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 Call of the Bell Bird

 The World is our Cloister

 New Light (ed.)

 The O of Home


 ’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free,

 ’Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,

 And when we find ourselves in the place just right,

 ’Twill be in the valley of love and delight.

 When true simplicity is gain’d,

 To bow and to bend we shan’t be asham’d,

 To turn, turn will be our delight,

 Till by turning, turning we come round right.

 Nineteenth-century Shaker song


 Preface

 Simplicity is neither simple to achieve nor easy to define.

 Is it the opposite of complexity? Is it a lack of elaboration or a lack of excess? It may be all these things, but there is a positive quality to simplicity that is more than a set of negatives, and surpasses form. But how does any of this apply to us? What is a simple life, and why should we want to lead one?

 Traditionally, simplicity has been associated with our attitude to material possessions. Figures as diverse as Jesus, Gandhi, Confucius, Marcus Aurelius and the Buddha considered a preoccupation with the material world to be a barrier to the spiritual life. Our own motivation to simplify our life may come from a concern to leave a smaller carbon footprint or a wish simply to downsize. It may relate to material objects or excessive busyness; it may be expressed in ridding ourselves of possessions or becoming less attached, but it is likely that the motivation to live a simpler life will spring from an inner compulsion.

 Simplicity is not just a lifestyle option, but an attitude of mind, a path for the inner as well as the outer life. It is not a narrowing of life, but a distillation. It is not so much to do with possessions, as with our attitude to them. After all “the root of all evil”, it is said, is not money but “the love of money”. Simplicity, as Duane Elgin says, is “not self-denying but life-affirming” (167). It is also not just about ourselves. A simple life will encompass not only our own needs, but those of others, and those of the environment in which we live.

 What we will seek to do in this book is to unpick the different approaches to simplicity and consider some of the steps, as well as some of the dangers, on the way. For simplicity is not a goal to be achieved, but a lifelong process.

 To begin with, let us be clear that we are talking about a conscious choice, a deliberate act. There is nothing glorious about enforced poverty. Elgin makes the point that we are not talking either about some reversion to a childlike or primitive state. We are adults living in a complex world, and it is with our adult understanding and knowledge of the modern world that we need to find a way that integrates our creativity and our sense of moral purpose. On the other hand, as we will see in Chapter 9, history, folklore and the stories from many faiths show us that sometimes it takes the clear sight of a child, or a clown, to cut through the pretence of modern life.


 Chapter 1

 Background

 In folk history and philosophy, in the arts and in science, simplicity has generally been considered “a good thing”. People from such different cultures and periods of history as Confucius, Lao-Tzu, Thoreau and Gandhi have paid tribute to its importance. The German writer, Goethe, wrote: “Nothing is true, but that which is simple.” John Ruskin felt that “it is far more difficult to be simple than to be complicated; far more difficult to sacrifice skill and easy execution in the proper place, than to expand both indiscriminately.” A principle established by William of Ockham, a fourteenth-century Franciscan friar and philosopher, states that “entities must not be multiplied beyond necessity”. In other words, the simplest explanation or strategy tends to be the best one. Stripped of all excess or unnecessary matter, the truth, the essence, shines through. Undue elaboration, complication or, indeed, obfuscation, masks the message, the purpose, of almost everything. It is certainly a barrier to communication. We all know examples of the jargon used by particular professions to exclude, as it seems to us, anyone not in the know. When it is a matter of information given out by government, it is vital that it is comprehensible to the general public. For over thirty years, the Plain English campaign has been working to eradicate gobbledygook and jargon from our public information, so that we can indeed be informed. Simple, spare prose is effective. As Ruskin said, “The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and to tell what it saw in a plain way.”

 Simple elegance and clear lines are admired in most aspects of design – whether of clothes, architecture or furniture. The culture of the Shakers, a religious group founded in the eighteenth century, is particularly renowned for the way functionality, simplicity and beauty are combined, the way “form follows function”. Shakers never fashioned items with elaborate details or extra decorations, but only made things for their intended uses. The interior spaces of their buildings are characterised by austerity and simplicity, and the simple architecture of their homes, meeting houses, and barns have had a lasting influence on American architecture and design. But it is for their simple, functional and high quality furniture that the Shakers are best known, and still emulated.

 Worship

 Shakers came out of a religious revolution that began in seventeenth-century England: simplicity was an aspect of their faith. Part of the general Protestant movement, in fact, was to simplify worship itself. It was felt that to remove what were seen as the “Popish” trappings of High church services – incense, rich vestments, etc. – would enable worshippers to focus on what mattered: the worship of the Divine. Quakers, for instance, stripped away the rituals and externals of religious services; their practice to this day is utterly simple in its lack of set words, dogma, anything that might interfere with the relationship between the worshippers and God. Quaker Meetings for Worship can take place at any time and in any place – no building is more sacred than another – and Meeting Houses themselves are bare of symbols and ornamentation. Quakers feel that cumbersome theology can be simplified into the statement “God is love”. One wrote recently: “The more overlaid our reaching out to that ultimate reality is with ritual, words, music and image, the more it is masked by human reality” (Quaker Quest, 21).

 In reform Islam too there has been a stripping down of the accretions of ritual and superstition accrued over the centuries. In the eighteenth century, the Arabian scholar, Abdul Wahhab, became aware of the luxury in dress and behaviour, what he considered as superstitious pilgrimages to shrines, the use of omens and the worship given to Muhammad and Muslim saints rather than to God. He began a mission to purify the religion, to proclaim the simplicity of the early religion founded on the Koran and the manner of life of Muhammad.

 Meditation, at the centre of many Eastern religions, requires practitioners to leave behind all distractions, everything save the experience of the present moment. Focus and concentration are at its heart. An image or a prayer is chosen as a focus; attention to this is sustained and repeated on a regular basis. Insight meditation is an all-encompassing practice, a way to healing, purification, detachment and awareness by concentrating on different parts of the body, or pain of the mind or heart. Practice is built up over a long period; steadfastness and concentration are the keynotes. What is required is a willingness to let go of everything and go to the centre of our being.
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