddhist monks ordained under Ajahn Cha of Thailand, who lived in the Monastery in Stokes Valley, New Zealand. I became a frequent visitor there; the monastery was four kilometers, or two and a half miles, from my home in Lower Hutt, New Zealand. I participated in long retreats and group discussions with monks and laypeople to share our knowledge and experiences. There, I learned about different Buddhist traditions and a lot more about other religions worldwide. 


It was a bright summer day in 1996, and I was in a solitude retreat at that Bodhinyanarama Buddhist Monastery in Stokes Valley, when I sank deep into my noble heart. I saw myself as a fictional character created by many concepts embedded in the cognitive field, like a story written on pristine white paper. Then I transcended to total awareness and experienced, for the very first time, that I am not the one I thought I was. I saw that my inner essence was peaceful and still, and the rest was a flickering mirage outside my true self. I realized that is the true happiness we are all looking for in the midst of life’s challenges. Here I am sharing that true happiness with you, in the sincere hope that you experience the same by using the practices in this book. 


With that profound experience, I began to recognize the genuine assertions made by many teachers of modern and ancient times, which are identical to my own. I can relate to their approach to life and their efforts to teach others. They all promote the true happiness that I experienced, which is inner peace. I could see that many of their followers misinterpret those messages by thinking about happiness and creating their own concepts of it rather than experiencing it. That realization compelled me to share my experience with others in order to help them experience true happiness, instead of pursuing it. 


I have been sharing my experience for the last three decades through in-person discussions, small group gatherings, and recently “Explore Within” biweekly workshops I conducted in Mesa, Arizona, before the pandemic. I want you to consider me a friend, sharing a way of experiencing true happiness with you. True happiness is within you to experience at will, and I trust that you will recognize it once you read and complete the practices in this book.


Once transformed by my experience, I could dwell in the present and use my intelligence more effectively to explore outwardly. I foresaw that the future of accountancy will depend on information technology, and I focused on studying and learning computer systems controls and how to audit them. While living in New Zealand, I took US certification exams and became a Certified Information Systems Auditor (CISA). After migrating to the USA, I became a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) in the State of Minnesota and later a Certified Information Systems Security Professional (CISSP). All of that was possible because I lived in my true self—inner peace—and relished true happiness, and, most importantly, I knew how to use my mind rather than be a victim of it. I can easily understand the novelty of any subject matter and get through the tests with a clear mind. Using my mind with perfect clarity also helped me easily face all life challenges, which may be troubling for many others living in their confusing minds. 


These are the benefits of being in the present, or dwelling in inner peace, while also experiencing true happiness constantly. When I relate this to myself, I see that when I distance myself from my self-image—the fictional character—I transcend to inner peace and experience true happiness. I trust that you could do the same once you master the practices I introduce here.


I cannot remember what I did when I was born, but I can recall the joy and happiness I experienced as a toddler and as a child. I experience that same happiness, even now, since I came to realize that, as an adult, I was living as a fictional character enforced on me since birth. This fictional character is full of thoughts and concepts we call the mind. Now, I keep my mind at a distance and use it as a tool. I am not living in my mind but dwelling in my heart—the noble heart—experiencing true happiness. You may be doing the same without recognizing the difference between your heart and mind.


When I look at a photograph of me as a toddler, I see that I had the same smile I have today. How about you? Can you remember your childhood and the joy and happiness you experienced then? Do you carry the same happy feeling and true essence right now? My effort here is to work with you to get that happiness back so that you can live with it for the rest of your life, joyfully and blissfully. As long as you live with your self-image created by others’ opinions and intellectual understanding, you deny that joyful and blissful happiness. You may think this is an impossible task. But trust me: Many people have gone beyond self-image and enjoyed true self and happiness, from ancient times to this day. You can become one of them and be part of this world, awakening to oneness. 


I was a very happy boy running around in my village and treating everyone equally, and I did not know about my parents’ economic and social turmoil or the rest of the world. I’m sure you had similar experiences. Can you remember them? If not, stop reading, visualize your childhood, and feel the joy and happiness running through your body and mind right now. 


Although you may think that this is your memory, you are experiencing the same joy and happiness you had as a child. As I said earlier, this pleasantness or true happiness is always available for you to experience at will. The experience you just had is a good starting point for us to embark on this wondrous journey together.


On my life journey, I wonder why I have a slight smile almost all the time. There has always been an unintentional smile in me. Inadvertently, I smile at everyone, including any stranger I meet. This was probably true in my childhood as well, since I notice many children, especially in our modern era, reflect bliss with a serene smile on their eyes and faces. I realized that this smile expresses our inner peace, irrespective of our petty differences. It’s like friends meeting and smiling at each other in deep-rooted friendship, without interference from the mind, our conceptualizing faculty. My heart sees inner peace in others, beyond conceptual boundaries, and I respond with a smile. Take a few seconds and contemplate a time when you smiled. It could be the very first time you met a dear friend you have now, or some stranger you never saw again after that first and only encounter. You smile at them at first sight without thinking about it, knowing nothing about them, a spontaneous smile surfaces when your inner essence touches theirs. You may agree that this is true for your current dear friend, spouse, or a soulmate, but it was also the case for the stranger you smiled at on the street. I see that deeper connection clearly, though you may not. 


On a few occasions, when I smile back as a friendly gesture to people who smile at me, I read a puzzled expression that says, Why are you smiling at me again? Then I realize that I had unintentionally smiled at them, first, and that they responded with a smile. You may have met someone like me, or you could be someone who randomly smiles at others, too. 


Once, at work, a coworker thought I was grinning at him all the time, and he kept grinning back at me like an ape encountering another ape.


This amusing incident may have brought a smile to your face. Or maybe you were offended due to speculations in your mind, thinking I am referring to an ape. Mind you, here I am referring to myself as an ape, too. I am not discriminating against anyone. I trust that this incident may have stimulated a slight blissful sensation within you, which is an expression of your inner peace. We all carry that inner peace and can elevate it to a higher degree to experience true happiness.


Therefore, this experiential journey is not a pursuit but an instant experience of true happiness—your true self. You may be aware by now that your pursuit of happiness will never end, since your perception of happiness always changes. Perception and mind-based pursuit is a never-ending process. When you get there, your perception will change, and you will pursue more satisfaction or happiness. Does this sound familiar? In the past, at least once, you would have deeply realized this, and that hidden realization would make you pick up this book. 


We must eliminate doubt about our true nature. From my firsthand experience, I can see our true nature is inner peace, which surges out as alertness. This alertness or pure attention is the nature of our heart—the noble heart. The noble heart is not a physical organ but our essence that we access from time to time. We need to learn how to access it and dwell in it constantly to experience true happiness beyond our self-image and miseries. I will help you get there and experience it. In fact, that is the happiness you have been looking for all along. 


We can eliminate doubt about ourselves to experience true happiness by answering the following four questions. I will provide answers and a few practices to enable you to experience your true self during this wondrous journey of going beyond our self-image.


Part I – Am I a Fictional Character?


This part of the book discusses our doubts about many things, including our true selves. Our true essence is not what we think we are; I am sure you already know that. Instead, you doubt my statement about the fictional character I am referring to and thereby become a victim of it. We will discuss and do a few practices to help you recognize your fictional character, your self-image, as apart from your true self.


Part II – What Is Our True Self?


In this part, I will work with you to identify your true self by exploring how we create our fictional characters from the moment of birth. When you were in your mother’s womb, you were called “it”; after birth, some called you a baby without referring to your gender, then you were given a name, an identity, and so on. We will discuss how you built your fictional character and then do some practices to experience your essence beyond the identities given to you by others.


Part III – What Is There Beyond Self-Image?


Once you realize your true nature, you will be compelled to set aside your fictional character and go beyond it. I will help you with that in this part of the book. It may be best to use your fictional character to live in this world and create many things by using it as a tool. We will discuss how to do this effectively, without becoming a victim of this false self, by becoming a bearer of wisdom or living in true self.


Part IV – How to Experience Our True Selves?


Here, I will discuss the different approaches many teachers use to explain their experiences to others and enable you to benefit from such doctrines. I see that many methods have been used for this purpose, from ancient times to this day, and such methods are taught in our spiritual doctrines, social ethics, and other peace-loving teachings. I’ll connect the dots with my experience to help you discover the path to true happiness in your faith. 


For this purpose, various methods and approaches are necessary to cater to people with different temperaments and self-images. That is why different discrete groups of people accept different religions and teachings. Although the overarching temperament differs from person to person, the underlying approach to our life depends on the philosopher or sage in us. And so I see only two groups of people on this planet: some predominantly using the philosophical approach, others using the insightful approach.


You may agree with me that many of us are thinkers and philosophers. Logics, conceptual theories, and thinking dominate our minds, and we question everything until a logical answer is found. It is like a fish swimming in the ocean, looking for the so-called ocean. We lose ourselves in the ocean of concepts, boost our self-image, and never accept the fact that our essence is peaceful and universal. Instead, we may persistently challenge everything that comes from the inner self in order to achieve some form of preconceived goal or satisfaction.


This quest fades away only when we recognize that we create our world with our thoughts and perceptions, and write our own fictional characters in it. Many of us are philosophers until we cease seeking answers externally. When we realize that seeking answers or satisfaction from outside is an endless exercise, we will look inwardly and realize our true selves experientially. This is true for all of us, whether rich or poor, male or female, abled or differently abled. We must trust our noble hearts to experience our true nature beyond our self-image. In other words, any doubt leads to confusing thoughts, and clinging to self-image forbids our happiness.


I find that sages in all religions and faiths speak about the same universal state, oneness, or the noble heart common to all of us. It is not that one religion becomes the only religion in the world; instead, all human beings will recognize that, in their essence, the core doctrine of all religions is the same! You do not have to fight to protect your faith from the faith of others, since we all are practicing a universal path—the ancient path—to dwell in our noble heart—inner peace. We will discuss this further in the coming chapters.


In Michael A. Singer’s book The Untethered Soul: The Journey Beyond Yourself, he states: 


In the mystical Gospel of John, Christ says, “That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be made perfect in one...” (John 17:21–23). So, it was taught in the Hindu Vedas; so it was taught in the Jewish Kabbalah; so it was written by the great Sufi mystic poets; and so it was taught in all the great religious traditions of all time.


This “oneness” is our noble heart, which we share in the form of the inner peace I experience. Here, there is no differentiation between you and me. Both you and I are the same as the oxygen in the air! Set aside discrimination and bring awareness to your noble heart; you will constantly dwell in the reservoir of inner peace beyond your self-image and experience true happiness. 


We will go through that process in the following chapters, starting from the alertness we are born with. When we improve our receptivity to alertness, we develop persistent awareness to engage with our noble heart and distance ourselves from our self-image—the mind. With that, we dwell in inner peace, where we can use our mind as a tool to be happy rather than be a victim of it.


As Socrates, who lived from 470 to 399 BCE, said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” We need to examine our life by exploring within to find our true selves. I know that you and I have different physical and mental self-images, but I recognize that it is not the case for our inner selves; they are the same. We need to explore within to recognize the oneness in each other. 


Aristotle, a Greek philosopher who lived from 384 to 322 BCE, is considered one of the founders of Western philosophy. When he turned seventeen, he joined Plato’s Academy in Athens and stayed until he was thirty-seven. Plato himself was a student of Socrates. Aristotle’s writings cover various subjects, including physics, metaphysics, poetry, theater, music, logic, politics, ethics, biology, and zoology. His famous quotes include, “Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all.” This brings us to our discussion about the doubt and the firsthand experience we need to recognize our true nature. Aristotle states that knowledge gathered through thinking and logical arguments is less helpful without experiential knowing—educating the heart. In other words, the thoughts and perceptions that create our minds are just intellect, but our heartfelt experiences—intelligence—are necessary for true happiness. Therefore, I aim to help you experience your true self and happiness rather than provide information for your conceptual understanding of true happiness.


You will no longer be a fish swimming around the ocean looking for answers but one who experiences true happiness beyond logical and conceptual pursuit.


It’s like the ancient Eastern analogy of the frog’s life. We live in the mind as a tadpole lives in water, and we run around without knowing that there is true happiness—dry land—beyond our mind-created self-image—water. Like the tadpole cannot comprehend dry land, our mind can’t comprehend true happiness. But when a tadpole is transformed into a frog, it knows water is a separate medium that can be used for its benefits. So many inventors, creators, great philosophers, and sages gain this transformation to live blissfully and use their minds to help others effectively. 


Many prominent personalities I am discussing here have expressed their discoveries and transcendence at young ages. So, you can do the same with the experiences you gain from the practices in this book. You will dwell in your noble heart and use your mind to live blissfully. In other words, you will live in your true self while using your fictional character for your and others’ benefit. I sincerely wish to help you with transcendence by using the practices I am introducing throughout this book. 


I welcome you to this expedition, where you can engage your true self to deal with life challenges while experiencing the bliss of being alive—true happiness.
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