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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


INHABITING HEAVEN NOW


Andrea Mathews writes eloquently in her new book Inhabiting Heaven NOW about how we can de-code some of the morals that have been imposed on us throughout history. Spiritual growth is a natural yearning, and this book shows us that we can find our own spiritual strength within, a strength we can call on and rely on no matter what dilemmas come our way. A compelling, and worthwhile read!


Lissa Coffey, author: What’s Your Dharma? Discover the Vedic Way to Your Life’s Purpose


If you are ready to rid yourself of the burdens imposed by the morals and belief structures you inherited from birth, and ditch the fear and hesitation that holds you back, Inhabiting Heaven NOW is your book—a wonderful template for greater joy and fulfillment.


Larry Dossey, MD, Author: REINVENTING MEDICINE and THE POWER OF PREMONITIONS


Andrea Mathews hits the crux of where every human being on the planet must go if their world and the world is to change. Its meaning is crucial to the journey of the soul and the catalyst for becoming sacred spiritual human activists for change.


Simran Singh, Publisher of Award Winning 11:11 Magazine & Syndicated 11:11 Talk Radio Host


Inhabiting Heaven NOW is a thought-provoking book that had me nodding my head and realizing some of my own unconscious habits. Readers will find true freedom in these pages as they uncover and debunk some closely held unconscious beliefs, codes and ways of being. Mathews offers us a new liberating code to live by—one that throws judgment out the window and offers us a vision for embracing our personal power. Her insights into the Bible, “evil,” and the nature of power are edifying and offer much to think about—a great book club pick, since it is ripe for discussions.


Lisa Tener, award winning book coach, www.lisatener.com


Andrea Mathews’s Inhabiting Heaven Now will come to many as a gift. For those who are trapped in feelings of guilt, ought and should—in other words, for most of us—Inhabiting Heaven Now shows a way out of the cul de sac that is our unquenchable moral code.


Most of us live our lives circumscribed by rules: we should not be selfish, we should not sleep around, we should not curse or spit or smoke or dance naked in the square. And because we carry these codes, given us by our parents or religions or society, we suffer. We are not worthy, we are not good enough, unless we ______, well, fill in the blank.


And so we live lives of quiet desperation, caught forever between “I am worthy” and “I am not good enough.”


What Andrea shows, in very readable prose, is that the problem is not us, it’s in our assumption that there is a wrong and a right, that there is a right way to be, if only. The problem is not us, it’s in the very split in how we think: good and evil, right and wrong.


What if, just what if, we are worthy because we are here, she asks? “What if our worthiness does not depend on following or not following the rules? What if, like our pet cat or dog, we are loved and considered beautiful and worthy, because we are, we just are.”


It is the mystic’s journey to which she beckons, the journey within, that is neither good nor evil but beyond that very split. It is to a new kind of life, a new level of living, that she invites and teaches, a level that is large enough to welcome both good and evil, and to be strong enough to naturally tap into that which enhances life, ours and others.


It is to that place inside that, without the cold and lifeless split that is our defined right and wrong, can guide us to do that which is true for us, for others and for the world.


Robert Forman, author of Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up To Be


Inhabiting Heaven Now is a feast for heart, mind, and soul. It shows Andrea Mathews’ signature understanding of how our fears limit our vision and our lives. Her arguments for a more compassionate world—a way to inhabit heaven while still on Earth—are stimulating and compelling. This is a book to read, to reread, to savor and to cherish.


Carol Marleigh Kline, author of Streetwise Spirituality: 28 Days to Inner Fitness and Everyday Enlightenment
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Preface


We formulated our morals based on fear. Fear that the gods would not provide the supplies and safety we needed if we didn’t conform to what we suspected they demanded of us; fear of punitive responses from both the supernatural and the natural world; fear that we might otherwise be considered to be bad people; fear of mystery; fear of death; fear of some kind of retribution after death; fear of fear. And our larger systems—our churches, corporations and governments—need for us to maintain our individual and collective fears because they fear that otherwise there will be anarchy—in other words they (i.e., we) will no longer be able suffer the illusion that they control us.


Having said that, we must be clear that this book is not meant to promote anarchy. Neither is it meant to turn loose the wild wolves of passion upon the stanchions of tradition. Nor is it meant to encourage our seemingly ever-increasing devolution into the abyss of immorality. Rather this book is meant to assist us in looking beyond morality for spirituality.


Most of us are ill-informed about the tenets of the dogma, creed or philosophy to which we ascribe. However, we do assert a certain knowledge about what is good and what is bad. But we didn’t get that knowledge from our dogma, creed or philosophy—that came later. We originally got it from our upbringing in our families-of-origin and our particular culture. Though we tend to think of these mores as morals, they are definitely relative to the family and culture from which we hail. They are programmed into our psyches based on the seriousness of the consequences listed or received for not following them. For many of us, attachment to these mores was the same as attachment to our families-of-origin, ergo our very survival seemed to be hanging in the balance. In other words, we were programmed by fear to respond to these mores as if they were morals. This book will call these mores, turned morals, codes, and we will spend a bit of time discussing the process of both their development and their impact on us.


The most important part of this book, however, will not be found in the arguments about our morals. Instead it will be found in the explorations of our essence as human beings hungry for a deeper meaning, a more powerful connection, and a wider expression of both. And it is all too often that we are deprived of these because of our attachment to morals. Indeed, our attachment to morality, as a way of explaining our suffering, not only describes how we should live in this life, but it describes the literal place of heaven. And as a result not only is our worldview skewed along these lines, but our notion of what is true and false for the soul is likewise skewed along these same lines of a great battle between so-called good and evil. Inhabiting Heaven NOW offers a new paradigm, one in which we move beyond the constraints of this monumental battle to find ourselves—in fact, to find the divine in ourselves.










Introduction


Not a single day goes by in my practice as a clinician, or in my world as a writer, speaker and radio host, in which I do not encounter someone who is stuck in both the miasma and the quicksand of a moral dilemma. This, however, is not because it is right to be so stuck—though that is what most traditionalists will tell us. This is because we have come to believe more in our morals than we believe in ourselves.


But even making such a bold statement raises the hackles on the necks of traditionalists from all faiths, creeds, dogmas and philosophies, for we fear that if we drop morals, then planet earth will go to hell in one enormous apocalyptic explosion of total immorality. We trust our morals to keep that from happening. And we are certain that without them that is exactly what will happen.


Worse than that, however, is the fact that because we trust in morals, we don’t trust in our inner and divine essence to lead and guide us. We don’t even trust love to guide us, because, you know, love can be tainted with all kinds of loyalties that may or may not be right. No, better stick with the rules.


So, when I encounter these persons who have come to me for help with what they think are their moral dilemmas, I’m continually frustrated by the fact that in order for them to reach into the realms in which they will find their own answers, they will have to find a way to get past the sticky, gummy, hot asphalt of morality paving their own personal narrow road to hell. But you just can’t talk about getting past morals, without people thinking that you are coming all too close to the edge of blasphemy—and they don’t want to be in the room when the lightning strikes.


Søren Kierkegaard was able to get away with it in his famous book Either/Or in which he says:




My either/or does not in the first instance denote the choice between good and evil, it denotes the choice whereby one chooses good and evil/or excludes them (Kierkegaard 1992, 486).





But it took him 633 pages to do it. We are not going to go that long. But we are going to be talking not only about excluding them—good and evil, that is—but also about what we do with ourselves once they have been excluded. Byron Katie asks the question: Who would you be without your story? I’m going to take that one more step and ask: Who would you be without your morals?


That’s a scary question for many to ask, and scarier still to answer, for at base we fear that without our morals we would all be sociopathic serial killers. But would we? Or, is it possible that we can find something deeper than morals within us, deeper than the codes to which we conform our behavior or rebel against, deeper than our dependency on the so-called battle between good and evil to define us. What if, in fact, that is exactly what Jesus, Buddha, Krishna and some of the other great Master-Teachers were trying to tell us? What if…we have it all wrong?


Truth is, our dependence on morals, on defining ourselves by the supernatural and unnatural battle between good and evil, will keep us from even asking these questions. Why? Because we live our lives and orchestrate our movements based almost entirely on fear. And so it is perilous, indeed, to put such a deep crack in the terra firma on which we walk based on morals, which seem to protect us from our fears. What will we do? Will we just fall for eternity into the airless air between us and the next planet down the Milky Way? Where will we lay our heads at night if we can’t look back over our days and determine our worth by our good and bad deeds? These are our fears. And they dictate our willingness to ask these questions.


So, how did I get to be so brave? Well it’s not because I’m some superhero who has come to save you from the traps of unconscious moral meandering. Nor is it because I’m the next Anti-Christ come to steal your soul and fling it down into hell—simply so that I won’t be alone down there. It’s because there is nothing to fear. It is extremely difficult for most of us, however, to wrap our minds around that concept and so most of us don’t even try. Rather we imagine that living a moral life will remove mystery from life and eventually get us to a place in which we will finally find some peace.


But it is in the midst of the mystic’s journey that we come to realize both mystery and a concomitant experience of peace. Most of us, however, are frightened of mystery, for our biggest fear is of the unknown. We go to all kinds of lengths to convince ourselves that we know things we don’t really know at all, simply because to not know is so uncomfortably frightening. One of the things we think we know is that there is this enormous historic and futuristic battle between good and evil. Even many who are atheist or agnostic believe in some kind of battle between morality and immorality. But when we look for true spirituality, we won’t find it in morals, and we won’t find it in fear—we will find it in the mystical alliance between mystery and truth, an alliance which has nothing to do with a historic and/or futuristic battle between good and evil. What changes in these mystic encounters isn’t a heart and mind that turns from evil to goodness. These encounters offer to an open heart a depth awareness of the divine within humanity.


Just so, our journey here will be all about revelation, realization and mystery. It will provide, for those who wish it, an open door to walk through, to explore the mysterious realms of life beyond duality and its subject, morality. You should read this book with a notebook beside you, so that you can jot down significant thoughts and ponder them later. Go slow; take your time to really contemplate what you are reading. You may find that you need to argue with some of the ideas presented. Do that. Argue with pen and paper in your hands, so that as you argue, you don’t just cave to your resistance to mystery. Rather you argue from both sides, comparing and contrasting. This arguing will be largely intellectual, and so it cannot bring you to the ultimate conclusion, but it is part of the process, so go with it. But as you are so called from deep within you, please also sit quietly and just be. For it is in being still that we come to know.


God speed.










1


Worthy


We live our lives in spaces, circumscribed by rules. Those rules are either passed down to us, or we make them up as we go. Or, we paint our circles with an odd mixture of both. But rules are rules and they are followed. Even if the rule is that we should break all the rules—that’s the rule, and it will be followed. And so we build for ourselves a labyrinth within which we walk our lives. Do we pray as we go? Some do, some don’t. Do we solemnly seek the center? Some do, some don’t. Do we run into others coming back from the center as we go? Sometimes the empty spaces around a corner fogs into the breath of another, sometimes not. Sometimes we walk alone. But we walk, always within the outer circle circumscribed by the rules of our lives.


Why do we do this? Because in this way we divine our worth. Even if our worth is measured by the number of rules we’ve broken, still it is our worth. Why do we need to divine our worth? Now that, that is the question. Why is it that we need to find ourselves worthy? What is it about life on planet earth that makes us believe that we have to feel worthy? And on the flip side of that, why is it that when we don’t feel worthy, we feel ashamed.


The interesting thing about this constant measuring of ourselves is that it isn’t based in a search for truth so much as it is based in a need for measurement. And even more interesting is the fact that the need for measurement is based in a need for rules, for the rules assure us that we have something against which to measure ourselves. In other words, whether we know it or not, whether we’d like to admit it or not, we measure ourselves because we have rules by which to measure ourselves. And we have rules because we need to measure ourselves.


And as far as I can tell, we are the only creatures on earth who do that. There are many who would say that this means that we are more evolved than the “lower” creatures—the animals and, the lowest of all created life—earth’s vegetation and elements. I wonder about that, for as far as I can see into the stillness found in the absolute life energy of earth’s vegetation and elements—earth, water, air and fire—there doesn’t seem to be any misery. And I often wonder how much better animals would fare if we’d just leave them alone.


Much of our suffering is related to this sense that we are not worthy unless we ____. Fill in the blank. Our worthiness is not, however, just related to our deeds or even our thoughts. It is quite often related to what we have, or even what others think of us. But in all of that, there are rules. Rules that must be followed to gain our worthiness or gain it back.


Later we’ll explore how this came to be, but for now, what we need to know is that we have decided to stand in the middle of a chalk circle that we ourselves have drawn. Many will say that we didn’t draw the circle, God did. And we’ll talk more about that later too, but for now, let’s just say that since religion is manmade, it assumes, based upon its beliefs, what God did and didn’t do. Spirituality and religion are two different things. Spirituality listens to the divine, while religion defines the divine. So, for now, let’s suspend the argument about how it came to be, and let’s just talk about worthiness and shame.


How does one know that one is worthy? Well, most of us would say that if a man knows he is worthy, he’s probably also narcissistic and arrogant. In this paradigm, one should always strive for worthiness, but never attain it, for the minute he attains it, he is no longer worthy. How does one know that one is unworthy? Now, that’s a whole lot easier to answer. One can feel a deep sense of shame about certain areas of life, certain times of life, or certain behaviors or thoughts. And the minute one begins to feel ashamed, one is just that much closer to worthiness, for one who has no sense that he ought to feel ashamed, is truly unworthy.


If you just got through that last paragraph, you already know how convoluted and impossible is our journey to worthiness. In fact, this entire paradigm is one huge double-bind. What is a double-bind? It is a conundrum in which we are damned if we do and damned if we don’t. Imagine being told that you must eat your soup or be severely punished, but the minute you pick up your spoon to eat, you are told that if you eat that soup you will get very sick. That’s a double bind. The only decision left to you is which is the lesser punishment.


Abusive parents put their children in double-binds frequently. “Tell me the truth, or I’m going to slap your fanny up around your ears!” So, the child figures she’d best tell the truth. But when she does, she is slapped around for the truth she just told. And frequently putting children in double-binds like this can be severely wounding to a child, creating a platform of anxiety from which s/he may live for many years thereafter. In fact, once upon a time, it was thought that such double-binds were the cause of Schizophrenia. That theory has since gone the way of all bad theories, but the fact that double-binds were once connected to the most severe form of mental illness is telling.


And we are in just such a bind with regard to our worthiness. We can’t be worthy without being arrogant, and we can’t be unworthy without being ashamed. Most of us cope with this double-bind by landing somewhere in the middle. We make rules for ourselves that circumscribe our behavior and thoughts to fit into the middle ground. We don’t want to be too holy, and we don’t want to be too bad. Therefore, we get just enough religion to feel okay about ourselves and just enough badness to make sure we are not too holy. We’re now average—even “normal.” And because we have found a safe middle ground on which to live, we don’t really have to think too much about whether or not any of this makes sense at all.


And thus we live our lives of quiet desperation meandering somewhere between worthiness and unworthiness. But when it comes to both the small and the large choices of our lives, our sense of ourselves as either worthy or unworthy will come up again. And when it does, we will again measure ourselves against our rules.


I see this all of the time in my psychotherapy practice. When a client says, “I mean I guess I’m an okay person and all…” and they look up at me from the usual position of downturned eyes, and add “I mean, I do take care of my kids and my spouse and I pay my bills on time and I work hard.” The measurement has been made according to the rules. But there are rules that have also been disobeyed along the way, and it is those that hold the most weight, for if I ask this same person what it is that makes her ponder her worth in this way, she will give me a very definitive answer: “When I was twenty-one I had an abortion.” Or, “when I was nineteen my boyfriend broke up with me and I started using cocaine.” Or, “I used to sleep around.” The list of broken rules lay like dead bodies across a battlefield as she tops the hill and looks back over her life. And the truth is, no amount of measured and so-called goodness will ever bring those bodies back to life or compensate for the loss of worth.


Sometimes the so-called bad deeds were not really even bad at all, by any standard, except the internalization of someone else’s bad deeds. Childhood survivors of sexual trauma, for example, often internalize the badness of their perpetrator, particularly when he or she is a loved one, because that is the only way they can believe that they will be okay. If they can absorb the guilt and shame and try really, really hard to be good, maybe the perpetrator will magically stop—or become the fantasized image the child longs for.


Or, in other cases there is an imagined should. Someone dies at the wheel in an auto accident and the passenger assumes the guilt based on the measurable standard “if only I had been driving.” That standard assumes that he should have been the one to die. A parent loses a child, and assumes the guilt just by the fact of parenthood. Somehow the child should have been protected by the parent even if the child died of leukemia.


There simply is not enough good in the world to compensate for this sense of unworthiness. It wins every time. Trump card played. Game over. Why is this so? Because we believe so much more in our unworthiness than we do our worthiness. And why is that so? Because we have determined that there are no perfect people and anyone who thinks he has arrived at some sense of worthiness must think that he is better than everyone else. Ergo, he is all the more unworthy. There is just no way around it. We are damned if we do, and damned if we don’t.


But religion does tell us that there are some ways around it. In some religions we can strive to always live a moral and compassionate life, which in the very striving makes us somehow worthier. In others, our sins can be forgiven by the sacrificial blood of a god-man, who died just for the purpose of washing us clean. But even after the forgiveness of sins there is a perpetual measuring that must be done to be certain that one is living according to the rules one adopted when one was “saved by the blood.” In every case, however, we come back down to these rules and this measuring. And worthiness becomes a goal to attain, somewhere further and further off in the distance—a glimmer of a horizon at which we simply shall not ever arrive.


Until we die. We die and arrive in heaven where we are free from our earthly immoral deeds and we can go forward to live forever in the sated bliss of ultimate goodness. That is, unless of course, we go to hell, where we will be eternally punished for our sins by absolute separation from the divine. Just an aside here, but are we saying, through this concept of hell, that while here on earth we are only partially separated from the divine? The other punitive option, of course, is that we could go to another life where we will have to live out the karmic punishment for our sins in the previous life. So, I guess, after all is said and done, we don’t really even get rid of our dualistic thinking after we die—at least according to most religions—because heaven is ultimate goodness, and hell is ultimate punishment for badness, and karma, as we have defined it, is punishment or reward for our bad or good deeds.


But, we say, how else would we live here on a planet on which we bump into each other daily, if we have no rules by which to abide? I would argue that our rules, the ones we actually live by, have nothing to do with the organizational efforts we might have to make to live on the planet without walking over each other. Red lights and stop signs have nothing to do with our worth, unless we make them into moral obligations. We might need to organize our efforts and our pathways in order to live together here, but that is not what happens. We don’t just organize, we moralize. We make what we do into wrongs and rights. We say that when a man runs a red light that he has been wrong to do so. Further, the only reason that he should be punished with a fine is to teach him a lesson, so that he won’t do that wrong deed again. He’s not been poorly organized or poorly attached to a system that requires his compliance. No. He’s been wrong.


What we don’t realize in all of our assumptions of wrong and right, is that these assumptions keep us at the shallow end of the pool when it comes to living a life of meaning and fulfillment. So let’s take, for example, the most heinous of all wrongs, the murder of another. We generally say that a person who has murdered another is bad or even evil. Then we shake our heads in despair, and promptly dust our hands of it. We can clearly see the pain of the family members of the victim and our compassion reaches out to them. But when it comes to thinking about the crime itself, we can stop any further exploration, by simply saying that the perpetrator is evil. We don’t have to consider his desperation, his narcissistic wounds that blinded him to the pain of others, his bully or bad-guy identity or anything else. And we, as individuals and as a society, are relieved of the responsibility of solving the problem. Just throw the thug in jail and be done with it. In fact, we are so certain that it is right to do this, that those who wish to consider what might be going on in the mind and heart of the murderer are considered to be “bleeding heart liberals” who only wish to let the devil out on the people yet again. In fact, though there are some ultra-sympathizers who think that no one should have to suffer for their crimes, most “bleeding hearts” would simply like the opportunity to understand it all better—without letting anyone out of jail.


Bottom line, wrapping up these things in the old newspapers of morality, does not take care of the stink of these ancient problems. In fact, after a while, that rot just begins to smell worse. Our jails are overflowing, the drug and alcohol problem continues to escalate and we split off more and more from other members of our world, even in terms of the bad or good sides of town. Now we should be clear here, that I’m not making any suggestions that we should all move in with a gang member, but I do want us to be fair about what is going on at the level of psychology and spirituality, for as we project more and more of our notions about evil onto the bad sides of town or those people we split ourselves off more and more from the Self.


Like any other polarization, the notion of evil lives forever in the polar regions of our minds, because we have sent it there, and there it must stay, for our greatest fear is that we ourselves are evil. And so it is that we polarize people who seem to represent that evil for us—we throw them in jail. Again, I’m not suggesting that people who have been identified as bullies, even to the extreme of becoming murderers, rapists and serial killers, should be allowed to live within a society filled with potential victims. I’m not advocating that we set all of our prisoners free. I’m simply suggesting that perhaps the polarization of good and evil is much more of the problem than we think. But most of us, perhaps even many who are reading this right now, would like to stop right here and have an argument about what we should be doing about these horrible people—should we kill them all, should we give all the sexual predators saltpeter for the rest of their lives, should we castrate them, should we send them all to Siberia? Or perhaps all those bleeding heart liberals have some other better suggestion—and off we go, forgetting that there is a psychology and a deeper spirituality behind it all.


So, let’s pause from the distracting global arguments for just a few minutes. We’ll even swallow the keys to our prison systems so that we can give ourselves space to consider how it is that people become so horrible, and in turn begin to consider our own identifications and our own reactions to those of others. Let’s explore one example of how a person might become “so horrible.”


If, as a young and susceptible child, I am perpetually told, either subtly or overtly, that I am bad, because my parent is either unwilling or incapable of spending the time it takes to really teach me to look in the mirror long enough to see self-love, then I might just grow up feeling that if I don’t call myself bad, I don’t exist at all. When I look in the mirror of their emotional neglect I see that I don’t really exist. Or, I can look in the one that says I’m bad. So, I’m most likely to choose the bad one, and use it to prove my existence. In fact, I’m going to be inclined to think that I don’t exist unless I’m bad. Ergo, every time I feel that my existence is in question, I’ll be triggered to do something bad to prove that I do exist. Therefore, as I grow up, being ignored is going to be a trigger for my bad behavior. And the more ignored or unnoticed I feel, the worse my behavior is going to have to get. This particular dynamic response to childhood mirroring might even explain why it is that the sociopathic serial killer typically wants enormous attention from the media.


So, the problem here is not that I’m really bad, but that being bad has become my way of surviving a sense of non-existence. And if being bad were not an option presented to me in the mirror of my parents’ reactions to me then I wouldn’t be able to identify with it. Here we have reached the proverbial chicken and egg question. I say the chicken. The polarization of good and bad—a paradigm from which we all live—is the penultimate origin of our chosen method of survival. If this concept were not constantly swirling around in the air in our homes and if it were not a primary, even intrinsic part of the relationship children have with their parents, children wouldn’t be able to identify with either good or bad.


Another example can be found in the children, born with a gift/curse for empathy. Many of these children happened to fall down the chimneys of parents who cannot admit to wrong, or feel their own emotions. These parents tend to project all of their own wrongness onto their children. Some of the children who come from this household are going to become black sheep—so that they live out all of the wrongs their parents would never allow themselves to live out, though they can allow it to be projected onto their children so that their children can live it out vicariously for them. These children, like the bad kids from the previous paragraph, will have to do more and more wrong, but for a different reason. These children need to stay connected to their parents—and the only way they can do that is to continue to absorb the bad stuff their parents don’t want to recognize in themselves. Even if the only relationship they can have with their parents is one of constant blame and criticism, and even if they have to eventually stay far away from their parents, the magical thinking that makes them bad, still makes them believe that they are somehow doing their parents a big favor.


Some children equally blessed/cursed with the gift of empathy are going to absorb a sense of badness, wrongness, illegitimacy so that they go around doing good deeds in order to prove their worth. These children will learn to be people pleasers, so that they consistently intuit what their parents and others need from them and deliver it before they are even asked. They may even appear to be much more adult then their adult parents. They’ll be able to feel emotions the parents are unwilling to feel, because their parents subtly insist that they carry these emotions for them. But they are also often caught in a double bind, because the same parents who insist that they carry the emotions, also mock them for being “too emotional,” or “too sensitive.” But if you look at these children now grown to adulthood, you would say, “That’s a truly good person.” They follow all the rules. They know when to appear compassionate, when to be silent, when to say and do all of the correct socially expected behaviors and they are always about the business of taking care of others. Good people. But inside they are anxious, literally driven by guilt and dragging around a ball and chain of resentment. And they typically haven’t a clue about who they really are. This goodness seems more like an affliction than anything else.


But most of us can also recall having met or heard about at least one person who represents genuine goodness. These are truly compassionate and genuinely open, generous and honest people. No one would argue that they are not truly good, right? Well, if you wish to give it a polarized label, I guess so. But wouldn’t it be closer to the truth to call them real people?


Of course, these are just a few of the ways that these masks and costumes are put on for survival, but generally speaking, the way these two different identities, the bad kid and the good kid, got to be so different is that they identified with one or the other side of the polarization between good and evil. They didn’t come to these identities without looking in the mirrors provided for them by even well-intended parents, who are so wrapped up in this polarization themselves that they passed it on and off to their children. And the hardest part about all of this is that all this passing around of stuff is done under the table. It’s done unconsciously, so that neither the sender nor the receiver knows that it is being done. Sometimes these families end up in therapy and can begin to come to terms with what’s going on in the entire system, rather than just blaming the bad kid and praising the good kid. But I often wonder about the extensions of family systems. How does the family system fit into the wider system of culture, and that into the still wider system of society, and that into the still wider system of nation and then world? What would it be like, I sometimes wonder, to get the whole world into a therapy session and find out about the roles or masks and costumes used, and the groups of people onto whom we project good or evil?


This whole battle between good and bad turns out to be an illusion when we get right down to it. For who defines good? And who defines evil? If it is religion, we’d have to ask which religion. Osama Bin Laden thought it was a good thing to train his allegiants to commit suicide while crashing their planes into the Trade Towers and the Pentagon. And his allegiants believed in their own good deed so much that they were actually willing to die for it—while killing many others. His and their interpretation of their religion led them to believe that this was the only right thing to do. Many others disagree. Looking at this from an historical perspective, but a few centuries back and largely covered up by Christian historians, blood ran in some of the European city streets as thousands of so-called heretics were murdered because they believed in such concepts as divinization and reincarnation. And only three hundred years ago, so-called witches were murdered because they used herbs to help their friends and loved ones heal. And these murders were considered to be good deeds.


So, what is good and what is bad? Only your rules know for sure. And yet, we live in a kind of socially acceptable haze of discontent in which we seem to be trying to heave the collective bolder of goodness up the hill, only to arrive at the top to see it roll back down picking up steam at every bump in the road. We secret away our bad deeds as a general approach to the whole thing. We say, “Everyone has got something hidden in their closets.” But the average Joe, trying hard not to be too holy or too bad, isn’t even going to consider cleaning out those closets for fear of what might be found there.


We live out our power trips, our manipulations and our social graces all in the name of being a good person without ever wondering why it is that at the upper echelons of the political world, such power trips, manipulations and social graces seem to be so evil. And throughout all of this, we’ve not yet stopped to ask ourselves about anything that looks like truth. In fact, many of us even hesitate to use the word—except when we are defending a lie.


Now, I didn’t say all of that to preach about how we are all going to hell in a hand-basket. I said all of that to say this: Until we get past good and evil, we are not going to be able to find out who we are, and if we can’t find out who we are, how the hell do we expect to find out who or what is this sense of reality we call God? How will we ever get genuinely close to the divine, if we can’t even get close to ourselves? And we can’t know who we are until we can quit asking ourselves if we are worthy. And we won’t be able to stop asking ourselves whether or not we are worthy until we can get rid of the measuring stick.


What if, just what if we are worthy because we are here? What if our worthiness does not depend on following or not following the rules? What if, like our pet cat or dog, we are loved and considered beautiful and worthy, because we are, we just are. We are so used to thinking of all of the bits and pieces of the universe as suppliant to humanity. The flower is only worth something if it serves humanity in some way. The tree only has value to the degree that it provides for us. The mountain is there for us to climb, the ocean for us to swim, and the air for us to breathe.


But what if our image of ourselves is skewed along the lines of our own self-importance because to think otherwise opens us to the mysteries of existence? We do fear a mystery don’t we? We want to know. We want to be certain. We want answers. And we want the answers to appear in a form we can understand, as in, physical matter, so that if the answer isn’t physical, well then, it isn’t really an answer at all.


Our scientists look for empirical data. The very definition of empiricism implies physicality. If we can’t see it, touch it, taste it, smell it, or hear it, we can’t be certain that it is real at all. But this of course leaves out all of the other senses. Intuition is one of those invisible senses that science is only now on the very fringes of accepting, though humanity has known of it for as long as we have existed. But there are other senses that don’t even as yet have a name, like that humming sensation that one gets when one has tapped into the deepest roots of oneself. Like that feeling of connection, of inner knowing, that comes about, not as a result of intuition, but as a result of sitting in a room all by oneself and just being.


But we want the kind of knowing we can present to our physical form. Why? Because mystery makes us uncomfortable at best and downright terrified at worst. The very mystery of our own existence is the most uncomfortable of all. So rather than sit with that mystery and just enjoy our own beingness, we try to define it, label it, decide on its value and ultimately find ourselves unworthy.


What if we are wrong? What if for centuries we’ve perpetuated a myth upon ourselves that can only be demystified by telling ourselves the truth? And what if the truth is that we are already worthy? And what if realizing that is what allows us to stop acting as if it isn’t so?
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Living by the Code


We have game nights at my house. We pick a night, invite a few friends over and play dominoes and laugh, drink, cuss and smoke and generally have a gay old time. It all ends at one or two in the morning and we are all refreshed. On occasion, we’ve run into a player or two, who is just a little too competitive to really enjoy the game or, for that matter, anything else about the evening. One of these, who no longer attends our little parties, would quite often become agitated and very vocal about it, when the rules of our little game seemed to be making her lose that game. And she would say, “That’s not how my family plays it.” We would laugh and make a decision that basically said we weren’t changing the rules for her, and get on with the game. So, now whenever one of us is losing and finds fault with the way we are playing, we laugh again in sardonic glee as we say, “That’s not how my family plays it!”


These are the codes. They basically allow us to fit into a system. They allow us to be a family with other members of humanity. We live by the code because that’s the code that our family taught us—whether that family is a literal family or a bunch of gang members, military men or corporate officers. And there’s a code for everything.


Several years ago, I worked in an Alcohol and Drug Treatment Center with hard-core addicts and alcoholics who had previously lived largely on the streets. I learned so much from these wonderful people. And one of the things that I learned was that there is a “Code of the Streets.” And one of the most basic rules that inhabits this code is the idea that “the snitch is the bitch.” This code meant that if someone in the treatment center had found a way to sneak drugs into his room, even if it meant that everyone else in the room had to white-knuckle their way through rehab to avoid using the substance that was being placed right under their noses by their indifferent roommate, they would do it and do it proud—for they were not about to disobey the code. In fact, the more they had to suffer for the code, the better they felt about themselves. Typically, this meant that the addict, who was white-knuckling through, would ultimately relapse, perhaps even relapse in a very dangerous way. But that was okay, because he didn’t snitch—and that was really all that mattered. He measured his worth by whether or not he followed the code of the street—even when he was trying to get a life off of the street.


What I found to be even more confounding was the fact that even if he hated his roommate, very often he would still not inform staff that his roommate was using. Occasionally, a code would fall into dust as the snitch finally caved to his hatred. But this was the exception, not the rule. The rule was nobody wanted to be a snitch. That was the Code and they lived by it.


Of course, as they worked the program of recovery, they began to understand that the Code of the Street was going to have to change to the Code of Recovery, if they were going to survive their addiction. And so I learned that this switching of codes was the very essence of survival, for to live without a code would have been tantamount to being utterly lost—which would have meant relapse. Part of the surrender necessary to the Twelve-Step Program of Recovery is a surrender to a new code, a code that says that the recovering person must put recovery before everything else. With this new code he was to work a “selfish-program,” in complete opposition to the notion that he should give up recovery for his brother of the street, avoiding snitching at the cost of his own recovery.


And this is how it is for most of us. Whatever code will enable us to survive—in whatever terms we place our survival—that is the code we will use. Whether our survival depends on avoiding abandonment or perceived abandonment by our parents or primary caregivers; whether it depends on using drugs to avoid the painful memories of some trauma or using them to fit in with other adolescents; whether we think our survival depends on harming others before they can harm us, or we think it depends on striving to be good; whatever our survival depends upon, from that we will develop a code of behavior—usually assigned to us under the table by family. And incremental to this code of behavior is the idea that this code will somehow make us worthy.


And it is this feeling of worthiness we glimpse that makes us believe that we have a right to stay here on this planet. In fact, very often those who have survived an attempted suicide will tell us that it was shame, or the opposite of worthiness, that drove them to attempt to take their own lives. Shame convinces us that we deserve to be punished, even executed for the crime of feeling ashamed. Whatever accoutrements of bad deeds or thoughts to which we attach that feeling of shame, it is the feeling that ultimately makes the decision for us to suicide. We could have gone on for years doing those same exact deeds but until the shame takes over, we don’t usually kill ourselves. And the feeling takes charge because the largest code of social order tells us that shame means something. It means that we are bad and deserve to be punished.


And this entire circular mind game comes about as a result of our need to obey the code, so if we are going to raise our consciousness about how, when, where and why we are simply following a code rather than being authentic, we need to come to grips with some of these codes.


Code: Don’t Be Selfish


From our earliest encounters with other similarly aged toddlers we have been taught to share. And when we didn’t share we were told, either subtly or overtly, that we were being selfish. And we intuited, from the expressions of our caregivers or teachers and from the very air around us, that being selfish was a very low form of bad. From there we have added a long list of behaviors to which we can ascribe that tell us that we are being selfish. In fact, that list has grown to even include such things as “thinking about yourself.” And now, it is not just sharing or not sharing that is at issue, but the notion of selfishness has been equated with a whole identity. A person is either selfish, or he is not. His words, actions and thoughts will define, not just his words, actions and thoughts, but his entire being!


So, if we are to overcome this potentiality, we have to set about the business of obeying the code. We will need to prove in every action, word and deed that we are not being selfish. And if we catch ourselves infringing upon the boundaries of this code even slightly, we will need to compensate for our infringement in some way. Southern women in particular seem to compensate by including a disclaimer on all statements they consider to be selfish. It goes something like this: “That Sally, she can really be a pain! That’s an awful thing to say, isn’t it?” Or, “This is selfish I know, but I wish she would just do her own job instead of trying always to get me to do it for her.” What is meant by the disclaimer is this: “I know I’m really thinking only of myself here, but if I ask for external approval then I won’t have to know I’m being selfish.” No genuine observation or discernment can be made; no legitimate expression of concern for self can be given without that disclaimer.


Quite often I have clients, male and female, who think that they are honoring this code by inserting disclaimers in front of every self-description: “I know I shouldn’t say this, but sometimes I think maybe I’ve got a talent for that.” Or, “It’s wrong to think this way, I know, but I just feel like I’m always doing for everyone else and no one is ever even thinking of me.” Sometimes, they even whisper!


According to the code, we are simply not allowed to think of ourselves. Any thought, however slight, however genuine, however observatory or discerning, that either honors the self and its needs or honestly discerns the motivation behind another’s behavior is considered to be selfish. And because it is selfish, regardless of its merit, that thought is disavowed right after it comes out of the mouth simply because to believe it would mean the believer should outright identify as selfish. This is one of the many reasons we don’t trust our own intuition—because to do so might mean we are picking up on information about others that would automatically identify us as selfish people.


When my son had his ninth birthday, his sister was only six. And as he was opening his presents, she sat on the floor beside him and attempted to pick up and play with the toys he’d just opened, which, of course, displeased him—a message he rapidly conveyed. She got up, ran out of the room and dashed down the hallway throwing herself in agony on her bed. Sensing a disturbance greater than the event, I followed her howls and sat down on the bed beside her to ask what was bothering her. She sat up abruptly and said, “Mama, if he doesn’t share, he is going to go to HELL!” Anger surged through me immediately as I wanted to know who was telling my six-year-old daughter that a child would go to hell for not sharing. So, I asked first who told her that. She answered with the name of her Sunday-school teacher. I calmed myself and my thinking and said, “What was going on in the room just before she told you that?” She answered that the children were fighting and not sharing. I said, “Do you think maybe it’s possible that she was just saying that to get you guys to stop fighting and share?” She looked at me, stunned, and said, “Yeah, that’s what she was doing!” as if she’d just discovered the light bulb, and ran back out of the room and sat down next to her brother again. I informed her that since this was her brother’s birthday, these particular toys were going to feel really special to him for a while but that if she waited a little bit I was sure that he would share with her. And a few moments later he willingly and easily shared one of the toys in which he was less interested.


Going to hell and selfishness seem to go hand-in-hand, simply because once one has done something considered to be selfish, his entire identity is now called into question. Will this child grow up to be selfish? Unless we teach him to share, he just might. I’ve literally seen parents snatch a toy out of a child’s unopened hands and give it to another child in order to “teach her to share.” But how does a child learn to share by having her toys snatched from her by an adult? Typically, adults who do this are mostly worried about what others will think of them, as parents, if they raise a selfish child who doesn’t share.


Fast-forward to adulthood, and we find these children trying desperately to please others—and calling this selflessness. And so it is that we’ve come to see selflessness as the opposite of selfish. Persons who are selfless are supremely good people. They give of themselves without any thought of their own needs or desires. This makes them exceptional when it comes to obedience to the code.


According to the code, selflessness means that you always put others first. When I was a teenager attending church, the code taught me that the way to have joy was to organize my life this way:




J-Jesus 
O-others


Y-you





Jesus was to come first, others second and yourself last. But here’s the thing. If I’m doing this to get joy, then I must be first—I mean the goal here is joy, right? My joy?


This idea that we can put something or someone first in our lives is a psychic joke we are playing on ourselves. How does one absent one’s self in order to put something or someone else ahead of it? Now you might say that I’m taking the idea of putting others first way too literally. But if you ask people how they put others first, this is actually what they describe. They try to ignore their own desires, needs and impulses and consider only the desires, needs, impulses of others.


So, when people decide to put others first in their lives, they are also deciding to repress their own genuine desires, needs and impulses. What will happen to these repressed energies over time? They will not just go into the unconscious and sit there hidden away forever. No. They are energies and energy is active. Active energy doesn’t just sit. It acts. Therefore, just like any other repressed energy, these very powerful and important indicators of our very real and rich authenticity will find a way to make themselves known. But if we are repressing them every time they try to come back up, then they will have to find some other path into conscious awareness. Therefore, repressed desires will often come up in the form of envy or jealousy. Repressed needs will come up in the form of hunger, longing, loneliness or emptiness. Repressed impulses will act, and think later. And if all of these backdoor attempts to be activated fail to garner the attention of the repressor, then eventually bitterness and/or depression sets in.


So, are we selfless or are we bitter, envious, jealous and acting in ways that we ourselves don’t even understand? From an external perspective—the image we present to the world—we may be selfless, but what is really going on inside? See, this idea of selflessness goes hand-in-hand with another faulty premise called sacrifice. According to the code, people who are selfless sacrifice, and people who don’t sacrifice are selfish. But again, with this concept of sacrifice, we are playing a psychic joke on ourselves.


Sacrifice is considered to be the noblest of all possible actions. But in fact, it is an utter impossibility. No one sacrifices. Ever. Either we give a gift out of our passion or compassion to give it—which means it’s not a sacrifice at all, but a joyful gift. Or, we trade. Trades work like this: Wife sacrifices her dream of moving to New York and getting a high-powered job in a publishing company, for the husband who wishes to work in Boston at his own high-powered job at a utility company. She loves him, after all, and sacrifice is a part of marriage, right? Fast-forward a few years, and we’ll see that she is waiting her turn. She is feeling more and more resentful over time and reminds him occasionally and often in the middle of a fight, that he owes her. Isn’t it her turn yet?


Many will say, “Oh, I don’t mind,” when discussing the sacrifice they’ve made. “I don’t mind helping her, it’s just that she’s so negative.” Or, “He really needs me, so I don’t mind helping.” When my clients say this, it is often in defense of their own actions. They are doing something that takes a lot of time and energy and if I ask them whether or not this is something they want to continue to do, they often answer with, “Oh, I don’t mind.” I’ve asked a few folks what that phrase means, and mostly they answer, that they can tolerate it okay, and on a few occasions they mean that they actually like doing it a little bit. But when I ask “If you had a choice, would you keep doing it?” they often answer again with “Oh, I don’t mind.” So, generally I have to say, “Let’s pretend that you are not allowed to use that phrase for just a few minutes. If you had a choice, would you keep doing it?” They often answer, “If there was something else more fun to do, I’d do it.” And then, after a reflective pause, they say, “But I’d probably feel guilty.”


Ah! Now we get down to it. The game called sacrifice is a way of forestalling the inevitable feeling of guilt. Guilt, the blackmailer. The blackmailer says: “If you do this thing I want you to do, then I won’t have to make you feel so awful later.” If you keep taking care of Mary, then you won’t feel guilty later. So, you keep taking care of Mary and we’ll come back to guilt in just a few minutes, for it has its very own code.


The truth is that the only applicable use for the term selfish is manipulative. If I want you to do something that you don’t want to do, and I accuse you of being selfish if you don’t do it, then you are much more likely to do it—especially if you are one who is fiercely loyal to the code. The term, used as a pejorative, informs its victim that he is unworthy or will be if he doesn’t do the thing desired by the applier of the term.


Any other use of the term is unfounded—as if manipulation were founded. We cannot put others first or second or third, because there is no first, second or third in the human psyche. It isn’t true that when we do something for ourselves we are selfish, any more than it is true that when we do something for others we are unselfish. When we genuinely do something for ourselves, we are showing a kindness to the self. If we do it from obligation or duty, it’s just another way of repressing genuineness. If we genuinely do something for others, we are showing a kindness to others—unless we are doing it out of duty or obligation, guilt or fear of being called selfish. In those cases, there is no kindness delivered, regardless of the deed.


Kindness and compassion are motivated from an authentic heart. They are not motivated by guilt, by a fear of having to identify as selfish, or by obligation or duty. Whether that kindness or compassion is delivered to the self or to another, it is no less kindness and compassion. The self and the other are equal in terms of the need and desire to live a fulfilled and happy life. Other is not more important than self and self is not more important than other.


However, it should be noted, that one can do things for the self that one cannot do for others. For example, one cannot motivate others. All motivation is self-motivation. One cannot heal others. All healing is self-healing. One cannot make others feel better. Each individual’s feelings are owned and chosen by the individual. However, one can do all of these things for the self. I can motivate myself, heal myself and make myself feel better. I can choose to live my life a certain way, and I can chose to access, accept and receive deeper aspects of myself creating greater meaning in my life. But I cannot make these same choices for others.


So, if you add up the number of things that I can do for myself, and compare them to the number of things I can do for another—I’m thinking that the sum total is going to be quite telling. I am, in fact, able to do far more for myself than I will ever be capable of doing for another. And yet, the code “Don’t be Selfish” tells us that we should not be even thinking of doing all of those things, for to do so means we are selfish.


So, how do we self-motivate, self-heal and self-soothe; how do we access, accept and receive deeper aspects of the self, if we are not allowed to consider the self? Well, at this point in the argument, those who advocate for the code will say, that we are taking it to an extreme. And yes, we have. We have, as a global community, taken the notion of self and other to an extreme that is utterly unfounded. And we live our lives out of that extreme by making hundreds of little choices every single day that keep us tied to the masts of our ships instead of being able to steer them. When we honor this code, each one of those choices made during a given day is skewed along the lines of proof. The object of the game is to prove to ourselves and others that we are not selfish.


But then, those who argue for the code will concede that maybe we can do things for the self, because after all, “You can’t take care of others, unless you take care of yourself.” And they say this, looking you right in the eyes, without even realizing how distorted that statement is. According to this philosophy, you are really here to serve others, and the only reason you would bother to take care of yourself is because it will stoke up that tool that you are and make it a better tool for others to use.


All the while the truth remains that much more than half of the stuff we are trying to do for others cannot even be done! We can’t make others happy. We can’t make them make the choices we wish with all our might they would make, no matter how much we try to “help” them by teaching them the “right” way. We can’t fix them; we can’t figure out what they want; we can’t make their lives meaningful; we can’t love them into self-esteem; we can’t love them into recovery; we simply cannot do these things that we are spending a good portion of our time and energy trying desperately to do for them—all the while not putting that same energy into doing those very things for ourselves—things we actually can do.


The best, highest, most noble and loving gift we can give to another human being is to be utterly authentic in their presence. And we cannot give that gift without spending considerable time and energy getting to know ourselves and then spending equal time and energy being true to that Self. We cannot give that gift if we are ignoring the self, or repressing its expressions, desires and needs.
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