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Introduction

How to Get Where You Need to Be:
The Five Insights

This book is not just about gratitude. It’s about what gets set in motion when we truly allow ourselves to feel gratitude in the fullness of our hearts. If we follow that feeling we’ll find it leads on to other valuable insights, all of which will help us to get where we need to be. That place is one of courage and love.

Sometimes we have to take some hard hits before we see where we need to go. We start here with the story of one such journey, mine, and you’ll see how, when faced with death, I had to alter my sense of who I thought I ought to be so that I could start the work of becoming the person my soul needed me to be.

But it’s not just about me. It’s about all of us. A gifted chiropractor I know had a similar experience. He survived a blood clot in the brain, and his doctors told him he was a one-in-a-thousand survivor. When he heard this he began to ask himself some difficult questions. His first thought was, Why was I so lucky? A little later he began to ask himself, So how am I going to live my life now, after that close call?

These are important questions, and for most of us they don’t get asked until we have an experience of nearly being extinguished. My hope is that by reading this you can take in these hard-learned lessons an easier way. There’s no reason you should have to suffer and almost destroy yourself, as I nearly did. I suffered and changed so that ultimately I could pass this message on to you.

What you do with it I have no control over, of course, but I can promise you that if you read this you will have the opportunity to understand more about the process of coming into alignment with the core of who you truly are. This is what best- selling author Gary Zukav calls “authentic power.” When we’re in that space we aren’t like some comic-book superhero, flying through the air to save others. It isn’t that kind of power. We are, instead, part of the flow of the creative power that runs every moment through the entire universe. That’s much bigger. Being there allows us to find our way to synchronicity and to manifest the highest version of ourselves.

It’s truly where we need to be.

It’s also true to say that describing how one understands such an experience is not easy because it’s not linear. So many insights are generated at once that it is difficult to talk about them in sequence and have them make any sense. The feeling is closer to that of looking at the heavens on a dark, cloudless night and being astonished at seeing how the constellations cluster. We can make patterns of these points of light and call them The Big Dipper or the Pleiades or Taurus. In fact, we could call them almost anything. And every time we look we see more stars, more patterns. The patterns are of our making. The stars are simply being stars. We’ve created the patterns as our way of making sense of the vastness of the heavens.

This is how I would like you to think about what we’re going to explore here. A dramatic event, a “wake up call,” or a near death experience brings with it a new awareness of specific aspects of what it means to be alive. I call them insights. These are:

Gratitude,

Humility,

Beauty,

Innocence, and

the sense of connection to Nature and our place in the universe.

I’d like you to try to visualize these insights set out in the form of a pentacle—a five-pointed star, the connecting lines of which can be drawn without lifting the pen from the page. This symbolizes the way the five insights, the five points of the star, interlink and are part of each other. It’s a very ancient symbol, as we will see. Specifically it has been for centuries considered a holy symbol, concerned explicitly with the direct encounter with death and what might be learned from it.
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Why does this matter?

These insights matter to each of us, personally, because by knowing them we can live more loving and more peaceful lives.

And there is a wider usefulness, also.

Our world is changing. We are, as a species, on the cusp of waking up to some new recognitions about how we need to run our lives in terms of our relationship to the planet, each other, and ourselves. We, on this polluted and battered earth we’ve mistreated for so long, are looking at what amounts to a Near Death Experience for the whole planet. Perhaps the promises made about 2012 will not see a dramatic shift so much as a still moment, a pause when the tide turns and the energy begins to flow another way. We are evolving towards a new consciousness.

In the past we may have thought of evolution as something that happened to us as a species, a law of nature working over the course of generations. Today we know that we can evolve our awareness and our consciousness, and that to some extent this is voluntary. It is also much more rapid than the workings of natural selection. This is the time when we can begin to think differently. As a species we are looking at the possibility of our own demise because the way we live is not sustainable. We have to be the ones to decide if we want to change and grow. Just as we have to come to terms with our own mortality, we also have to face the possibility of the mortality of our species and our planet. We have to find a way forward, and it begins with each of us rethinking how we live. No one can do this work for us except us, each one of us, individually. This book will help you to do the most important part—to elevate your personal awareness so that you can be part of the change. If we all do this individual work, global change will result.

That is my promise for your future fulfilled life and for our earth. It starts here.



SECTION 1


Major Shocks – and How They Can Wake Us Up



CHAPTER ONE


Touching Death

Sometimes We’d Rather Die than Face the Truth

What would happen if you had a profound experience, one that brought you close to death, but you somehow failed to grasp its full value? Perhaps you’ve had one. Perhaps you were so relieved to have survived, or have a loved one survive, that you missed the lessons it could teach you. Or perhaps you only knew, much later, the full value of what had happened because you paused for long enough to ask questions about it.

I’m going to tell you the story of my near death experience (NDE for short). I’ll use it as a way of showing how we can learn from such experiences so that we can get where we want and need to be. You may have had a near death experience of your own, in which case perhaps this will help you to understand what one can take from such an ordeal. Approximately eight million Americans report having had some kind of NDE, but most of them are reluctant to talk about it, and this makes it much harder for anyone to learn anything about what it means or gain any insights.1

You don’t need to have had an NDE for this book to be useful. We all encounter death up close, often way before we want to. It can teach us some valuable lessons. After the grief subsides we may well find ourselves feeling gratitude and love such as we hadn’t felt before.

Such encounters with eternity are deep and rich in the wisdom they can provide us, but very often we seem not to be able to focus on that. We take the events for granted. Sometimes we can’t see our way forward for other reasons. Perhaps you are presently suffering physically as a result of a close call with death. Perhaps you are gripped with depression or have had a series of ghastly events happen that have shattered your health. It may seem impossible to find anything redeeming about such a situation, but I promise you there is something valuable waiting for you in every instance.

No doubt you’ve read about near-death stories before this, or at least heard of them. Often they’re very dramatic, with miraculous remissions from terminal diseases and out-of-body experiences in which the person’s spirit looks down on the bed or the operating table, seeing life ebb from the body below, before the spirit returns to reclaim this life. These things happen often enough that they should be taken seriously. If you doubt it, take a look at the experience of Anita Moorjani, who in 2006 was admitted to hospital in a coma with terminal stage 4 lymphatic cancer, and who went through exactly this kind of transformation. Shortly after she decided to return to her body, her cancer was completely gone (cured isn’t the right word. It just vanished) and the doctors could find no trace of it—even though they tried very persistently for some weeks with a variety of tests. This is a well-documented example of an extraordinary alteration, one that defies medical logic. Moorjani now travels the world talking about this transformation. Her book Dying to Be Me is presently a best seller (2012). She is free of cancer.2 If we research further we’ll find that this is the sort of experience that tends to have some things in common with other near death experiences. People tend to see a tunnel of white light, down which they are guided, sometimes by a figure or sometimes by a voice. Very often the feeling is of being wrapped in unconditional love. If you’ve been through an experience like this, it is, certainly, one that will change the way you see life forever afterwards.

And yet not all near-death experiences are like this. In fact some are so subtle and ordinary we almost forget to take them into consideration. They don’t seem to fit the mould, so we disregard them. And that’s when we miss an opportunity to see things fresh.

I’ve been privileged over the years to work with several people who have had near death experiences, and in at least a few of those cases it has taken the people concerned some years before they’ve been able to acknowledge what it was that happened to them. Some people simply didn’t want to think about what they’d been part of, or were afraid others would think them crazy if they mentioned it. Others knew right away that this was a huge turning point.

My story is closer to the kind that didn’t get recognized right away—at least by me. It’s really not exciting or dramatic in the ways I’ve sketched out, which is why I think it can be of more use to others. Once you’ve read it, you may recognize that you, too, have been through a similar experience. Perhaps you have not fully been able to feel its meaning because, like me, you didn’t think it was a “true” near death experience.

This is my story

When I was in my late twenties I thought I could take on anything and save the world, too. Well, what can I say? I was in my twenties, after all. I’d finished my doctorate in English literature, taught college-level classes and become interested in psychotherapy. At the time I felt very pleased with myself. Of the fifty or so people who had started the doctoral program at Oxford in my discipline, only about five of us had completed it. So, following my new interest in psychology I took on a job working with disturbed adolescents—some of the most disturbed, and brightest, in England at the time. The place was a residential community, experimental and generously funded. Unfortunately it was also in the midst of a series of dramatic changes.

I didn’t know about the internal upheavals at the time. All I knew was that suddenly I was out of my depth and not doing well at my work, and I felt overwhelmed. I’d never not “done well,” and I couldn’t understand what had gone wrong. This was a job that was not just in my area of fascination, but it was the absolute center of what intrigued me most. I wanted passionately to understand the way the mind worked. If I could get a handle on that, I thought, then I felt sure almost every life-problem could be dealt with. Every day at work was totally absorbing, and I worked hard—but it was not the best use of my abilities by any means. I couldn’t seem to mobilize my own knowledge effectively. I was taken by surprise by events that, in retrospect, I ought to have been able to see coming.

This was hard for me to take. It was like playing tennis with someone who had much faster responses and reactions than me. I was always left feeling flat-footed.

After all, I had never actually failed at any large endeavor I’d undertaken before. I’d always muddled through somehow and found a way to make things work. Yet I couldn’t manage that, there. Years later I realized that, of course, I couldn’t make headway, since these adolescents were extremely good at manipulating the emotions of the unsuspecting (that would be me) so that their problems became the adult’s problems. And nothing had prepared me for how good they were at that.

As I tried hard to make progress I did all I could to cope. I took extra classes; I found a therapist I could work with; I read all I could; I eagerly attended the supervisions that were offered; and I found with gratitude that I was not the only staff member who was struggling. That should have been my tip-off. But my pride was involved, and I thought I could learn in double quick time the skills others had honed over decades.

My home life wasn’t easy, either. I was planning to get married and I wasn’t sure of the relationship, which added some stress. Even that would have been fine if it hadn’t been for the fact that my fiancée was American, and the laws of England were quite clear that she could not stay with me any longer unless we were married, which still wouldn’t solve the problem of her inability to get a job. This was what I returned to each evening after a day that left me exhausted, on edge, and jangled. My parents weren’t thrilled by my fiancée, either, and I had this irrational feeling that it was up to me to make my career work, make my relationship work, and arrange it so that my future wife’s career would work, too—all the time keeping my parents relatively happy. I felt it was up to me, and only me, to solve all these problems. But that was not all: my fiancée resented the job I had with its demanding hours. She resented that we only had one income, and I see now that she was bored without a job or a career.

How much can one person take on? And was it any wonder I felt I was drowning? In actual fact the relationship was dying at that point, although I didn’t admit that until years later. My mistake was thinking I could fix things that weren’t mine to fix.

At the bottom of everything, though, was a huge obstacle, one I didn’t want to admit. In fact, I didn’t see the error of my ways until much later, and I wonder if no one told me what was missing because they felt I couldn’t take the truth. The core of it all was this: I wanted to use my intellect to understand people and solve their problems. Unfortunately there are some things that cannot be comprehended effectively by the intellect alone; they can be understood only by the heart. I was afraid of emotions, although I didn’t allow myself to know it. I’d always kept them at arm’s length by intellectualizing any situation, and so it wasn’t possible to mobilize the wisdom in my heart. This meant that I hadn’t solved my own problems, yet I was attempting to help others solve theirs.

That’s what pride and purposeful stupidity will do to anyone, not just me.

I knew I was missing the point, somehow, at the time.

Even so, despite all the hints I was getting that I was headed down the wrong path, my pride was such that I didn’t give in—my body did. At first I thought I had flu, and then when I couldn’t breathe I went to see various doctors. They fussed and gave me inhalers and diagnosed asthma as well as a lung infection. The lung infection was real, and it responded to the treatments. But I had only contracted it because I was psychologically run down. With antibiotics the lung infection cleared up. Even so I got gradually sicker until I could not walk across a room without stopping to gasp for breath.

Still, I went ahead and got married, organizing the whole thing myself. The day of my wedding I had to leave the celebration early because I couldn’t breathe. That should have alerted me to something, but I chose to ignore the warnings. I became even sicker.

As a last resort I went to the acupuncture clinic a friend had recommended me to, and about which I was deeply skeptical. I figured I had nothing to lose. In those days acupuncture was seen as something very unusual and strange. Only very odd people went to see acupuncturists. But I went anyway.

Weeks later, after I was well on the road to getting better, the dear lady who was treating me confided to me that for that first visit it had taken them forty-five minutes to warm me up enough so they could read my vital signs and take a pulse. I’d thought they were just being kind when they’d offered me a cup of tea. Actually, my pulse was too weak to detect. When I walked in—staggered in, really—they had noticed immediately that my lips were turning blue, and they were wondering before I even made it to the front desk whether they should bring out the oxygen bottle. The acupuncturist, Mrs. Williamson, also told me they only ever had one person sicker than me come to see them, “and he lived, too.” At the time, though, they said nothing about all this simply because they didn’t want to panic me or trigger an asthma attack. I know, now, that was the right choice.

It had been a close call. I think during the first treatment I probably passed out. Today I can understand why, after my first visit, they’d been alarmed when I told them I was going to drive home. In their view I was too weak to drive anywhere at all. At the time I thought it was just that the treatments were extremely relaxing and so they thought I might fall asleep at the wheel. I thought they were just being nice. Actually, they had a real medical reason for their concern. Can you see how pride distorts things?

Those treatments saved my life. I have no doubt about that. I haven’t had an asthma attack in nearly thirty years.

As near-death experiences go it wasn’t much to make a fuss about. But as an experience of healing it was complete and startling and utterly unexpected for the conventional doctors who later examined me. Since it was not as dramatic as the healing that Anita Moorjani went through no one made much fuss about it. I didn’t make a fuss either. Why? Because in my heart I knew I’d brought this upon my self—and I was embarrassed. Pride had kept me in a job I was not good at, pretending I could do it; pride had kept me in a relationship that was hugely flawed, and which I had then pushed towards marriage, to prove that it really was a good relationship. No wonder I felt embarrassed! For a long time afterwards I didn’t want to admit my errors to anyone. I’d been “ill” and now I was “better.” That was the official story. The real story was that I’d gone through a major life passage. I’d had everything in my life rearranged and I was better than I’d ever been.

Perhaps you can make a connection to something in your own life, some occasion when you persisted in doing exactly the wrong thing because of pride, or determination or perhaps because of fear? If you are thinking along these lines take a second to write down those events. That would be a very good thing to do right now. The Unconscious urge will be to forget those times, or dismiss them, because the Unconscious wants to protect us from disturbing memories, and so we will “forget” much too easily the very things we can learn from. So, please, take a moment and write down the events you have in mind.

If you wish you can use this blank space to jot down a word or two about your own experiences.

When you write something down it becomes “real”; it becomes fully conscious. Do you want to spend more time not fully owning your own experience? Then don’t write it down.

Look at your words. Would you like to add more?

When I run workshops and I ask people to take a moment to write things down I’m usually astonished at how much people want to write and how they respond, now, to these memories of moments of change in their own lives. It’s as if they knew those occasions were there, but they’d never felt free to talk about them or even to think about them. Very often the workshop participants astonish themselves by how much they write.

When we retrieve these memories we allow ourselves to learn from them. But we have to let ourselves go into detail and recall the feelings. What did it feel like at the time? How does it feel now? Could you add some details to bring back the moment more fully? Any details will help, such as what kind of day it was, what people wore, or what was on the radio.

I will use my own experience as an example here. The most important thing I can remember about that first day at the acupuncture clinic is that physical exhaustion made me feel calm and “floaty.” I think I was rather gentle with everyone, and I don’t think I was worrying about anything much anymore. It just didn’t seem worthwhile. I focused on trying to breathe and was grateful when I could do that. It was a cool and damp English day, with pale sunlight sifting through the late spring foliage. Every moment felt astonishingly sweet to me, and I expected nothing. Even the trains rattling along the track beyond the clinic’s garden/parking lot had a friendly aspect to them. They suggested the pleasure of going home to a quiet, restful space. I was aware of how much I longed for rest. Looking back, now, I suspect that this was the first time for a long time I had let go of any expectations of myself and allowed others to look after me. I stopped struggling or trying to be someone I was not. I stopped trying to put a brave face on anything. I do recall that I knew I was very ill, but I couldn’t take the idea of dying seriously because I had a deep sense that this was not the end of the road for me.

I was very much in the moment, quietly savoring being alive, even if barely so, second by second.

I wasn’t afraid, which is odd because I certainly had been afraid of dying before. I wasn’t anything, really, except vaguely benevolent and accepting. At least that’s the way I remember it. I recall thinking it would be a pity if I died or never got better because there was something I was supposed to do that I hadn’t done yet —although I had no idea what that was. I let go, perhaps for the first time in my life.

Perhaps that surrender was what I needed so I could get back in tune with the real energies of the universe. I didn’t see visions of people from my past or hear voices or dream dreams. I was just quiet, calm, and empty. Perhaps that is all that is required? When we surrender we let go of the frightened parts of the self we sometimes call ego. When we surrender we allow our bodies and minds to heal.
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