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			Orientation Day

		

	
		
			Hello and welcome!

			Today, we begin a new course in our Mystery School series, where we’ll discuss the topic of death and loss in the human experience. This week, we’ll consider many points of view about death, while exploring ways to avoid harming ourselves in the wake of loss.

			Grief describes the way most of us respond to loss. We naturally grieve over the loss of anything or anyone when there is a strong emotional attachment. How we grieve determines our health and happiness in future days. It affects the relationships that we have with ourselves, with the people we love, and with life itself.

			Whoever you are and wherever you’re from, you know what grief feels like. Every culture has its own traditions regarding death and loss, but every individual expresses grief differently. Most of us are aware that grieving can heal us. Or, if we let it linger too long, it can cripple us. It can move us through our pain, or it can take us hostage for a lifetime. Grief can inspire us to rise to our greatest heights. It can also defeat us.

			Your mind, like everyone’s, resists confronting the reality of death. Yet your mind is essential to the healing process after any tragedy. It can teach you to treasure the memories of those who have died. It may also remind you to be kind to the living.

			We all know loss. In the process of growing up, we outgrew many beliefs and behaviors. We also needed to abandon outdated ideas about ourselves. We had to give up beloved possessions. And, yes, we had to say goodbye to close friends, sweethearts and precious family members.

			We know loss. We also know the fear of losing people we love. The death of someone dear to us is heartbreaking and confusing, but it can reveal some basic truths about ourselves. It can teach us how to live richer lives, having survived a transformational change.

			The legacy of a loved one endures through our memories of them. We can use memories to lift ourselves out of darkness, or to invite darkness in. We can use someone’s passing as an excuse to suffer, or to rediscover the wonders of living.

			In the course of a lifetime, we’re likely to experience many deaths and different degrees of loss. We grieve over the loss of our youth and beauty. With age, we lose strengths we took for granted. At any age, we may mourn the loss of a healthy body or a sound mind. We may have our social status taken from us. We may lose our sense of security, or of identity. And we sometimes feel like we’ve lost ourselves.

			We all want to be safe, and any loss—or even the threat of loss—can feel terrifying. Feeling that life has betrayed us, we can allow bitterness to turn us into someone else, something else. The way toward overcoming our grief may seem like a mystery… until we find new insights.

			By now, you know this. You’ve been confronting mysteries all your life. Through your physical birth, you arrived into a world of mysteries. In the earliest months and years of your existence, you explored life’s marvels with uninhibited joy. You were hungry to learn and every aspect of your life was a puzzle waiting to be solved.

			You lacked the knowledge to explain things back then, but that didn’t diminish your enthusiasm. As soon as you could speak, you began asking questions and digging for answers. And you found that symbols were the key to solving the greatest puzzles.

			Numbers, letters, simple illustrations… all these helped you in your efforts to understand and communicate. Language was your intellectual challenge. Language was also your greatest artistic tool.

			With new information, came knowledge. As knowledge became more familiar, your skills improved. Your wisdom expanded. And, with every mystery you solved, many more mysteries revealed themselves.

			Your life is your art, so remember to approach every lesson from the point of view of an artist. You’ve learned so much and you’ve put what you learned into practice; the result is that your art has become more interesting and complex.

			Do you see how surviving a devastating loss is another of life’s countless artistic challenges? You can use these simple reminders to help you meet those challenges:

			See. Like any good artist, your challenge is to see everything, however pleasant or unpleasant. Being able to see things as they are is the essence of awareness. Seeing, without bias, strengthens your faith in yourself.

			Feel. Allow yourself to feel to the fullest, no matter how tender or terrible the emotion seems to you. Turn tragedy into poetry. Turn despair into creativity. To protect your own masterpiece, turn sorrow into a celebration.

			Say no to your stories. Your thoughts can take you down painful pathways, or direct your attention to the present moment. They can encourage self-pity or they can come to your rescue when events seem challenging. Most thoughts don’t come in whispers. They pound through you, screaming loudly and bringing with them a torrent of emotions. Stop what you’re doing! they scream. Hear us! Believe us! Die for us!

			For this reason, your thoughts shouldn’t be a mystery to you. It’s easy to hear what you’re telling yourself. You’re able to listen and you’re able to learn. Like life, you can change and modify, even in the process of creating.

			Say yes to life. Accept all of life’s surprises. Say yes to life’s unpredictability. Say yes to its endless possibilities. Say yes, because life is the supreme artist, teaching you to create something beautiful out of every circumstance.

			Your existence is defined by a constant stream of events. Some events may seem tragic, some exhilarating. Either way, events keep happening. The way you respond is usually reflexive; but you can choose to respond consciously. You can respond to life as a master artist would.

			For instance, you can recognize yourself as an active collaborator with life. You can sharpen your eye for beauty. You can lessen your judgments and open yourself to change. You can dare to see things as they are.

			You can also be kinder to your body, and acknowledge it as a loyal friend. In truth, your body is more than just a friend. It is the love of your life. Has anyone ever been more intimately connected to you than your physical body?

			Has anyone supported you more, through good times and bad, through sickness and health? Has anyone been more willing to serve your best and worst impulses, or to assist you in achieving your ambitions? It’s doubtful that anyone has taken as much poison from you, without resentment or blame.

			It’s not too late to show your body the unconditional love it deserves. It’s never too late to be a devoted caretaker to this human being. Respecting the body is the most essential part of mastering life.

			Most of us are inattentive to our bodies until they give us trouble. And, when that happens, we tend to be resentful. In most cases, we blame the “animal” for the inconvenience it’s caused us. We’re impatient and critical.

			We see everything from the perspective of the mind, which is not always sympathetic toward the human being. We’re mind-drunk, and so mesmerized by our thoughts that we can’t see the wonder that exists beyond them.

			We all have the choice to get out of our heads and make ourselves available to happiness. We can engage with people close to us. We can accept the love that’s offered to us, and dare to give love in return. We can allow our hearts to open wide, and then wider still.

			Given a chance, our physical bodies will find the strength to lift us into sunlight and keep us there. We can be patient, as we begin to apply our art once again. We can pick and choose what to believe, as all the pieces of us rise from the ruins of a broken dream.

			As I’ve said, one of the many consequences of losing someone is losing yourself. It’s easy to neglect the needs of the body in times of grief. It’s easy, when sorrow is so heavy in you, to collapse under the weight of it. You can ignore all the familiar paths to joy and refuse the little pleasures that make life worth experiencing.

			In the midst of trauma, or in the aftermath of an unexpected loss, self-pity can defeat you. Guilt or shame may seem to overwhelm you. Yes, you may lose touch with yourself, putting your loyalty to the dead ahead of your duty to the living.

			If any of this sounds familiar, you may be ready for deeper insights. If you think death took everything wonderful from you, I assure you that more wonders are waiting. Life is calling you back to its never-ending game of mysteries.

			Are you still willing to play?
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			Day 1: The Reality

		

	
		
			Holding a hand up to his eyes,

			he realized

			that he, too, was made of the seen and unseen…

			those million stars

			and the space between!

			Good morning and welcome back!

			Today, I’ll begin with the story of a medicine man who lived long, long ago. But, like most timeless stories, this one is also about you, me and our natural desire to seek the truth.

			This man, though still young, had dedicated his life in search of truth. Feeling there was more to being a great shaman than he’d learned from his ancestral teachings, he was hungry for new revelations. So, he left the village one night and made his way to the high desert, to find a quiet place to meditate.

			As the sun set behind the western mountains, he found a secluded spot and made camp. He ate a modest meal, and very quickly fell asleep under the night sky.

			It was well past midnight when he woke again and found himself gazing up at the heavens. There was no moon that night, and the stars were bright. Each speck of light blazed like a diamond against the blackness of space. Stars… and the vast, empty space between the stars.

			As the young man raised a hand to rub his tired eyes he noticed his fingers outlined against the brilliant sky. As he looked, it seemed he was seeing through his hand, to the stars beyond. Or, could it be that his hands, too, were made of stars?

			In that instant, he felt as if he was waking from a lifetime of sleep. He rose to his feet, looked down at his body, and then up at the night sky. A smile of comprehension lit his face. “I am made of stars… and the space between stars,” he said to himself.

			While he processed that thought, it also occurred to him that the stars didn’t create light, as he’d assumed. Light created the stars. “My entire body is made of light,” he whispered. “Everything is made of light!”

			He saw that the space between stars was not empty, but filled with light. Light, he realized, contained all the information of life. His body, like all bodies, was indeed made of stars. All matter was made of atoms and the brilliant space between.

			The universe is made of matter and the creative force of energy that makes life possible. This force was the truth of him. It is the truth of all living beings.

			That night, in a sudden moment of inspiration, the medicine man saw himself in everything. He saw himself in every human, animal, insect, and tree. He saw himself in the forests, oceans, and meadows. He saw himself in clouds, in rain, and in the earth under his feet. He saw how life combined matter and energy to create countless manifestations of itself.

			“I am life!” he shouted to the glittering sky. “And I see myself reflected in every human being!” It was suddenly obvious that people were mirrors for each other, but a kind of smoke blurred their vision. It obscured the truth from them.

			“Ah!” he exclaimed. “The mirror is the dreamer, the mind of every human being… and the smoke is the dream itself!”

			As Above, So Below

			The man standing beneath the stars could see that his body was a copy of the heavens. It was made of particles of matter, as well as the mystery that lay between the particles.

			He was made of flesh, yes. He was made of matter, and also the invisible force that moved matter. He was the energy that sustained his human body throughout its years of existence and would someday reclaim it.

			The young shaman in this story suddenly saw the bigger picture. You could say he saw the biggest picture possible. Like him, we can gain wisdom and perspective by expanding our awareness. We can look up to the heavens, or inward to the simplest component of our bodies, and see life.

			There is only one true perspective: life’s perspective. It perceives itself through every object and being. Life is all there is.

			This realization changes the way we see ourselves and everyone else. It may someday transform the way all humans view the world. Most of us imagine very little beyond our own versions of reality. We have opinions about what we see, and we make all-important decisions based on those opinions. Opinions, however, are not truth. Opinions are stories we tell about truth.

			Like the medicine man in this story, we hardly take a moment to consider the big picture. But, during that moonless night in the desert, he finally realized how he’d been misled by the familiar stories of his youth. He saw how knowledge, for all its wonders, was the smoke that dimmed human awareness.

			This insight changed him forever. And, to ensure that he never forgot the lessons he learned that night, he gave himself a new name. He would call himself Smoky Mirror.

			In every moment, we humans can make the choice to be more aware. We can broaden our point of view, or we can balance many points of view. We can open our eyes to the biggest possible picture, as Smoky Mirror dared to do.

			Every mind is a mirror, reflecting the physical world; but mirrors also distort what they reflect. How well is your mind doing its job? Is it ready to get out of its own way? Is it ready to put knowledge into perspective, and to see life as it is?

			The story of Smoky Mirror is a simple lesson in awareness. It reminds us how, even in adulthood, we’re willing to believe whatever we’re told. It calls us to leave innocence behind, and begin to see things as they are.

			Our stories try to explain truth, but often take us farther away from it. Fear distorts the way we perceive everything around us; and, of course, fear distorts the way we perceive ourselves. Transfixed by our version of reality, we imagine that life is separate from us, and maybe even hostile toward us.

			Human existence brings turmoil, tranquility, and all probabilities at once. It includes all outcomes and expressions, simultaneously. Your life is a comedy and a tragedy. Your stories are not the truth; too often, they refuse to acknowledge the truth.

			We are members of a specific species, existing on one planet among many planets within one of countless solar systems… within the only universe we know. None of that makes us small or ordinary. All forms of life, known or unknown, are extraordinary. Every being is a miracle of creation.

			Every life-form has unique characteristics. Each has a distinctive talent and each makes its own contributions to life as a whole. However, no creature is immortal. Whatever our function, we’re all made of matter. And matter doesn’t last forever.

			Truth does, however, and truth is the essence of you.

			The Balance

			Something dies and something else is born, continuously. Matter exists in one form, and then rearranges itself into another form. Or, it ceases to exist as matter. Life is the perpetual process of creation and destruction. The result, whether we choose to see it or not, is perfect balance.

			We humans are born, we live and we die. While we live, our actions reflect life’s process. We are created; in turn, we create. We witness many births and many kinds of deaths, but it’s not always easy for us to see the balance.

			Most of us react badly to loss. To infinite life, however, nothing is lost and nothing is gained. Do you suppose that life regrets a single act of destruction or creation? Does it regret having made mortal stuff—a tree, a bird, a person? Does life stop creating because of the tragedy of broken things?

			Life is transforming matter all the time. You could say it transforms the mirror, which is your body, and all living bodies. You, in turn, are transforming the mirror’s reflection, which is your mind.

			Your mind uses language to create a word-picture of everything the physical body is experiencing. Your brain gathers information, and your mind reflects that information through ideas. That’s the mind’s function, and also its art.

			With every shift in perception, with every new realization, the reflection becomes clearer. Your art gets better. I think you’ll agree that great art reflects life well. You’re in charge of what you believe, so you can direct your attention as any artist would, with an eye for beauty and a desire for truth.
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