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Note to the reader

This book discusses various aspects of non-duality and the wisdom traditions. While reading, you may find it useful to refer to the list of terms relevant to this book and their associated meanings, located in the final chapter titled “Useful Terms.”
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PRELUDE

All Reality Begins with this Moment of Experience

We sit together in the late day, as the sun is passing. We are at rest, and there is a shared heartbeat between us. A shared recognition of consciousness in our eyes. We have relaxed into what is fundamental to our being: the harmonizing field of the heart, the coherence of the present, the surrender of distraction and self-consciousness. 
Absent our self-centered mental worlds, awareness is simply a light that allows this moment’s own transparency to energy and form and emptiness; to the sighing of the sunset fields. And to the undefined reality of You and I awake to each other, which is only the universe’s latest recognition and celebration of itself.

Yet how often are we locked into our thoughts of past and future, near and far, theory and explanation, fears and plans; thoughts of he said/she said, thoughts of better and worse, thoughts of self, thoughts of previous thoughts? What do they have in common? They are all thoughts. They are all an imaginary film in which we live most of our lives, in which awareness spends its time like a lost child in someone else’s movie, beholden to the script.

When awareness returns to itself, rests in its own luminous nature and its home in emptiness, reality is wide open. Now the passing day turns from the early gloaming, the gentle and still sparkling wash of post-sunset pinks and peacocks and gold-lined grays; and the blue hour begins, slowly darkening into purple and black. But there is nothing fixed, nothing solid, here. There is awareness. This wash of color and form, these transformations of the air, are the transparent shades of an infinite moment; the darkening woods are a lover of infinite space and depth. Now there is a screech, now a rustle. The single note of a bird—or a wind chime—or a distant car. Or a heartbeat. Or of love recognizing itself once again.

Reality begins with this moment of awareness. Where else will it arise? Will 
it be the reality of the film or the reality of open sky and deep woods; the 
reality of the dream images or the reality of empty awareness; the reality that 
beckons newly and infinitely to us, or the reality that is already prescribed? 
It begins here, in the moment of shadows, and in the sunrise.

When awareness recognizes and relaxes in its own openness, it illuminates all arising content without grasping or labeling, 
without pushing it away. When awareness does not recognize its own nature, its own openness, it is instead hypnotized by the arising content. This is like the tug of the cart pulling the horse: awareness identifies with all the random or pre-conditioned contents, thoughts, representations, and projections of the mind that every moment drag us, and structure our experience in fixed ways. In this state, we may believe whatever is on the “television,” in which even the present moment is seen through the screen of our mental representation.

This latter state is the world as we routinely know it—with our experience prescribed for us. This is called normal. It is our default, or “automatic,” setting. We may even say it is our “sleep” setting. However, if we are able to withdraw our attention from the screen, we may reallow a receptive openness to the field of experience right now, neither pre-conceived nor pre-judged. This choice often requires a conscious “manual setting.” This openness of attention is available to any of us any time, and may be practiced.

This faculty of openness obviously serves us by allowing a more present, spontaneous, and creative response to our everyday experience and to each other. It is also the beginning of what we may call contemplative openness, when the awareness is allowed to remain in a state of relaxed and receptive presence. It is not a static presence, but one which has an active and genuine interest in understanding—opening to—the truth of things; an interest which does not enlist the mind’s cleverness or projections. Rather, it relies on a deeper organ of listening, or receptive awareness, that is more coherent than the perseverations of the mind. Then, this moment emerges as an infinite sea of possibility and revelation that opens itself to us in accordance with our availability; that is, in accordance with our own willingness and capacity to open to it. It will disrobe for us layer by layer to reveal its naked body and its heart—insofar as we gradually disrobe from our layers of mental preoccupation and conditioning.

Here we have the invitation and the opportunity to drop through many layers of externality, separation, projection, and identification with our personally and culturally inherited ways of defining reality. It is simply an intent and sincere listening into the heart of this moment. This is both the cultivated field of our openness, and, we might say, the growing “static electricity,” in which the lightning of revelation, of sudden illumination, may strike. We may say that our growing coherence gives way to our transparency. That is how it works. And then we know something directly about the intimate nature of reality—however paradoxical to consensus reality—with an authority and confidence that all the other mental faculties are not capable of.

It is naturally difficult to make the small, sustained choices of attention that enable us, over time, to rest in that open field. Our attention has been trained—like a kidnap victim—to identify with its mental captors, and won’t walk out the front door. Or—to reverse the image—imagine you are standing in the doorway of a treasure house, which is the spacious home of your true being. Outside, bullhorns are blaring, and a political parade is passing by, complete with clowns, music, special-interest floats, and dancing animals. Finally comes the politician on his loudspeaker, promising you anything and asking for your vote. You can’t help but be engaged by all the activity. Your attention remains outside.

The parade represents all the contents of your mind. The politician signifies all the ways your mind has learned to describe, organize, and judge reality. It will promise you anything—pleasure, freedom, approval—and assure you it is your only hope, if you will just stick with it. It also gives you endless content for your attention. That parade of the mind is constant, and our loyalty to its activity and projections is habitual. Consequently, even the present moment of experience is largely seen through its blare and glare.

Alternately, starting at this same moment of experience—the same doorway—your attention leaves the parade and turns back into the open space of your home. This is sometimes referred to as “looking within”—but the “within” is not a closed-off place. It is not inside you, or inside your mind. Rather, it simply means looking within—or opening to—the nature of this moment, and the spacious nature of your own awareness, before the mind gets its hands on it.

The depth and fullness of the world lie in what we do not routinely see or feel, and have forgotten. But this knowing is not only about the physical form and texture of things—it is also a deep seeing into, and through, the world of appearances itself, to palpate the living flesh beneath the skin of our projections and concepts. It is like palpating the warm flesh of non-duality through the cold skin of separateness. It is a relaxation in awareness. It is the receptive attention that allows the more holistic truth of this moment to reveal itself to our deeper organ of knowing. We may truly call it our “home,” because we can only be truly at home in this moment, and in this space, of being. And we may call it a treasure house because the treasures of being are revealed here in this space of receptive knowing.

It is naturally easier for our active and projective mind to be drawn to the outside activity, to the parade. After all, the parade offers so many things to focus on. Whereas at home, there appears to be nothing—only openness, or emptiness. It is only when the mind comes to discover that its own true nature is openness that the resting in openness becomes easy and pleasurable. But in contemplative openness, we can directly experience the realm of awareness and its content without our preconceptions or assumptions. In that place of openness, even the categories of self and other cease to arise. The categories of everything or nothing may cease to arise. And certainly the mind’s projections and reactions to the various contents of awareness cease to arise. Hence, we begin to experience one harmonious presence in which awareness and its contents rest together as one luminous space that is not otherwise divided or defined. Awareness may relax and open to its field of experience until its inherent and interpenetrating love and unity are revealed.

This is the context in which the shifts in experience described in this book have occurred. They may happen spontaneously, as many people have testified, apart from any formal or deliberate practice. The “shift” cannot be contrived or “accomplished” by anyone. It arises as a slip, an accident in consciousness, in a moment when our separative scaffolding can no longer be sustained. But, as many have said, meditation—contemplative openness—makes us more accident-prone.

Although my own tendencies, and ongoing practice from an early age, predisposed my availability to the experiences that I recount and comment on in this book, they are potentially available to all. They constitute the greater landscape, or context, of all the other personal landscapes we each choose to become absorbed in; and that greater landscape becomes apparent only as we relax our preoccupation with our manufactured landscapes for a while.

I think of when I was a boy and would travel with my parents on long camping trips up through New England, into the maritime provinces of Canada, and elsewhere. As we traveled through this countryside, my parents would continually comment on how beautiful the landscape was. But my brother and I survived these long car trips by burying ourselves in comic books in the back seat. My parents would express dismay that we were not enjoying what was outside the car window. But we had more compelling and stimulating landscapes for our attention—the landscapes of comic books. I can remember fleeting glimpses of the countryside, but I did not choose—I was not naturally ready—to make it part of my story. Yet the actual landscape was always equally there for me; and, of course, I later came to love it. The landscape I describe herein is also always in the background for all of us, though the prevailing landscapes of the mind are usually too compelling.

But that landscape will be there for each of us when all the other landscapes are gone. It is what we are.
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letting my eyes go

soft, I stopped turning

things into objects




[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

When Nothing Experiences Itself as Everything

Nothing has been experiencing itself as everything for longer than everything can remember—for as long as No Thing has appeared as Every Thing. The Indian sage, Meher Baba, once put it this way: “In the beginning, delighting in the nature, or Truth, of Infinite Being, God asked, 'Who am I?’ And all of creation manifested as the answer to the question; namely, 'I am God.’” In whatever language we would like to put it, the question and the answer, the everything and the nothing, are One. From an eternal standpoint, the oneness of the question and the answer is true in an absolute moment—or in any moment. From the standpoint of time, the answer to God’s question unfolds as an evolution and display of energy and matter, form and consciousness.

As an expression of that same consciousness, we also ask questions. And it would appear that the same Truth is intent and capable of knowing itself through us; not only indirectly, through our mental faculties, but also directly, as a direct awakening to itself. When, in our questioning, we simply sit with openness and intention upon the truth, our intention corresponds with God’s. And when we genuinely ask, “Who am I?” we are asking God’s question, and holding space for the answer.

Our species has inherited a lot of intellectual and spiritual history, the sum accumulation of logic, insight, analysis, speculation, fear, bright spring mornings, and bad digestion. A significant part of this history also comes from apparent moments of direct seeing—a largely latent faculty that allows for unusually integrated perceptions that are not entirely limited by the structures of our conceptual, analytical, or sense apparatus. These direct perceptions, however, are naturally reduced to forms of expression that reflect the language, the intellectual possibilities, and even the cultural pressures of the age.

We can each probably point to our visionary heroes or heroines, past and present—sages, visionaries, and poets within various religious traditions, or outside these traditions altogether—whose testimonies have a ring of truth for us, and inspire our understanding and even our behavior. These testimonies seem to point beyond the normally separative activities and prejudices of the mind to a more open, integrated, playful, and loving discernment of “who we are” and “what this is.” These are testimonies that support our own capacity to pay loving and appreciative attention to life and to those around us, while we slowly free ourselves from the more narrow, exclusive, or reactive sides of our nature.

Steve Gaskin once speculated on the normal bell curve of the possibilities of human experience, concluding that because the number of people living on the planet today equals the number of all people living throughout history, that same bell curve of experience across human history exists in its entirety right now. That essentially means that the equivalent of Rumi, Shakyamuni Buddha, St. Francis, Mirabai, Hildegard, Chuang-tse, St. Teresa of Avila, Black Elk, and the Baal Shem Tov are alive today—as is every deluded, genocidal tyrant. Moreover, many of us live in an increasingly liberal intellectual culture that is cross-fertilized by all past spiritual traditions, allowing an open and unaffiliated field for exploration and expression of spiritual truth. Even the great rationalist pursuit of science is coming around full circle to articulate the essence of mystical experience.

It is no surprise, therefore, that we are experiencing a kind of springtime of spiritual exploration and testimony, with many teachers coming forth with various degrees of realization, complemented by a growing demand for such teachers. Many of these teachers have trained within, and inherited, the wisdom lineages of the great traditions, and convey the reliability and credibility of these traditions—as well as some of the baggage and blind spots. Some of these teachers have trained in the traditions but have also developed in unique directions. And still others have testified to their personal, spontaneous, and well-founded experience of insight, not based on training within the traditions, but certainly able to draw on these traditions.

This leaves us as a culture both rich and somewhat confused, which is inevitable when we don’t have one ingrained tradition setting the gold standard of truth. It leaves us, especially in a consumer culture, window shopping for tastes of experience to feather our caps, enhance our lifestyles, or, of course, relieve our suffering—uncertain of our opportunity, or even of our motivation, for a deepening clarity of practice. But our time is indeed rich with possibility.

I was born into a slightly earlier moment of this cultural progression, coming of age in the sixties, when the very first Zen masters and lamas from afar were slowly introducing themselves to American culture. (Of course, there were isolated earlier visits from the East a century ago.) I was raised in a barely Jewish, atheistic, humanistic tradition in New York City—providing a viewpoint I somehow took for granted, even as I was drawn from early childhood toward mystical teachings and intuitions. Psychology and mythology were both part of that fascination. I first read Joseph Campbell at thirteen and had inexplicable dreams and longing for Tibet, read R. M. Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness at fourteen, along with Whitman and the Christian mystics, read Einstein at fifteen, and Zen at sixteen. Much of this I describe in the opening chapter.

Zen was my foundational training, and Buddhist thought and practice is as basic as anything in my make-up. The full spectrum of Buddhist insight, wisdom, and compassion has always seemed to me to well account for the deepest totality of conscious and super-conscious experience. I especially appreciated the teachings of the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, the writings of the sage Longchenpa, and the direct non-dual meditation and teachings of dzogchen practice. In my later years, I was delighted to encounter the classical Chinese Huayen school of thought, which to my mind is the most profound and complete philosophical articulation and confirmation (if needed) of the timeless dharmadhatu, the non-dual interpenetrating totality of being of which I had been given a glimpse.

But that language is just my particular proclivity, and none of it precludes or excludes my deep love for, and adoption of, the other transmissions of truth. After all, the mystical embrace of Allah (or Alaha or Elohim) is equally interpenetrating and revelatory. As I have written elsewhere, all language, including all spiritual language, is poetry. And every poetry, and every language—by its basic culture and structure—has its own genius for perceiving, engaging, and expressing reality. Our different languages cross-pollinate and mutually enhance the dimensions of our understanding, and open us to new experiences, and new dimensions of ourselves, without being contradictions. This is not only true for the transmission of the Christian passion, for example, and for the keen and uplifted heart and vision of the Sufis, but also for the indigenous languages that get into the bones of the Earth—and where we can find profound images and echoes of the radical, interpenetrating metaphysics of Hua-yen. They are all windows into the totality of universal experience—which, in turn, are clouds and mists, mountains and rivers without end, the rise and fall of empires and breath, gum on the pavement, raven’s flight. So, perceiving all of the teachings as nested within each other, and within the all-inclusive truth of this moment, I have never been strongly inclined to call myself a “Buddhist.” (Which is, of course, a very Buddhist stance.)

I do often speak as a Buddhist, however, because I find that the direct phenomenological nature of Buddhist language, and its embodied practice, come naturally to me, and more easily serves as a technical and unencumbered teaching language, and as a lingua franca between 
different contemplative languages, non-dual perspectives, science, and personal and transpersonal psychology. But for me it is not a closed system, by any means. I am, at the same time, very easy with my use of the word “God.” It does not reflect a preference for any theology over Buddhist metaphysics, but rather a deep appreciation of both poetries; and the need for both, if I am to speak from the heart. “God” carries the weight of my own intimate experience of, and dialogue with, the fundamental nature of reality. I tell anyone uncomfortable with the word that they can take it as an acronym for the Great Originating Dynamic (or the Grand Old Dance).

It is largely a matter of language. If we say that God is another name for Conscious Loving Presence, or for the empty, awake, and responsive holographic nature of reality, then it is equally fair to say that all of that is only another word for God. Because there is an infinite relationship between ourselves and that which is infinite, whether we approach our path as an awakening to God—or as an awakening of our Buddha-mind and our Buddha-heart—is, from a practical standpoint, a matter of how our acquired mental impressions in this life have led to our initial preference for how we address, love, and engage reality. This is not about “mix and match” spirituality, however. It is still about the strength and coherence of our dedication to a selfless reality that fuses the integrity of our practice. Nevertheless, you may find in my writing a frequent idiosyncratic shifting of language—as if a rogue word processor began randomly shifting fonts within a given text, yet always conveying the same information.

My studies and influences have ranged widely. I was naturally attracted to the teachings of Bhagavan Ramana Maharshi. (I recall walking up Upper West Side Broadway at age nineteen, on my way to the Zen center, holding a mantra I had given myself: “No more games, Bhagavan.”) I was, at a later point, deeply touched by A Course in Miracles. And, much earlier, I was affected most profoundly and extensively by the early teachings of that remarkable individual known in those days as Bubba or Da Freejohn, whose teachings I have probably internalized more that I even realize, and one of whose most succinct pronouncements, “Persist as love despite all evidence to the contrary,” I have made my own to this day.

Much of my earliest foundational experience is addressed in the next chapter. This leaves, as the later foundational pieces of my life’s trajectory, my long history of practice in the shabd yoga and Sant Mat lineage of teachings (see the chapter titled “In the Arc of the Fountain”); my training and experience with emotional integration work (see “The Pterodactyl”); and the work of Charles Berner, who developed the process that came to be known as “the Enlightenment Intensive.” In my own work, I changed its name to “the True Heart, True Mind Intensive,” which was truer to my own outlook, and was, for me, less commodifying. This profoundly conceived process integrates contemplation with communication in a way that amplifies the awakening power of both. I have been running True Heart, True Mind Intensive retreats since the early eighties, and some of my own deepest experience has occurred when I myself have been a participant in such retreats.

Finally, my early study of tai chi ch’uan, which began in New York in 1967, eventually led to my extensive involvement, here and in China, with qigong and the Taoist lineage of teachings—which, as I have come to integrate them with my other practices, have also contributed to a transparency of body and spirit.

If these biographical details, and those that follow, conjure up any image of fabled autobiography—forget it. When you place those mere details in the context of an actual ordinary and messy life—marriage, kids, work, bills, and the standard thousand and one opportunities for misguided behaviors and uneducated choices—it seems less exceptional and more familiar. None of the exotic details are ever really the point. Perhaps the only real lesson to be learned from any bio, however it looks, is that of a certain single-mindedness; that is, the clarifying of priorities and the quality of intention, as well as the continued willingness to question or undermine our conditioning on behalf of the truth. All of which can keep us from foundering forever in the circus of distraction and false promise.

Our lucid experiences can ground us and make us more capable of and committed to acting clearly. But the dance of life will stir up many eddies in the mind that cloud the windshield. Just as with nighttime driving, the onrushing glare of bright headlights can be quite challenging—dangerously disorienting, perhaps, to the inexperienced driver. But, with experience, we learn how to inwardly shelter ourselves from the glare, not give it our full attention, look slightly down and to the side, and use the right edge of the road as our reference point. The onrushing headlights of the mind can offer a similar disorienting glare. But we learn not to give it our full and serious attention, and to keep confidence in a certain inner reference point along the right side of the road. Of course, for that moment, the easy clarity of the road is obscured. However, we each have an inner gyroscope or homing device that we must, at any given point, activate in the midst of our outer circumstances—and it will open before us the appropriate path of surrender and of practice.

I did in fact marry and “raise” six kids, who are still much a part of my life, along with ten grandchildren. I am frequently buoyed by the depth of their humanity and spirit. And to speak of what I owe my erstwhile partner, Alexandra, who is now passed, could be a whole other book. There is no “spiritual” substitute for the growth that comes from a relationship to another human being. The lessons I learned, and the passionate, and sometimes bracing, teaching and cross-pollinating of understanding that she gifted me, were exactly the gifts I needed for who I was to become. Whenever I have occasion to think, “Gee, I’m grateful for learning that lesson back then, so I don’t have to learn it now,” it was likely from Alex that I learned it.

I was also lucky to be able to choose work that reinforced and reminded me of, rather than distracted me from, my deepest intentions and need to practice. Founding The Whole Health Center in Bar Harbor in 1981 offered me a broad palette for serving, teaching, and learning, and for developing a comprehensive vision. As all the areas of my work and practice have continued to integrate and coalesce, they have also led to a desire to write—with one book out, and several in the (sometimes dysfunctional) creative pipeline.

During a rare vacation a few winters ago, on a remote island in the southern Bahamas, I found myself sitting on a high coral outcrop at the edge of a deserted cove. Meditating under a scrubby tree, just out of the hot sun, and with a cool ocean breeze blowing from behind me, there suddenly blew across my mind the thought to write this book. It had never been my expectation, intention, or presumption to write about the details of my own spiritual experience. In fact, it had never occurred to me before; whereas there were other books, I thought, waiting to be written. Now, it seemed, it was obviously what I was supposed to do.

Up until now I had presumed to speak and write on the basis of my collective experience, including a lifetime’s living, working, practicing, and studying. And, more importantly, with the authority of those direct occasions of revelation. But I had never given much attention to making an account of, or much reference to, those most intimate experiences themselves. (In fact, just recently, when discovering a recording of an online interview I did in 2011, I was surprised to hear myself all but denying them.) Suddenly it seemed that they were the treasures that needed to be unfolded, or unpacked, in detail. They were, after all, the most essential experiences of my life, and the foundation of anything else I had to say. And in this most transitory—and closer to ending—lifetime, it now seemed my most important piece of business was to record them. (Three of these experiences—see “On the Subway,” “Dancing at a Festival,” and “Neither Life nor Death”—have also been commented on in my previous book, Moonlight Leaning Against an Old Rail Fence—Approaching the Dharma as Poetry.)

Not only did I owe it to the world to make a direct account, but I also owed myself the challenge of recording that account; that is, of making the clearest possible articulation of what is often spoken of in generalities or formulaic references. There is no vainglory when I say, “I owe it to the world.” I believe every life simply owes back the best fruits of its own experience, to become the very best and most serviceable compost we can become, in keeping with our own nature, as we disappear back into the life of the whole. As my nature, in the broad sense, is that of a poet, this was one of the poems I owed leaving behind.

Although my experiences are not common, neither are they special. Many among us have had direct realizations, revelations that bypass the routine avenues and structures of the mind. And I have been privileged to be there on that occasion for others. I am not, after all, speaking of anything new; but each articulation, if it is based on recording a direct experience, may always have something new to offer. When I read the accounts and the accomplishments of the great masters, or the depth and lucid straightforwardness of their teachings, of course I think: “Who am I to say anything? I am just a foolish (seventy-five-year-old) kid.” But that same foolish kid, finding a beautiful pebble on the beach, wouldn’t hesitate to bring it home and share it for what it is. I can at least make a humble effort to be faithful to the truth of what I have been shown directly—with no further claims—and my elders in spirit may kindly receive the pebble and smile indulgently and place it on the shelf. Or some other fool might crack open the pebble to find all the teachings revealed once again. Indeed, it is just that a fool can see these things that testifies to the all-pervasive mercy and accessibility of the dharma, and to its immediate accessibility to other fools.

I only intended so much in this writing: to document a limited portion of my direct experience, offer a glimpse of the “big view,” and present and clarify a certain understanding of reality based on that experience—inspiring others, perhaps, with my own testimony. In part one I chose to record only those experiences that still live in me as thoroughly revelatory. In other words, they showed me something directly and authoritatively that I could not have claimed to know with authority a moment before; that the mind by itself can never know with authority. But on these occasions, a veil is torn away such that reality simply knows itself.

Part two of this book grew unexpectedly as a means to further highlight some of the practical implications of part one and to pull together pieces of the broad spiritual picture with the intimate and tender details of our human psychology—the mechanisms of the ego and brain/mind functioning that define, inhibit, and also enable our full spiritual development. It became a bit more elaborate than its original intention, and yet it still does not do full justice to the ideas that are raised—to which I intend to return in future writings. But if this book is able to affirm, instruct, or inspire a new level of integration, understanding, or foundation for our practice together as human beings, then I will be grateful.

As in much of my writing, there tends to be a continuous shuttle between the personal, the poetic, and the didactic (which I hope is not a dirty word). Certain themes or ideas seem to reiterate themselves throughout the book; and, to an extent, each chapter reflects and recasts all the others. I chose to leave the reiterations, hoping that they serve to make certain new concepts more familiar and accessible, rather than merely repetitious.

The experiences in part one all seem to reinforce one common experience of reality. Understandably. For they are each glimpsing the same landscape through different windows, or through interchangeable depths of perspective. And they might easily have occurred in a different sequence. But the writing also made me aware of some of the themes in my own early development that were, in some way, archetypal of the journey itself. The crucial factors in becoming open to insight are always present in each person’s journey, uniquely situated in each life. For someone else, these realizations will occur in wholly different circumstances. But they are important passages in the journey of consciousness, and so I have recorded some of them in the first chapter of this book.

Thus, there is an element of spiritual autobiography. However, the focus is 
not on my life, but on the unfolding of understanding. This understanding 
belongs to the world as part of that emergent evolution that Pierre Teilhard de Chardin might call “christic,” and the sage Robert Sardello might call “sophianic,” and Zen might call the cypress tree in the garden. Even then, there is a significant piece left out: the nuts and bolts of life, and the trials, training, enlightenment, and steam cleaning of life in the world, and life in relationship. I acknowledge the limited scope of the personal account. It does not go into the details of the struggles of my individual humanity, which might also be edifying. That would have been a much more momentous task. Nor is it, though, meant to promote a one-sided view of myself. It is meant to be an affirmation of, and a testament to, the deeper reality that holds all of us, even as we work through our individual karmas.

While it is to be hoped and reasonably expected that the depth of spiritual experience is consistent with the growing emotional maturity, psychological insight, behavioral and relational skills, and overall discernment and integration of our lives, these are domains that require their own fierce commitment and learning curve. Though many spiritual insights and experiences are inherently integrative in their effect on daily life, this is not always so. Their own integration, and their greater integrative effect, is more likely assured, however, if we have made an equal commitment to being honest and humble disciples of life’s lessons, humiliations, demands, failures, and restructuring of our egoic characters. It is life itself that knows how to work and soften the material, and find its enlightening way into the cracks, whether we are living in a monastery or in a traditional household. Life is messy. We may do very well avoiding the mess, but that is likely to leave something unintegrated. We needn’t be shy of the messiness of life, nor shy nor judgmental about the messiness of the “self.” There is a technical Sanskrit phrase for this: “the whole enchilada.”

When one tells a dream that hasn’t been told, one remembers things that would have otherwise been lost from recollection. When one describes an experience that has not been fully described, one mines treasures that were never fully mined. May the gifts of both tellings go to the glory of the Mother Lode.



PART ONE
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Tripping over the Light

The light is everywhere, but, miraculously, people rarely trip over it. But, now and again, you find a real klutz. 
I myself have been known to be such a klutz.

RAV SHMUEL PINCHAS 
HALEVAI (APOCRYPHAL)
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Someone Does

Sometimes my meditation cushion

is like an information booth at Grand Central Station,

and I am the small boy who wanders over

and says, “I’ve lost myself. I don’t know where

to go.” And the nice lady says, “Just wait here.

Someone will show up.” And someone does.
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Early Foundations


INTIMATIONS

I can recall in sixth grade having the simple perception that the way we see and speak of things as separate isn’t true. I perceived that reality was greater, more unified, than the discursive mind could manage or depict, and yet all of us were somehow content to miss the essence. That’s how I might express it now. At the time, it was just a non-verbal knowing that all that we experienced was one unspeakable thing. I remember standing on a street corner with a friend who seemed quite sympathetic to what I called the car-truck-lamp-post-garbage-can-sky-cloud theory of existence—or the idea that we could never describe reality without simultaneously naming the entirety of every interconnected thing we could see or think of all at once. So we would play a game of trying to reel off every name, object, observation, and sensation that poured into the mind at once, as if it were one long word. Because our separate words divided what was, in fact, all one thing. And though we never got very far, we knew what we were trying to do and why.

At thirteen, I felt an almost painful need to know everything I could about Tibet. It might have just been the sense of mystery. I gazed at photos of the Potala (the palace of the Dalai Lama). Having read somewhere that there was a lake behind the Potala, I searched, to no avail, for a photo of the Potala from behind. (I never did see a representation of the lake until I saw Brad Pitt skating on it in the movie, Seven Years in Tibet.) Not long after, I saw an ad for the Rosicrucians in some Sunday newspaper. It depicted, as I image it now, someone lying against a stone slab with a beam of light radiating upward from (or downward to) his third eye. It had a lead caption that read, “Spend a Minute in Eternity.” I was just a little atheist Jewish kid, now living on Long Island—but I looked at that beam of light and thought, “I want that.”

At fourteen, I enrolled in a book club called the “Mystic Arts Book Society.” (It was another ad I saw; and the publisher turned out to be not far from where we lived. I got my father to take me down there to enroll. The guy behind the desk looked up at my father, either quizzically or disapprovingly, and said, “You know, these books are not for kids.” “I know,” I piped up definitively.) My first selection was Cosmic Consciousness by R. M. Bucke.

Bucke was a nineteenth-century Canadian doctor who had had a spontaneous enlightenment experience. Wanting to better understand it, he combed through the canons of Western literature, ancient and modern, and the early translations from the East. He investigated the writings, as well as the available biographies, of mystics, poets, and others who seemed to describe such an experience, attempting to formulate the common criteria of the experience, as well as the common factors that seemed to promote it. And so I was steeped in these biographies. Bucke concluded that this “cosmic consciousness,” as he came to call it, was an emerging faculty of consciousness in human evolution. He later befriended Walt Whitman. From Bucke’s long personal association with Whitman, as well as from Whitman’s writings, Bucke—from his mid-nineteenth-century vantage point—judged Whitman to be the most developed state of cosmic consciousness to date. Needless to say, Whitman was an early hero of mine.

The second selection to arrive (did I choose it, or did I fail to send back the refusal slip?) was a beautiful two-volume boxed hardcover set of the first publication of The Hundred Thousand Songs of Milarepa, the spontaneous teachings of the renowned Tibetan yogi-saint. (It probably cost what a paperback book costs now!) This publishing treasure, which I inspected with awe but couldn’t fully appreciate at the time, still sits on my bookshelf today.

Aside from these outer memories, I have a firm recollection of my inner state. And that is because I consciously and deliberately “sent a message” to the future. Sitting in front of a window, somewhere in my fourteenth year, I was overcome with a deep sense of absolutely knowing something that I couldn’t describe, and which maybe I wasn’t supposed to know. I thought: “When I’m older, I’ll have no idea what I already knew at fourteen.” So for safekeeping, I deliberately planted this moment in my memory, and also sent it as a mental time capsule into my future. Somewhere in my late forties, I opened the capsule in the form of documenting it in this poem:
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fourteen

when I was fourteen I sat by

the bedroom window in the late afternoon

and looked out through the storm and screen

over a lawn and a suburban street and the

houses and the sun not quite setting through

the telephone wires and saw the great haze of the smog

settling over the world and suffused with a light

and a voice that spoke of a secret behind

all places and all times

and that voice moved like a wave

over the curve of the heavens and entered my

window and trembled in my body saying

I am here I am you You know what I am

and in that moment I knew that I knew what

needed to be known for all my life.

My oldest son recently shared with me a very comparable experience he had gazing out of a car window at the age of thirteen. I have since seen similar references in other autobiographies. There is definitely some faculty of knowing that calls at us; and I believe we are developmentally equipped to begin picking it up by early adolescence—if it is not drowned out.

Another significant experience occurred when I was fifteen. I had pulled a paperback book off my father’s book shelf called The Universe and Dr. Einstein, which was a popularized treatment of Einstein’s theories. I took the book along with me when my family left that summer for a two-week camping trip around New England. I had been immersed in the book on the afternoon we took a break from camping and paused at a lodge that had cabins and an actual dining room. The family was getting ready to go over for dinner, and I was sitting at the kitchen table locked in consternation over Einstein’s idea that time was relative, and that someone speeding across the universe in a spaceship would be in a totally different time frame than someone on Earth, and would age more slowly. I was struggling with the conventional (Newtonian) view that time and space are absolute and equal everywhere. I could not fit Einstein’s relativistic teaching into my own mind frame, and yet I accepted that it was widely understood as the scientific truth. So I tried to stretch my mind, and bang my head against it, so to speak—but my mind simply could not accommodate it. It was, perhaps, my mind’s first koan—“the mosquito biting on the iron bull,” as they say. Suddenly, my mental stubbornness gave way, and I saw that my grasp of reality was governed arbitrarily by the structures of my mind—and that when I let go of those structures, reality was open-ended. Rather than trying to fit a new reality into an old structure, I realized that the structures themselves could release, and reality was simply what it was, not beholden to my mind. And my mind soared free to embrace the new understanding. It was a sudden realization, a eureka moment, and it happened “just in time,” under the pressure of my parents saying, “Come on already. We have to get over for dinner.”

To this day, over a half-century later, I recognize the gift of that one moment—that freeing up from Aristotelian logic—every time I am exposed to the deep paradoxes of truth, and to the inexhaustible non-exclusiveness referred to in the next chapter. I now see that this greasing of the mind—a fundamental willingness to release its structures, and my discovery of the joy of that experience—would serve me in all future growth. Certain non-dual concepts that the discursive mind would ordinarily get stuck on were spontaneously cut through like butter—even at the conceptual level—owing to that original restructuring or de-structuring of my approach to reality.

By sixteen I was getting exhilarating and humorous premonitions of a reality that was vast, spontaneous, and free, just beyond and within the conventional way we structured our world. These premonitions spoke to me as adolescent epiphanies as I walked down my sheltered suburban street. This budding faith and delight and sense of intuitive knowing was confirmed for me when I opened my first book on Zen (Suzuki’s Essays in Zen Buddhism), fortuitously handed to me by a high school teacher. Reading for the first time something that I privately sensed, I started calling myself a Zen Buddhist. At the same time, I found myself puzzling over why periods of happiness came and went. Why, when I seemed to establish myself in well-being or happiness, did this state inevitably turn into periods of distress or unhappiness—even if not much had changed outwardly? And why did life always come full circle to be a worrisome problem again? The same seemed to be true for everyone else. It almost seemed like a law of nature. Why should that be? It seemed to have something to do with the mind. I remember walking down that same suburban street formulating my “theory of the impossibility of continuous happiness.” It said, basically: “Our happiness seems to be dependent on positive images and perceptions in the mind, which are impossible to sustain. Furthermore, because the mind is based on the recognition of opposites, even if a positive perception registers consciously in the mind, its negative polarity—the possibility of its opposite—registers unconsciously at the same time; and that unconscious negative identification will arise like a seed planted in the mind that must inevitably sprout.” That was my first attempt to wrestle with the mechanics of the mind.

Two years later, in a period of crisis, I would have occasion to come face-to-face with the real work of Zen. And a year after that I discovered that there were actually teachers available in America.




GOD?

Meanwhile, despite my mystical inclinations and attractions, even to the Christian mystics, I had never crystallized my own clear, subjective sense of a personal relationship to anything like “God.” It was something my humanist upbringing had not necessitated. Having been raised with no religious structure, either positive or negative, “God” was an emotionally neutral word for me—though I had largely dismissed belief in God as superstition. Now, as I followed my own intellectual thread, I was brought to that door; and it would gently, and somewhat matter-of-factly, open.

At seventeen, while studying Joseph Campbell and comparative mythology at Goddard College, I stumbled upon a long paper by Heinrich Zimmer on Indian Tantric Buddhism. I recall the potent phrase that stood out for me while reading: All the gods are in us. By the end of that paper, I had realized, or concluded, that we all occupied the psycho-spiritual space of the Infinite, at whatever level we chose to relate to it or name it. And that the Infinite was, in fact, both our infinite capacity for relationship and the widest canvas for our relating. It suddenly seemed obvious that this living and conscious Infinite was our foundation, and that we were not only in relationship to it, but that it was also inherently relational, none other than the fullest dimension of our own truest being.

A truth so basic needed its own big but simple name to represent it. And, well, “God” was as serviceable a name as anything for this infinite 
relational reality. Now, with no resistance, the word was free to assume for me a numinous character.

From that point on I was comfortable with, and equally drawn to, both God-centered and non-God-centered ways of talking about an allembracing reality, and comfortable with both personal and non-personal ways of experiencing my engagement with It. I felt that both was more complete than either. (Generally speaking, I would regard “both-and” as more reliable than “either-or” when it comes to anything, from the most mundane truth to the most abstract ideas. I recall once saying to a friend that I thought “and” was the second-holiest word in the language. “What is the holiest word in the language?” he asked. “Yes,” I said.)




IDENTITY VS. PRESENCE

Ever indulgent of my romantic and anti-intellectual side, and having already left school once to hitchhike across the country and work in several places as a farm and ranch hand, I now decided to fulfill my dream of shipping out on a freighter. The American Merchant Marine, and its union, was out of reach for me. But I learned that if one hung out in Brooklyn in the halls of the Norwegian shipping companies, every so often a position arose that needed to be filled. That fall semester I informed my college mates of exactly what I planned to do and announced that I wouldn’t be showing up for spring semester. That winter of 1964 I put my name in at the Norwegian Union Hall and hung out in the streets outside the hall, talking with others who had scored such work from time to time. Along with encouraging advice, I also received various cautionary tales about what it might mean to be a small eighteen-year-old, and lowest in the pecking order, in the hold of a Norwegian freighter. By February, my name was called and a job was actually offered to me. I was poised to fulfill my latest dream. And then: the cautionary tales came flooding in and played havoc with my mind. When the final moment came for me to accept the job, I refused it. That is: I chickened out.

I was a failure and a disgrace to myself. I had invested my winter and, more importantly, had invested in a certain image of myself; and I had left myself high and dry. Worse than a person without a life, I was a person without a self. I was at the start of a full-blown identity crisis.

I ended up returning to school that spring with my tail between my legs. More than embarrassed, I was nurturing a private despair. Any coherent sense of self that had developed over my lifetime felt like it had been wiped away. I felt like I had, in one false move, stepped off the relatively reassuring escalator of my life and identity into an endless void, a hell-like tragedy from which I would never recover, wandering eyeless in Gaza, bewailing the taken-for-granted promise of my youth. At the very least, I would have to learn to live all over again.

All of that drama, of course, was a testament to the power of the mind, and the power of identity. But that last sentence—about having to learn to live over again—was quite true.

I did have one asset that did not abandon me: a commitment to the truth. Miraculously, it had fallen overboard with me. That capacity was able to observe and make note of what it saw. I observed a pathetic figure who outwardly carried on in school in a seemingly normal way, but who inwardly was flailing to get an identity back. I saw my ego constantly sorting through a ticker tape of possible roles, meanings, conclusions, identities, ritualizations, appearances, justifications, and strategies in the course of needing to establish and believe in a renewed identity for myself, one that was somehow logically consistent with what had been before. I could hear the variations on a constant mantra going through my mind: oh, maybe that’s how it is; or maybe that’s who I am; or maybe that’s what will work. I saw that the principle of identity was king, and, in its absence, the ego’s first job was to get it back—even if it had only random bits of papier-mâché to work with. Most of all, I saw, in the midst of my everyday life, that everything I thought, said, or did had one of two ultimate purposes: to look better to myself, or to look better to others. And I knew it was a sham.

(Of course, the task of a healthy ego, as it outgrows its adolescent or midlife identity crises, is to achieve a mature integration that is broadly congruent with the reality of one’s life, and hence stable and flexible, not so self-involved—even open and magnanimous. But even that adult ideal is a vulnerable construction except to the extent that one has incorporated or surrendered to the underlying essence beyond identity—expressed as a fundamental capacity for pure presence. But now, in my adolescent crisis, I beheld the delicate machinery of that whole construction.)
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