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  The image on the cover is of the 5th century CE Buddhist monk Bodhidharma, traditionally held to be the founder of Zen in China. The rendering shown was made by the fierce 18th century Japanese Zen master and calligrapher Hakuin. Bodhidharma’s eyes appear wide and wild because according to legend he became so fed up with his drowsiness in meditation that he tore off his eyelids to ensure that he would never fall asleep again. Bodhidharma is the ultimate symbol of the resolute determination to stay awake no matter what, even in the face of the most challenging onslaughts of the mind, the trickiest traps of the spiritual path, and the most difficult hardships of life.




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  Better not start on the spiritual path.




  But if you start, you had better finish.




  Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche




  Introduction




  Spiritual Awakening is Harder than You Thought (Which Only Makes It More Valuable)




  Mark Antony: They say I’m a coward. What say you?




  Lucius Vorenus: You’re no coward. But you have a sickness in your soul.




  Mark Antony: How do you know?




  Lucius Vorenus: Because I have the same sickness.




  From the HBO series Rome




  The idea that the human race has a ‘sickness of the soul’, hard to dispute for anyone who studies history or looks at a daily newspaper, lies at the basis of all spiritual teachings (and their fossilized remnants, organized religion). There is a cure for this sickness – what has traditionally been known in the world’s wisdom traditions as a path leading to ‘self-realization’ or ‘awakening’ or ‘enlightenment’ – but for some strange reason, it is almost never approached, let alone walked, and is still a barely known quantity in mainstream society.




  The major theme of this book is that to the extent that the path of awakening is known, it is not well understood, and has been cheapened by endless side-paths, ‘instant’ approaches, and half-baked alternatives that do not lead to any appreciable transformation. Further, even among those who find out about this ‘cure’ to the sickness of the soul and set about trying to achieve it, they mostly fail. That is the hard truth for any who look closely and honestly into the matter. There are many, many reasons for this. The book you hold in your hands is dedicated to examining these reasons with a sharp, unflinching, and uncompromising light.




  In the main this is not a polite, politically correct, or ‘feel-good’ book. It is not intended for those looking for a light read, something with which to idle away time on an airplane or as a distraction or escape from life-issues. The book is intended for sincere or longtime spiritual seekers. It may be especially helpful for mature adults who have come to realize that the whole journey of life – and in particular, the inner journey of awakening – has turned out to be much tougher than they thought it might be. An alternative title for this book could be Falling Off the Wagon, because the hard truth is that most spiritual seekers sooner or later fall off the wagon – that is, they return to negative habits and other pointless, useless, and self-destructive ways.




  That said, this book can also be read with benefit by newcomers to the search for higher truth, regardless of age, because the sooner we become aware of the hard truths of the inner journey and face them, the better.




  The basic premise herein is that authentic personal transformation or spiritual awakening, while possible, is in fact very rare. We live during a time when teachings concerned with ‘personal growth’ or ‘spiritual development’ are widely available – so much so, that most have been diluted, watered down into a palatable form that is easier to digest. The general result of this more superficial, ‘feel-good’ approach is, I argue, ineffectual inner work that, for the most part, does not result in significant or lasting changes for the one using it, either inwardly or outwardly. It has the effect of cheapening the whole idea of awakening or enlightenment, reducing it to the impact of a fad, trend, or the latest diet to try.




  A second premise implicit here is that the majority of books dealing with the matter of spiritual realization are written in such a way that many problem areas are glossed over. Most teachings and writings on transformation are very polite and the focus tends to be on the positive – ‘Do this to get that’ – rather than looking at the blocks that are in the way of genuine inner or outer change.




  To cite but two examples: firstly, books on meditation generally provide basic ‘101’-type instruction, along with mention of the benefits that arise from such practice, but rarely do they delve into (to any significant degree) the resistance typically thrown up by the mind as we encounter blocks to further and deeper practice; or more specifically, what to do when the unconscious part of the mind ejects difficult material, as sustained meditation practice will often cause it to do. And secondly, manifestation techniques teaching us how to bring our desires into tangible reality – how to ‘get more things’ – have flooded the market in the past few decades. While many of these books present valid teachings, few of them take a hard, deep look at the reasons why these manifestation techniques often fail. For every success story cited in such books, many more failures are not.




  Of course, the methods, whether of meditation or manifestation, are not the problem; the problem is the nature of our mind, and its remarkable ability to sabotage efforts of inner work – whether these efforts are intended to manifest outer changes, or to break through into deep personal awakening.




  This book takes a close look at the ways we sabotage our growth and awakening, and in particular, how we fall off the main road to enlightenment (or fail to understand what this road means), settling for more comfortable or consoling side routes. Many of the myths, fallacies, and fairy tales of the spiritual path are unapologetically uncovered and deconstructed. Although some who read this book may be heartened or even consoled, others may have their buttons pushed. The book is not meant to give one the ‘warm fuzzies’; it is intended rather to function as an alarm clock.




  Some may also see an irony or underlying humor within these pages, and that would be correct. As we all know, seen from a certain perspective life can appear absurd and deeply funny, and the spiritual path all the more so. There is a reason why psycho-spiritual practices (of all types) are often fodder for comedians and make for easy parody. There is indeed something ridiculous about the very effort to change ourselves; and the fact that so many gurus and teachers (to say nothing of religious authorities or clergy or academic educators) have been humbled via endless scandals has only added to the doubt and cynicism with which much of the public views the matter of ‘personal growth’ or ‘enlightenment’.




  Nonetheless, there is a legitimate ‘path’ and many have walked it – successfully – throughout history. The main point stressed herein is that making the journey requires an extraordinary sincerity and willingness to be deeply honest. Not a humorless sincerity, but one rather that is full of passion and a relentless willingness to face anything in the way of realizing our greatest potential of being.




  Naturally, one might wonder who can write about the pitfalls and perils of the spiritual path without sounding like a hypocrite or a mere arrogant preacher who probably doesn’t walk their loud talk. It goes without saying that I’ve personally fallen into many of the traps outlined in this book (I could not write of them if I didn’t have some acquaintance with them) and have stumbled on my face so many times that I’ve internalized, out of necessity, Ram Dass’s famous mantra, ‘It’s not how often you fall down in life, it’s the way you pick yourself up that matters.’




  As I write these words I’m in my early 50s and have been ‘on the path’, at least consciously, since my late teens. During these ensuing decades I have participated in much of the entire panoply of wisdom traditions made accessible to the average Western seeker growing up during the wildly exploratory decades of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s: raja yoga, the Gurdjieff Work, tantra, Tibetan Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, Theravadin Buddhism, depth psychology, A Course in Miracles, Reichian therapy, bioenergetics, Primal Therapy, rebirthing, Gestalt Therapy, tarot and astrology, Native Indian teachings, shamanism, ritual and ceremony, high magic, psychic exploration, the Enneagram, the Kabbalah, Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Taoism, martial arts, Sufism, spiritual alchemy, Advaita Vedanta, and others I’m doubtless forgetting. I have studied and participated in all of these traditions to varying degrees of depth, and have taught several of them. I’m a trained counselor, meditation teacher, and transformational workshop facilitator (since 1987), have co-founded one spiritual school, and founded two others that I ran for many years. I have lectured and taught in a number of countries and cities around the world. Over the decades I’ve had several thousand clients and students.




  All that may sound impressive, but I’d be the first to admit that my life has been, in some respects, a sham. Not an intentional sham – I’ve been a sincere seeker and teacher, and have been reliably informed by many that I have helped them on their way. By ‘sham’ I mean the simple reality that I am both a ‘spiritual guy’ and a ‘human guy’. Rather than denounce myself for failing to match some arbitrary standard of moral or character perfection, I’ve instead opted to make my life a teaching, to work with the raw material of struggle (and all that that entails) rather than giving up in the face of it. All my warts – my anger, my arrogance, my fear, my control, my laziness, my irresponsibility, my self-doubt, and so on – make up the fodder and fuel for my process of truly employing the Socratic maxim, ‘Know thyself.’




  There is of course nothing unique about having ‘stuff’ – the raw material of our personality and its endless messy manifestations – to work on. Everyone has it, just as everyone eats, sleeps, craps, and dies. A key to moving deeper into honest self-assessment is recognizing our sheer ordinariness. As much as we all tend to suspect that our ‘stuff’ is somehow special, we can rest assured that it is not, and that in fact it is so commonplace as to be, well – boring. (A devastating realization, as deep down most of us suspect we are special – either positively, as in ‘better than’, or negatively, as in ‘less than’ – thinking that our stuff makes us special; that is, defines who we are.) However, we can’t see that our stuff is not special – which is ultimately understood to be a great relief – until we first become honest about our stuff. We have to dismantle pride as much as possible in order to go beyond fear and deeper into truth, into life, into Reality. (And for those of you out there who think you have ‘no stuff’ to look at, you are either lying to yourself or you are a saint in which case you can toss this book aside now.)




  The book is divided into six parts: the first three deal directly with some of the major misconceptions and ‘rude truths’ that we sooner or later have to face on the spiritual path. In the fourth section seven steps toward awakening are outlined. The fifth section is a brief study of the lives and teachings of seven sages that I see as being vivid examples of uncompromising, radical, and passionate awakening. The last section presents concise practical pointers.




  Two Premises




  The book proceeds on the basis of two central premises.




  The first is that a key problem with spiritual seeking is the assumption that one finds endlessly repeated in book after book, and in teaching after teaching, that we have these ‘two parts’ – a great spiritual self, usually called a ‘Higher Self’ or ‘True Self’ or ‘Real Me’ or ‘soul’; and we have a regular self – the crappy, ordinary me that eats, burps, farts, and has all the warts and problems of the regular human. It’s understandable how this formula …




  Ordinary self → True (Higher) Self = Awakening




  … arose, because it does provide some sort of light at the end of the tunnel to orient ourselves toward. The problem, however, is that the formula is typically misused. Inevitably what happens is that the old religious viewpoint of regarding our basic human condition as sinful or flawed or otherwise not good enough, simply creeps in the back door and we become ‘spiritual fundamentalists’. We simply find a new way to condemn ourselves, and others as well while we’re at it. Given enough time it becomes obvious that we’ve failed to ‘transform’ our regular self, or to escape it (as if such a thing can be done) and we become phony holy – preaching principles that we don’t truly live by, promoting values that we have not truly attained to.




  The second major premise is that there is an absolute truth (an unpopular notion in these relativistic, postmodern times). In the book this version of truth is generally indicated by the term ‘highest truth’ or ‘highest potential’, and on occasion by the word ‘Reality’, with capitalized first letter. (And when the word ‘truth’ is otherwise used, as in ‘truth-seeker’, it obviously refers to the ultimate truths of the spiritual life.) This refers, essentially, to the core principle of ‘non-dualism’, a fancy-sounding word that simply means that the universe (and all possible ‘universes’ or ‘infinities’ for you mathematicians) is ultimately One, a singular totality that is not truly divisible, except in our own mind.




  Now any of you sharp cookies out there may think you see a contradiction between the two premises, as I seem to be saying that the separation between the ordinary self and the spiritual self is false, and yet I am also saying that there is a higher reality. In fact there is no real contradiction there. The essential paradox of awakening is this: we have to stop being phony and get real – and especially, we have to stop using spiritual principles to project a false image or, conversely, to reinforce self-rejection and self-loathing – while at the same time orienting our life toward a greater Reality. Not an easy task, not for a moment. But that is what makes self-realization the most valuable thing we can aspire to.




  


  


  





  
Part I



  Hard Truths




  Death carries off a man who is gathering flowers, and whose mind is distracted, as a flood carries off a sleeping village.




  Dhammapada, 4:47




  
Chapter 1


  


  Spiritual Posturing: The Regular Self and the Idealized Self


  






  Hard Truth #1: The spiritual path – the idea of awakening to our highest potential – is extremely difficult. The odds are heavily stacked against us that we will be able to complete this journey successfully. That does not mean that we should not embark on the journey, or give up if we’ve already been at it for a long time. (On the contrary – it is precisely because spiritual awakening demands so much of us that it is supremely valuable.) But it does mean that to truly proceed – or pick ourselves up if we’ve fallen down yet again – we have to see to what degree our life, and in particular our spiritual life, has been a sham, a going through the motions, a type of posturing.




  To be ‘awake’ is to see the truth. Naturally, we cannot see any ‘truth’ without first learning to be truthful with ourselves. If we’re going to do this we need to begin by recognizing our falseness. We have to stop pretending. It takes a great deal of energy to pretend because in doing so we are fighting against something. Granted, sometimes fighting against something is necessary, just like sometimes ‘going with the flow’ is stupid (especially if the ‘flow’ is going, lemming-like, to hell in a hand basket). But more often than not, our fighting is a waste of precious time and energy.




  What are we fighting against? Put simply, against ourselves. The main problem with the so-called spiritual path is pretending to be spiritual. (The very word ‘spiritual’ admittedly becomes somewhat repulsive if used repeatedly, but for now I beg the reader’s indulgence. It remains the best word to describe the whole idea of ‘work on self’, individual transformation, or ‘awakening’.)




  By ‘pretending to be spiritual’ I need to be clear about what I mean. This ‘pretending’ is not usually consciously intentional. It is more what we can call unconscious pretending. It comes about by trying to inhabit a role – the role of the ‘awakening person’. As a result, the spiritual path gets used by most in a way that unintentionally results in a kind of split within. The split is eventually comprised of two sides: the ‘regular self’ and the ‘idealized, spiritual self’.




  The idealized or spiritual self is the man or woman who undergoes some therapy, meditates, prays, does rituals or ceremonies, reads and collects spiritual books (like this one), works on self, participates in transformational work with others, does retreats or workshops, attends lectures or meetings run by famous teachers or authors, tries (even if only sporadically) to be ‘conscious’ in relationships, and perhaps attempts to perform some ‘green’ or related activism on behalf of the planet (even if only recycling their bottles or cereal boxes).




  The regular self is the man or woman who has embarrassing faults and shortcomings, who has unpaid debts, who falls out with people and holds grudges, who can’t function sexually, who eats too much (or eats junk), who has bad breath in the morning, who cuts corners on meditation (if he or she in fact meditates), who is mentally and physically lazy, who buys spiritual books but never reads them (or doesn’t get past page 3), who watches shallow TV programs, bad movies, or raunchy porn, who gives the finger to the driver who cuts them off, who gossips pointlessly or destructively, who still refers to a need to ‘kill time’ (arguably our most precious commodity), and who recycles jack shit.




  The idealized, ‘spiritual’ self is, essentially, a fabrication, and is ultimately much less real than the regular self. That is because this idealized self is mostly the result of a collection of temporary habits that we’ve acquired in our time of spiritual seeking – habits we’ve acquired because of how strongly we’ve been trying to get away from something.




  What have we been trying to flee? The regular self. But as hard as we try, this is a project doomed to failure, because it is based on a misunderstanding. The misunderstanding is the idea that we can safely ‘divide time’ between the idealized and regular self, something like how we can divide time between work in the day, and evenings of leisure; or being alone weekdays and our time with the kids on the weekend.




  Inevitably, in our desire to be spiritual, we become hypocrites. We do this because we’re always feeling guilty about something, even if we can’t put our finger on what that ‘something’ might be. (Although in truth, most people who have lived enough years can put their finger on more than one ‘something’ they feel guilty about.) This does not mean that we are ‘bad’ people – on the contrary, the vast majority of us are actually perfectly ordinary. The problem, however, is that most people get a wrong idea about what spirituality entails, thinking that it is something that can be attended to periodically, like church or synagogue or mosque or temple or monastery. Or we can do a workshop or retreat on occasion. Or sit down to meditate on occasion, like we might sit down for a fine meal once a month.




  It may seem harsh to find fault with all that, but we have to be honest. Such ‘seeking’ – more accurately, dabbling – does not lead anywhere. It instead reinforces the inner division, the spiritual self ‘working on’ the regular self. This dynamic is really more akin to a somewhat pretentious superior bossing around his or her underling. ‘Do this, or else … you will not be spiritual.’ Do this or you will not get paid.




  If we persist in this divisiveness between our ‘spiritual’ idealized self and our ‘unconscious’ regular self, our relationships in life gradually begin to reflect the split back to us. That is, we acquire ‘spiritual friends’ and ‘regular friends’ – or perhaps more precisely, ‘spiritual friends’ and family. With time, however, our spiritual friends may drift away, or lose interest in their practice (or even, as happens on occasion, turn vehemently against the whole idea of consciousness growth, for any number of reasons). And our ‘regular friends’ (or family) will remain annoyingly consistent, as people in general commonly do.




  The whole problem of the split between our ‘holy’ and ‘unholy’ parts is residing in our mind, and nowhere else. Waking up to our highest potential is not supposed to become an internal war, God vs. the serpent, the Roman Empire vs. the barbarians, the angelic Higher Self vs. the smelly lower chakras. It is supposed to be reconciliation, a joining of forces, an inner unification. But all too often it becomes a case of the ‘inner spiritual priest’ condemning the ‘inner animal’. In our very desire to grow we become little more than moralists, spiritual intellectuals, or spiritual posers, never truly walking our talk. We gain new ideas to boast about, or to beat ourselves up about, but we fail to truly live these ideas.




  Summary




  False spirituality involves developing an ‘internal inquisitor’ who casts judgment on our human self, with the result being that we become a hypocrite, a mere preacher of spiritual principles who does not truly live them – a talker, not a walker. In our very effort to wake up, we tumble into a very common pitfall: we confuse ‘Know thyself’ with ‘Divide thyself’. In so doing, we do not truly transform or change anything within us, we simply run away from it. We turn ourselves into the enemy.




  
Chapter 2


  


  Eastern Fundamentalism


  






  Hard Truth #2: Eastern pathways (yoga, tantra, Buddhism, Taoism, martial arts, etc.), while containing many excellent teachings, can be misused as easily as Western religions or any other teachings. We misuse them by becoming a fundamentalist – one who subscribes to doctrine and dogma without deep personal understanding.




  Some discussion of this topic is important, because for Westerners it tends to be hard to see. Western religious fundamentalism is both obvious and tiresome for most Western truth-seekers. To mention the easiest example: many of us are well familiar with the standard Christian fundamentalist views on redemption, the admonishment to ‘accept Christ’ (all too often accompanied by insufferable righteousness) in order to avoid dire consequences, and the lamentable doctrine of eternal damnation. We are also well acquainted with intolerant forms of Islam, and its related darker elements of extremism. Fundamentalist Judaism is less obvious (and Judaism is tiny in membership compared to Christianity and Islam), but is alive and well and has more than its share of rigid dogma.




  Part of the counterculture movement of the 1960s involved a large-scale rejection of Western religions, and accordingly, a natural tendency to embrace the East. By ‘East’ we mean here mainly two traditions: esoteric Hinduism (essentially, yoga, and to a lesser extent, tantra); and Buddhism. In the 1950s–60s it was chiefly yoga (in various lineages) that became popular in the West; by the 1970s–80s yoga had been joined (and in some cases eclipsed) by tantra and Zen Buddhism. By the 1990s and into the early 21st century, Tibetan Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta (a philosophically advanced school within Hinduism) gained many adherents, and yoga made a strong resurgence, becoming widely popular (to the point of trendiness), especially in urban settings. Along with all these, other traditions like Theravadin Buddhism, Taoism, and oriental martial arts (including its softer forms like tai chi and qi gong), have remained quietly popular and familiar to most Westerners.




  In the rush to embrace the East certain elements get overlooked, foremost of which is what we can loosely call ‘Eastern fundamentalism’. If by ‘fundamentalism’ we mean strong attachment to religious doctrine – strict adherence to ‘word’ along with an inflexible righteousness – then in the case of ‘Eastern fundamentalism’ the tendency will be to become either unrealistically hard on ourselves, or too soft and lazy. A classic example of this involves the case of the word ‘bliss’, the English translation of the Sanskrit word ananda, a term that crops up commonly in Hindu scriptures. Teachings can be easily found in yogic doctrine that state that a natural result of inner awakening is to experience bliss. This soon becomes the idea that if we are not experiencing bliss all the time (or at least most of the time), then our spiritual practice must be faulty, or we must not be awake in any real sense. If we are not happy, something is wrong with us. ‘Don’t worry, be happy’ – a phrase which, incidentally, Bobby McFerrin borrowed from the Indian guru Meher Baba – becomes ‘If you are not happy, you should be worried, for you need to be fixed.’




  The downside of the emphasis on states of mind like bliss or a 24/7 smilie face is that it eventually encourages denial and repression. The need to be seen as ‘spiritual’, as one committed to practice and the path, becomes the need to be seen as one befitting that path. The moment we seek to fit an image, whether in the eyes of others, or (even more problematically) in our own eyes, is the moment we have stopped being natural. We are simply developing a spiritual persona. In most cases such a persona is not forced or obvious, but subtle, which is why it can be difficult to detect. The rough Western equivalent would be a fundamentalist Christian or Jew or Muslim who outwardly may indeed be upstanding, helpful, well adjusted psychologically, and showing a measure of peace and wisdom – all the while concealing a condescending view that regards non-Christians or non-Jews or non-Muslims as ‘lost souls’.




  A particular type of Eastern fundamentalism can take the form of ideas that seem (conveniently) to be opposed to Western values that Westerners may find themselves revolting against – such as, for example, the typical idea of a ‘work ethic’. An example of this would be the Taoist idea of wu wei, which literally means ‘no effort’ or ‘without action’. Another one would be the idea (found in several Eastern traditions) that ‘you are already enlightened, you just don’t realize it’, which often gets interpreted as ‘There is no need to practice.’ All of these ideas are highly convenient for one who is lazy or resistant to being responsible in general. (As Gurdjieff used to say, ‘If you are irresponsible in life, you will be irresponsible in the [inner] Work.’)




  The Western mind is, generally speaking, work-oriented, rooted in the idea of individualism and of proving oneself. Westerners in particular tend to conceive of things in terms of struggle, following a progressive, time-conscious, linear route to personal accomplishment and success. This is in part due to conditioning from scientific materialism and Western religions, both of which teach that we have only one life to live, have only a very limited amount of time in the bigger scheme of things, and so we had better hurry up and get done what we want to do, now. (This ‘hurry up’ mindset was once well illustrated in an anecdote related by the famed Swiss psychologist C.G. Jung, who was spending some time with Pueblo Indians in the American southwest. One of the Pueblo chiefs said to him that they had concluded that ‘white people’ were insane, because they looked troubled and restless and they always seemed to be in a hurry, seeking something that was not in the present moment.) Even our spirituality is hyped and marketed as a progressive yellow-brick path that presumably leads to some Land of Oz where everything will be wonderful and we will finally realize fulfillment. Then along come certain Eastern teachings in which seekers are taught essential ideas of non-effort, non-doing, and realization now, in this moment. These ideals are very tempting, because they oppose the Western idea of working hard to attain something. They appear to be an easy way out. Unfortunately for us, there is no ‘easy way out’ to spiritual awakening.




  Fundamentalism is the tendency to take teachings too literally, and to apply them in an inflexible fashion to justify agendas. In that respect, Eastern religious fundamentalism has two forms and two general consequences. One is the tendency for seekers to abuse certain of its teachings, such as ‘non-doing’ (‘Don’t resist, just go with the flow’) and non-duality (‘Everything is really One’), by indulging in laziness, or failing to understand the role of boundaries and material reality in our overall experience. ‘We’re already One in spirit’ can easily become ‘What’s yours is mine’ if appropriated by the greedy ego. ‘I need do nothing’ easily becomes ‘The world owes me a living, so I need not be responsible’ if appropriated by the lazy ego, seeking to justify its resistance to making efforts and growing up.




  The trickier face of Eastern fundamentalism is the emphasis on the idea of the ‘illusoriness’ of the personal self or ego, without properly understanding what this means. When the illusoriness of the personal self is over-emphasized there can easily occur a kind of false realization, a type of sickness in which one begins to feel a deep sense of futility with life, a pointlessness in doing anything or relating to anyone (since after all, if my ego is an ‘illusion’ and ‘I do not ultimately exist as a distinct personality’ then ‘Others do not truly exist either, so why bother with cultivating personal relationships, forgiving people, or other related time wastage?’). This is a shallow understanding and is a common example of using a spiritual principle to avoid facing a deeper psychological issue (such as, for example, depression, resulting from a negative self-image).




  The main issue to remember with fundamentalism in general – whether it be of the Eastern or Western variety – is that it is basically the tendency to parrot a doctrine, to use a teaching that really amounts to little more than repeating by rote what some ‘authority’ has said, without truly understanding the words ourselves. Fundamentalism gets very troublesome when it is used to disguise a psychological weakness – for example, the ‘All is One’ idea being used to avoid fears of being deeply intimate with one ordinary person and repressing one’s desires to be ‘special’ to one other. Or, probably even more commonly, using spiritual ideals to avoid dealing with actual relationship issues. ‘I’m a spiritual person, I’m beyond this silly relationship crap. You need help, not me – I already meditate’ (or get therapy, do yoga, etc.).




  Summary




  We misuse Eastern teachings by condemning others who do not live up to the ideals of Eastern teachings, or by beating ourselves up because we are not living up to their ideals. In so doing, we simply substitute being a Western religious fundamentalist with being an Eastern religious fundamentalist.




  
Chapter 3


  


  Sex and Hypocrisy


  






  Hard Truth #3:




  A. You are a sexual being. Period. The path of awakening is not about denying this, or running away from it, or ‘rising above’ it.Sex is simply the lower musical notes of Spirit.




  B. You are also more than just a sexual being. Your sexuality does not define the vast spectrum of your entire being.




  A chapter like this practically writes itself. Here in the early 21st century we live in an era of so-called ‘transparency’ (part of the new smartphone zeitgeist in which half of what you say or do is being cached somewhere). Famed personalities from all walks of life are seemingly humbled on a monthly basis, and their ‘fall’ is almost always connected to sex (and occasionally, money or power).




  There are few things in life as potentially embarrassing as sexuality, because of its sheer primal force – a force as powerful as the urge to breathe, eat, or sleep. Long ago a connection arose in the minds of many between chastity and religiousness; between purity and spiritual values. This connection was reinforced for centuries by celibate priesthoods and by ancient myths associating sex with a type of rebellion against God (as with Adam and Eve). To this day the lower parts of the body are still associated with the ‘unclean’ and despite the fact that the sex life of a certain percentage of the human race can now be viewed on Internet ‘amateur’ porn sites, sex itself remains a topic of discomfort for most. In Chapter 1 we discussed the notion of the ‘idealized, spiritual self’ vs. the ‘regular self’. Needless to say, the prime elements of the regular self are the survival instinct, and sex. Nothing defines the basic humanity of the average person as clearly as the search for security, and the impulse to mate (in whatever form).




  The spiritual impulse is often associated with freedom; with, as Plato described it, escaping from a cave. However, for the spiritual seeker, the idea of ‘pure freedom’ usually gets reduced to a more commonplace version. The very urge to become a ‘spiritual seeker’ frequently gets tied up with the desire to rebel against one’s conditioning, to differentiate from one’s biological family – to be different and unique. The historian James Webb wrote about this in a broader sense in his Flight From Reason (later titled The Occult Underground), where he suggested that many who seek out alternative forms of spirituality are part of a collective rebellion against the starkness of the ‘age of rationality’. Many fear losing themselves in the sheer impersonality of the scientific worldview, which appears to eliminate both the need of a First Cause (God), and the cosmic importance of humans (as Copernicus and Galileo first demonstrated four centuries ago by showing that the earth is not the center of the solar system, let alone the universe).




  There is doubtless truth to Webb’s idea, but the urge to be free, or to rebel against what one perceives to be limiting values – whether those of family, or broader educational or social factors – easily gets distorted into a rebellion against one’s lower nature. There is a difficulty in all this because it is true that entry onto the spiritual path often involves some sort of rebellion, or breaking away, from a more conventional life path. It is difficult to be interested in enlightenment (let alone authentically move toward it) without being at least a bit of a rebel. Mainstream society in practically all countries does not support an interest in matters like self-realization. The heavy focus is on survival, materialism, and becoming established in a conventional manner.




  Adam and Eve were, in myth, the original rebels. But they also ended up experiencing shame after they ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and ‘opened their eyes’. This shame caused them to cover their naked bodies with fig leaves. The myth is a powerful metaphor for the link between rebellion and shame. As we rebel from our conditioning and clarify our individuality, it becomes possible to set out on a spiritual path – because only an individual can go beyond individuality and glimpse deeper truths, let alone the Oneness of existence. However, in our urge to grow it’s all too easy to rebel not just against the more traditional values of the world or our family, but against our own ‘lower nature’ as well. In our urge to flee from the prison of mediocre values, we all too commonly seek to flee our own ‘mediocrity’ – that is, our own survival impulse and sexuality. We confuse the idea of ‘spirituality’ or ‘awakening’ with the idea of escaping this world, including the domains of the ‘lower chakras’ – that is, the right use of power, sexual energy, and financial responsibility.




  This accounts for a distasteful quality found among some practitioners of inner work, and it is a type of subtle smugness or self-righteousness, the belief that one is a member of the esoteric elite, and ‘above’ the lower domains. Puritanical tendencies crop up among the ‘spiritual’ almost as much as among the conventionally religious.




  Any sort of movement against natural forces and practical responsibilities, such as the urge to sleep, eat, and have sex, is bound to end in failure. Human biology (and its primary drives) is millions of years old. Our spiritual impulse, our pull to move toward enlightenment, is minuscule in comparison to the power and age of our ‘lower nature’. To attempt to deny this lower nature is invariably to end up a hypocrite.




  What is to be done then? Are we then to indulge our lower nature, worry-free about whether or not it is diluting or distorting or overpowering our spiritual practice?




  Some go this route. Some use modern teachings like Western versions of ‘tantra’ and trumpet them as legitimate avenues for inner work. But in most cases modern Western versions of tantra end up being gross simplifications, watered-down versions of a difficult and highly disciplined method of transformation. ‘Tantra’ in the West is often little more than a means to legitimize sexual desire.




  The whole basis of awakening is reconciliation of opposites, and in particular, those of self/body with selflessness/spirit. As long as sex remains an area of fear or shame or exaggerated inhibition, we will almost certainly end up hypocrites in our efforts to ‘be spiritual’. The other side of the ledger is equally problematic. If we indulge sex to the point where our ‘spirituality’ is a thinly disguised excuse to legitimize lust – for example, by participating in inner-work communities mainly to pursue potential lovers – we are also being two-faced.




  Summary




  A classic error is to confuse spiritual ideals with conventional religious morals. In this confusion, sex (and the lower chakras) is deemed ‘unspiritual’ and to be avoided; or as a potent force to rebel against. Almost none of us are able to ‘avoid’ such a basic facet of human life and so we become hypocritical if we fail to know, embrace, and deeply accept, our sexuality. (And yes, Jesus probably had sex, as did the Buddha.)




  On the other hand, the spiritual path is not meant to be a disguise for ‘chasing tail’ or seeking a mate. Tantra and similar forms of inner work are not vehicles for legitimizing lust.




  
Chapter 4


  


  New Age Fluff, Feel-Good Spirituality, and the Enlightenment Industry


  






  Hard Truth #4: New Age or ‘Feel-Good’ spirituality – where the emphasis is on ‘light’ and ‘ease’ – is very prone to ignoring the entirety of the human being, and accordingly, very prone to becoming an escape for those who do not want to be responsible for the entirety of themselves and their life.




  This is not an entirely enjoyable segment to write – certainly not because it is hard to find examples of superficial spirituality among New Age teachings – but because the original idea behind the New Age itself was actually noble, worthy, and important. Essentially, that original idea was one of syncretism, the cross-referencing of particular universal teachings found in most (if not all) significant wisdom traditions. The idea behind a ‘New Age’ was to get beyond the destructive prejudices of older ages, and in particular, the ignorance commonly held by a member of any given spiritual or religious tradition about other traditions.




  For example, many, if not most, major wars have been (and still are) based on ignorance of the cultural ways of other people – basically, the fear and suspicion of that which is, culturally and especially religiously, different. Religious programming in particular penetrates deeply into the psyches of most, in large part because it is based on the promise of overcoming mortality. We humans live with the ever-present knowledge of our mortality – as someone once bluntly put it, we are all born with a death sentence – and this impending death seems to render pointless all of our efforts, trials, and tribulations. What has it all been for if one day we are simply to disappear, ultimately to be forgotten, as if we had never actually existed? Most of us become very good at forgetting such questions, or convincing ourselves that we don’t really care. That is, we adapt psychologically to our condition – the reality of our limited life-spans – and proceed as if death were not a reality for us. That is of course both ‘normal’ and necessary for any semblance of contentment with our lot. It can be argued, however, that the fear of death simply becomes repressed, not truly overcome. This is where most religious traditions come into the picture, as most offer elaborate doctrines explaining the nature of the ‘afterlife’ (and all taking it for granted that such an afterlife exists in one fashion or another). In most cases, religions work to relieve the individual of the fear that their life is a meaningless blip in an infinite expanse and that each individual is utterly without significance.




  Accordingly, religious conditioning is extremely powerful, and in particular for the ‘mass man’ who has no special interest in mysticism or philosophy. As a result, nothing throughout history has created greater divisiveness than religious dogma when wielded as a weapon against those subscribing to a different dogma. Whether it has been Islamic hordes crushing Buddhist temples, or Christian crusaders attacking Islamic communities, or Islamic and Jewish governments at each other’s throats, or Hindu and Islamic cultures squaring off, or Christian persecutions of Jews and Pagans, the overriding theme has been a type of doctrinal perversion in which the original ideas of a spiritual leader have been shaped into a political (and military) tool.




  The so-called New Age, which has older roots but which is really a child of the late 19th and 20th centuries (a magazine called The New Age was being published as early as 1894 in England, although its focus was more literary and social), was in large part an attempt to reverse that. In the course of developing its ideas, however, it inevitably fell prey to the Achilles Heel of syncretism, which is a tendency to dilute things too much.




  The matter of this chapter, ‘New Age fluff’, refers to the weakest area of this syncretistic diluting. By ‘fluff’ is implied too much emphasis on values and qualities associated with ‘light’ and ‘ease’, and a corresponding tendency to shy away from ‘dark’ and ‘effort’. That both ‘light’ and ‘ease’ have their place, and importance, in human experience goes without saying. Much of our past is colored with darkness and struggle. However, if these brighter qualities are emphasized to a degree that involves the repression of dark, and a resistance to appropriate effort, then we are simply inviting a different sort of imbalance.




  To go beyond duality (the ultimate aim of awakening) is to resolve opposites by integration, not by the denial of one side of the polarity. We do not go beyond the dualism of the subject–object split by denying that objects (the universe) exist, or by denying that the subject (‘I’) exists. Either denial is a type of insanity. The idea is rather to master the relationship between both – that is, to truly learn how to live ‘in the world’ while at the same time maintaining a sense of self, of subjective presence (what Gurdjieff, for one, called ‘self-remembering’). Higher awakenings and mystical realizations of Oneness cannot happen without this foundation of the balancing of opposites – between self and other, between spirit and flesh, between spiritual practice and worldly responsibilities.




  Some New Age teachings have understood the idea of the resolution of opposites, but many have not – especially those involving a focus on the so-called ‘subtle’ or ‘higher planes’ of consciousness. These teachings and practices, which require considerably sensitivity, often come more naturally to those who are already in fear of the darker shades of life – and especially the darker shades within themselves. They literally ‘seek the light’ and tend to focus on such areas as ‘psychic healing’, angels, spirit guides, native spiritualities, nature spiritualities, and so forth. Not that there need be anything wrong in any of that, but very often such fields of practice and study are populated by delicate types who dislike confrontation in general (though of course, there are always exceptions). To confront someone (or something) requires the right usage of personal power. Many who seek the ethereal realms are avoiding the issue of looking at personal power, instead seeking to replace it with ‘spiritual power’, or even the power of ‘other entities’ (as in certain forms of psychic or mediumistic work), such as ‘guardian angels’, ‘spirit helpers’, and the like.




  A useful map here is the idea of the seven chakras, the Hindu term for ‘subtle energy centers’ that correspond to psycho-spiritual states. There are many versions of this model, but usually the seven levels are considered to be: 1st (survival, grounding); 2nd (sex, emotions); 3rd (personal power); 4th (heart); 5th (communication); 6th (psychic sensitivity, intelligence); and 7th (wisdom, connection to the infinite). Many New Age teachings encourage a leaning toward the higher chakras, and an avoidance of the lower. For most, that likely does no good; like a totem pole that is weak on the bottom, sooner or later the whole pole will topple over – regardless of how exquisite the carvings may be at the top – if the lower part is not solidly grounded and properly attended to.




  More insidiously, New Age accentuation of the ‘light’ closely parallels the stilted morality of organized religion in general. (Arguably, this distortion of New Age thought is simply Christian morality in a different guise – something made all the more probable by the frequent references to ‘the Christ’ or ‘angels’ in many New Age teachings.) The new era of ‘transparency’ has resulted in countless examples of priests being exposed, and most such scandals have involved the revelation that the priest is a sexual being (particular actions notwithstanding). The New Age practitioner who focuses on the domains of the higher chakras to the point that their own lower nature is being neglected or repressed, is not much different from the celibate priest, monk, or nun who has not truly transcended their own sexuality (or their repressed desires for power, wealth, status, and so on).




  Relieved of Anxiety: Inwardly Free or Just Free of Responsibility?




  A difficulty with modern spiritual pathways has been the tendency of many teachers to emphasize a type of path of ‘least resistance’. This usually amounts to just hanging around the teacher, with the implication being that because the teacher strove heroically for his or her own awakening, we need not do the same – that in effect, the teacher has already done the dirty work for us, and so we can just relax and absorb the good vibes and our awakening will be forthcoming. Implicit in all this is the expectation that those who hang around the teacher will also support him or her, energetically, financially, and by recruiting new students.




  There is a naturalness to all that and in one sense it need not be a big deal. The problem arises when the idea that the teacher has already done the work for the follower gets over-emphasized, to the point where it becomes quite similar to conventional organized Christian tradition, which is based on the underlying dogma that we need only surrender inwardly to Christ, and we are automatically ‘saved’. Christ did the dirty work for us by getting crucified and resurrecting, so we get a free ‘piggyback pass’ to inner purification and immortality simply by ‘accepting’ him.




  Any sort of deep surrender, or explicit and implicit demonstration of trust, has consequences, and some of those will feel very good. They feel good because in surrendering we have been relieved of the anxiety that comes from the fear of facing up to our responsibilities. It is very easy (and extremely common) to confuse ‘awakening’ with the state of ‘no-anxiety’. Not that there is anything wrong with feeling anxiety-free, obviously. However, we have to be watchful and honest about why we are feeling anxiety-free. Is it because of genuine insight into our true nature, or is it because we have been conveniently relieved of responsibility?

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
Rude Awakening

Perils, Pitfalls, and Hard Truths
of the Spiritual Path

P.T. Mistlberger






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





