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  What people are saying about Conversations with Socrates and Plato




  Dr. Neal Grossman’s book, Conversations with Socrates and Plato, takes the reader from a beginning understanding of afterlife research to a much broader and more in-depth view of the implications of these findings.




  Is it Neal, or is it Plato? I am not sure where to draw that line. What I am sure of is that all of the quotes in the book come from some of the most brilliant people who ever lived. I include Neal in that group.




  Allan Botkin, PsyD, author, Induced After Death Communication: A Miraculous Therapy for Grief and Loss




  What happens when Plato and Socrates have an extended chat with a contemporary philosopher about things that matter – the nature of our mind, sexuality, child-rearing, life and death, the hereafter, and dozens of other issues that perplex all of us? I know of nothing comparable to philosopher Neal Grossman’s remarkable book. Conversations with Socrates and Plato is spiced with wisdom, wit and humor on every page. It presents a perspective of life and social conduct in which consciousness is fundamental, not derived from the atoms and molecules of our physical brain, and in which a deep unity and connectedness between people are factual. To see why these majestic views are valid, and what difference they can make in your life, buckle up and jump in!




  Larry Dossey, MD, author of One Mind: How Our Individual Mind Is Part of a Greater Consciousness and Why It Matters




  A fascinating dialog about a possible future in which “all together seek the common advantage of all.” Neal Grossman, a professional philosopher uniquely qualified for such a task, lays out in detail how our future children must be educated for this vision to be realized. The book is a feast of well-written, lively discussion of many of the subjects that thoughtful people wonder about. Neal’s rich and original insights about the nature and origin of beauty, in particular music, and what we should expect at death especially delighted me. And the final pages will be treasured.




  Prof. Stafford Betty, PhD, author and academic




  Conversations with Socrates and Plato by Neal Grossman is original in style and substance. Grossman has authored a book-length dialogue between himself and Socrates, Plato, Spinoza, and William James. With this cast of characters, we are taken through spirited discussions of basic aspects of social reality: reason, language, emotion, love, friendship, sexuality, beauty, inspiration, all this culminating in a fresh and daring consideration of old age and death. The key to the importance and great value of this book lies in the subtitle. A social order that is “post-materialist” must also be post-consumerist, post-capitalist, and post-militarist. So this is a book about a necessary revolution of consciousness, and deserves to be widely read.




  Michael Grosso, PhD, author of The Final Choice: Death or Transcendence?




  Through a fantastic (double entendre) conversation with four nowdisembodied philosophical giants, Grossman takes readers on a playful joyride through the highlights of Western philosophy, all in pursuit of very serious subjects: the nature of human existence and of the social order that would enable humanity to proceed from its currently precarious future on earth to a future characterized by dynamic yet secure sustainability. Previous knowledge of philosophy helpful but not required to join and enjoy the ride!




  Janice Holden, EdD, LPC-S, NCC, ACMHP, Chair Professor, University of North Texas




  This is one of the most innovative, meaningful, and historically important books I have ever read. Dr. Neal Grossman, Associate Professor Emeritus of Philosophy from the University of Illinois in Chicago, has spent years engaging in conversations – in his head – with four of the greatest minds in human history. Sub-titled “A Post-Materialist Social Order,” the timing of this book is propitious: its publication occurs during the founding of the Academy for the Advancement of Postmaterialist Sciences (www.AAPSglobal.com). Grossman’s book provides a philosophical grounding and vision for this profound evolution in human consciousness and understanding. Are these dialogues fictional, or are they real? The conclusion from contemporary postmaterialist science is that we should not only thank Dr. Grossman for writing this seminal book, but we should express our deepest gratitude to Socrates, Plato, Spinoza, and William James for their continuing wisdom and caring as well.




  Prof. Gary E. Schwartz, The University of Arizona, author of The Afterlife Experiments and Super Synchronicity
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Foreword




  by Eben Alexander




  Cultures tend to follow the lead of their more profound thinkers in shaping the world-view adopted by society at large. Hence, humanity over the last century or so has tended to follow the lead of scientific thought. That conventional public version of science can be broadly labeled as reductive materialism, highlighting the assumption that all that exists is the material world (also known as physicalism, the notion that all that exists is physical matter).




  Of course, such a scientific stance demands that the brain must create mind or consciousness, since nothing exists but the physical world perceived with the physical senses. A profound implication is that humans do not have free will. Assuming that thoughts and perceptions are nothing more than the confusing result of chemical reactions and electron fluxes in the substance of the brain, what would be the agent or source to inject “free will” to influence the course of those molecular reactions and larger scale events in human lives?




  The scientific revolution has been ongoing for the last four centuries or so, and the most recent 100 years mark the culmination of such thought. It has converged on this notion of physicalism, because that is what many of those scientists have studied — the physical world. Crucially, they’ve missed one important fact — that what humans witness is phenomenal conscious experience, but never the direct “physical” reality presumed to underlie it.




  According to modern neuroscience, all such experience, perception and thought depend on the activity of the brain’s neurons. And yet those neurons are not operating like balls on billiard tables with Newtonian determinism applied to all the relevant particles. Each neuron is absolutely functioning in the realm of Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, where tight spatial confinement of ions in ion channels opens wide the momentum vector. Thus, the very action of neuronal firing at the fundament of all thought and perception is directly due to quantum effects. To those who muse over the confusing aspects of consciousness and quantum physics, it becomes obvious that they are two sides of the same coin.




  Recent advances in psychology (especially parapsychology, with all of the associated evidence of non-local consciousness) and quantum physics are converging towards a shocking, yet liberating, realization — that the universe is mental, and that the objective physical universe is but a projection from the more primordial organizing forces of the collective mind. As these extraordinary features of reality are illuminated, mysterious but empirically refined over many decades, a new world-view is emerging. It is one that supports the foundational reality of metaphysical (or ontological) idealism — that is, that all of physical reality is projected out of consciousness.




  A physical mechanism for mind-over-matter, and for the explication of our witnessing of an apparent mental universe, are the extraordinary gifts of this arrangement. The physics community, operating from a fundamental disdain for the nonphysical, or spiritual, thus broadly assumes that, for example, Hugh Everett’s Many-Worlds Interpretation of infinite parallel universes emerging from every subatomic observation is sufficient to explain the measurement paradox in quantum physics. The emerging scientific consensus suggests we would be wise to follow the lead of the founding fathers of the field (i.e. Max Planck, Wolfgang Pauli, Erwin Schrödinger and others) who all suggested that consciousness is fundamental in the universe, and that the physical is projected from the mental, not the other way around.




  As the scientific community begins to make sense of the implications of this fundamental shift in world-view, it is crucial to realize the erroneous basis of so many assumptions about the nature of reality, originating in the falsehoods of materialism and its associated illusion of separation. And as a consequence, we must now modify our social fabric and larger aspects of human behavior to reflect this radical new unified reality.




  Scientific models of consciousness, informed through increasingly-refined experiments in quantum physics, not only allow for, but in many ways demand the notion that we are spiritual beings in a spiritual universe. This shift in world-view energizes a seismic shift in our understanding of who we are, where we came from, and where this is all going, both for individuals, and for human society at large.




  Arguably, many worsening problems in modern society, such as the opioid crisis, rising rates of depression and suicide, multiple theaters of modern warfare and violent conflict, destabilizing economic polarization, cataclysmic ecological damage, etc., are the result of the false sense of separation inherent in physicalist thought. Combined with the egotistical self-focus of our modern society, and a general lack of responsibility for one’s decisions towards the higher good, this spiritual vacuum in our modern world contributes to the decline of our entire civilization.




  How can we most effectively benefit humanity given this radical new world-view? Enter Neal Grossman, an emeritus associate professor of philosophy at the University of Illinois at Chicago whose academic career began with the study of quantum physics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Throughout his career, he harbored a profound interest in the works of Plato, Socrates, Benedict Spinoza and William James.




  Neal calls these great thinkers to task in re-imagining the possibilities for our current world. They examine how we might transform as a result of the radical shift in understanding that the nonphysical realms are real, that we seem to be sharing one mind, while also offering solutions to many of the world’s current problems. Reading this grand work impresses one with the extraordinary wisdom and insight that one would expect from such great minds – all with the sage knowing and playfulness inherent in such outstanding genius, and with insight to Truth that spans the eons.




  Idealism has always been a “pie-in-the-sky” philosophical position suggesting that the loftiest goals of human existence, our grandest dreams and aspirations, are attainable. Many will thus find it not only affirming, but quite comforting, that the leading edges of quantum physics and psychology (informed by all aspects of human consciousness, both the mundane and the exotic) point to the concrete existence of idealism as the rule of the universe. The grand potential for humanity to consciously and mindfully manage our unfolding reality suggests that together we can create peace, prosperity, and harmony for all beings in our currently conflicted world.




  Neal’s fantastic work consolidates the great wisdom of some of the most extraordinary minds ever to exist. Thus, it becomes a practical guide and roadmap towards something far grander as a realistic possible future for humanity. Although one might bicker with the details of this vision, it is clear that the overall alternative is the end of human civilization. Conversations with Socrates and Plato is a vital gift to humanity at this critical time in our history, one for which I believe Socrates, Plato, Benedict Spinoza and William James all would be (or are) proud!




  Eben Alexander III, MD




  Neurosurgeon and author of Living in a Mindful Universe and Proof of Heaven




  Charlottesville, Virginia




  June 14, 2018




  Chapter I




  Introduction




  (I’m waiting for an opening sentence. Usually, in the weeks and even months before beginning a writing project, many themes and ideas float through my awareness. I then wait patiently for an opening sentence to come – a sentence that just “feels right” – and then the material seems to flow. It’s as if the arrival of the opening sentence signals that the melody of themes and ideas that have been floating through my awareness is now sufficiently “baked” and ready for manifestation in the temporal order. So I’m sitting here, in front of my computer screen, feeling a readiness to begin, and waiting for the opening sentence to come –)




  1) The Form of Social Justice




  Socrates: Well, patience is a virtue, as they say, but even though you will live into old age, you do not have the time to wait for the usual opening sentence.




  Neal: What? Are you saying that even if I wait another 20 years the opening sentence will still elude me? But even if that “perfect” first sentence never comes, every piece of writing must logically begin with a first sentence.




  Plato: (smiling) Calm down, my friend. There’s a joke hidden in what Socrates said; his statement does not literally mean what you think it means.




  Neal: You guys seem to enjoy beginning our conversations by getting me confused right away... will I have to wait until the end to get the punch line of this joke?




  Socrates: No, I’ll give you a big hint momentarily. But first I want to acknowledge what has not escaped your notice: that you are beginning this undertaking at the physical age of my own death.




  Benedict Spinoza: – Just like you were the age at which I died (44) when we began our writing project together.




  Plato: And, although we won’t be superstitious about such things, there is some general truth to these symbolisms and synchronicities, so it is always good to acknowledge them when they occur.




  Neal: Yes, I find these synchronicities somewhat curious, but don’t know what to make of them.




  Socrates: No need to make anything of them; (with humor) after all, maybe it’s just a coincidence. Well, at any rate, here’s that little hint I promised you:




  Neal: I’m listening.




  Socrates: OK. Not only do you not have enough time to wait for the opening sentence, but also we do not have enough time to wait for it either.




  Neal: But that’s ridiculous. You guys live in the eternal order, in which all time is contained, so how could you possibly not have enough time? Wait, hmmm, I think I see something, but it still doesn’t make sense to me.




  Plato: What do you see?




  Neal: Well, suppose there existed something whose true home was the eternal order – say (to Plato) one of those forms of yours – such a form could never appear in the temporal order, no matter how long one were to wait. Neither I, nor you, would have “enough time” for, say, the form of beauty, or the number three, to appear in the temporal order, since neither the form of beauty nor the number three have anything to do with time at all. But even so, an opening sentence is not itself an eternal object, but rather, is the beginning of a temporal manifestation of something, like perhaps, an instantiation of a form – like a physical thing that is beautiful, or a representation of the number three.




  Plato: Not bad – you are suggesting that Socrates’ statement contains some allusion to a distinction and relationship between the Real – the eternal order – and the so-called physical world – the temporal order. The Form of Social Justice is an eternal object, and as such, can never manifest itself as a temporal object, although efforts to participate in this Form – to create a just society in the temporal order – can certainly manifest. But there is a further, less metaphysical, reason why there can be no opening statement here, even in this temporal representation.




  Neal: I’ve got it! It’s the difference between linear and circular motions. If one is walking along a finite line, there is a beginning and an end to the line. But if one is walking around a circle, there is no beginning point. One has to just jump in and start walking.




  Socrates: ... Or writing, as the case may be.




  Plato: One might compare this situation to a large symphony orchestra playing beautiful music, rich in harmony and counterpoint. Our task is to describe the music to someone who cannot hear it. How might you “begin” describing the music?




  Neal: Well, assuming the person has some background in music, I would describe the notes that each instrument in the orchestra is playing, and hope that the person might get some sense of the music’s nature and beauty from such descriptions.




  Plato: Then it wouldn’t matter, I suppose, which instruments you described first, which second, and so on.




  Neal: No. The instruments all play their parts simultaneously, and to get a sense of the music as a whole, our hearing-impaired friend must strive to keep in mind all the parts “at once”. The various parts must be described repeatedly, but not necessarily in any order – the violins are doing this, while at the same time the winds are doing that, and the percussion is playing such and such rhythm, etc., etc.




  Plato: The description is likely to be lengthy, is it not?




  Neal: Yes. A person who cannot hear would have to study the score in depth, so to speak, and this can be a lengthy process. A person with hearing, by contrast, can simply listen to the music, and hear all the parts “at once”.




  Socrates: And, for someone who cannot hear, is it guaranteed that studying the score will give that person a sense of what the music actually sounds like?




  Neal: No, of course not. Obviously, a trained musician who has become deaf, like Beethoven, will easily be able to construct in his mind the sound of the music by reading the score. But someone with no training, or who is tone-deaf, will never be able to get a sense of the harmony by studying the individual components.




  Plato: So, to make the analogy explicit, the Form of Social Justice is a Reality that the soul, unencumbered by a body, can envisage all at once, as a single whole. Taking on a body causes the soul to forget its prior vision. But reading descriptions of the vision, as reported by some mystics and Near-Death Experiencers, may trigger a recollection of the vision. Whether, in any individual case, reading a description successfully triggers a recollection depends on how much philosophical training the soul has undergone, both during past and present lives, and in between lives. For it is not given to everyone to understand such things, and most embodied souls, that is, most human beings, are so spiritually tone-deaf that they cannot hear the (spiritual) harmony no matter how much they study the score.




  Let me add that I am using the words “philosophy” and “philosophical” in the way I originally used it, not as people who call themselves by those names currently use that term. But this will become clear as we proceed.




  Neal: Understood.




  Plato: Yet many are the souls who, prior to taking on a human form, have caught a good sight of the Form of Justice, and although not explicitly recollecting the vision, are driven by the effects of that vision to do what they can to actualize on Earth the model of social justice that they have seen beforehand.




  Neal: There is no other way, I think, to explain the difference between a human being who is motivated primarily by greed, and hence dedicates himself to the pursuit of wealth and reputation, and a human being who is genuinely motivated by the desire to help others. But, Plato, is this even possible? The forces of greed and separation are everywhere rampant, and the idealism of my youth is gone. It seems that the human race is now heading for self-destruction. Why should I believe that Justice can be realized “on Earth, as it is in Heaven”?




  Plato: The short answer to your question is that the Form of Justice is worthy of study and verbal articulation regardless of whether it can be actualized “on Earth”. I think I can convince you of this. But more practically, the survival of the human race depends on whether, and to what extent, Humanity collectively strives to realize this Form of Justice. It need not, and cannot, manifest the Form in its completeness, but it can regard the form as a model, to which it continuously looks to shape and structure its institutions and social norms, which are now structured by greed.




  Benedict: (to me) I’m wondering whether you now agree with me, that greed is a kind of madness.




  Neal: (smiling) Yes, most assuredly. But in the past it was not easy for me to come to this conclusion, since greed for wealth and reputation is a social norm, in which I participated. But now, it is difficult not to come to this conclusion, as it is everywhere obvious that the greed of those who seek wealth and status is destroying the planet.




  Benedict: And any motivation that leads directly to suicide, whether individual or collective, must be recognized as insane. But words like “madness” and “insanity”, although not inaccurate, carry emotional connotations, and it might be better to state the case more logically.




  Neal: More logically?




  Benedict: Yes. Would you agree to the following premise: human beings are inherently social, and hence must live together?




  Neal: Yes, of course.




  Benedict: Then, given that humans must live together, the only further question is whether humans must also live together discordantly, as is presently the case, or, can humans find a way to live together harmoniously?




  Neal: Our survival depends on the latter being the case, so let’s assume that it is.




  Benedict: Good. And would you agree that, in order for humans to find a way to live harmoniously, they must first desire to live this way.




  Neal: That’s obvious.




  Benedict: Then tell me: is greed – the desire to have more wealth and reputation than others – compatible or incompatible with the desire to live harmoniously?




  Neal: Clearly incompatible. OK, I see the logic here.




  Benedict: Lay it out.




  Neal: Our first premise is: (i) if the human race is to survive, it must find a way to live harmoniously. The second premise is (ii) if a way of harmonious living is to be found, it must be sincerely desired by humans. Third, we have (iii), greed is inconsistent with the desire to live harmoniously. In fact, I think we can say more. Not only is greed inconsistent with the desire to live harmoniously with others, but is the exact opposite. That is, I believe that subsequent discussion will show that greed can be defined as the desire to live inharmoniously with others. So the “logic” is quite clear: it is not logically possible both to live harmoniously with others and to not live harmoniously with others.




  Benedict: We hasten to add, of course, that it is logically possible for humans to have simultaneous incompatible desires. But with respect to the desire to live harmoniously with others, greed, or the desire to “have more” wealth and reputation than others, goes off in the opposite direction. For the desires to “have more” than others or to be “thought better” than others are really desires to live in competition with others, would you not agree?




  Neal: Yes, of course.




  Benedict: Thus the desire of greed necessarily causes people to live inharmoniously with others, and is hence formally inconsistent with our present desire to describe a harmonious society.




  Neal: I see your point. If a harmonious society were ever to come into existence, then the presence of greed in the psychological makeup of any given individual would be a threat to that society, since greed must necessarily destroy social harmony. Thus greed must be regarded as a serious mental illness.




  Plato: – Very serious, indeed. We can easily make the case, which should be quite obvious now in your present culture, that the person who is predominantly motivated by greed and ambition is criminally insane.




  Neal: Isn’t that a rather harsh judgment?




  Plato: – Not at all. It seems harsh to you only because you are living in a culture that idolizes greed and ambition; so it doesn’t seem that unusual. But is it not insane to believe that one’s worth and value depend on wealth and the opinions of others? And is it not by now obvious to you and everyone in your culture that those who are motivated by greed have entirely corrupted your economic and political process in order to amass and preserve their wealth?




  Neal: Yes, it is quite obvious to anyone who (i) is not greedy, and/or (ii) has not been brainwashed by those who are greedy, that the greed of the wealthy is the only cause of this country’s current economic mess. But what do you think of the objection – made by most philosophers, psychologists, and sociologists – that human beings are competitive and greedy by nature (not nurture), so that the best that humans can do is to manage excessive greed?




  Socrates: (laughing) I think it is a ridiculous objection made by people who are themselves greedy. How will people who are themselves greedy “manage” the excessive greed of others?




  Plato: Look at it this way: in previous conversations we spoke about (i) the “way up” and (ii) the “way down”. What we called the way up is a movement within consciousness that may equivalently be described as a movement towards union with the Divine Being, or a movement towards the experiential knowledge of one’s essential nature, or towards the recollection of one’s true self, or in a word, towards self-knowledge. What we called the way down is a movement within consciousness towards separation, towards the forgetting of one’s essential nature, towards establishing the ego (the seat of the lower desires) as ruler of one’s mind.




  Neal: And I assume that what we said before still stands: that the mind of any human contains simultaneous desires that go in both directions.




  Socrates: Yes, and we emphasize that it is not “wrong” to have desires towards separation; it is partially definitive of what it is to be human.




  Plato: But only partially definitive, since desires towards wholeness are also partially definitive of the human condition. And this is what your culture and its so-called scholars have completely missed. They have assumed that the human being is constituted only by desires towards separation.




  Neal: Yes, the “selfish gene”, and all that Behaviorist and Freudian nonsense that seeks to give an account of the human condition in terms of egoic greed alone. They are blind to the fact that altruism and compassion are as easily observed among humans as are greed, competition, and selfishness. They “see” only what their preconceived materialist beliefs allow them to see. But compassionate behavior can be observed in many animals, as well as in human beings.




  Plato: Yes, but we are not going to waste much time here arguing with such people. For they are generally immune both to empirical evidence and to reasoned argumentation.




  Neal: (with humor) So I take it we will not be inviting the likes of Thrasymachus or Callicles to join our discussion.




  Plato: (laughing) No indeed! But I must confess to a sort of perverse delight I had with them in my dialogues.




  Neal: And you kept them “in character” throughout, that is, they never become convinced of the truth even after you (or Socrates) establish the truth beyond a reasonable doubt.




  Plato: Yes, it would be contrary to their personality types if they had the ability to become convinced of a gentler, kinder approach to life than the “might makes right” (Thrasymachus) approach or the “greed is good” approach (Callicles). But they don’t have that ability. And, incidentally, neither do those hyper-skeptical pseudo-critics of current parapsychological research. But you see, neither in my time nor in yours were such people motivated by the desire to discover what is true and good, and that is why we shall not invite them to participate in our discussions.




  Benedict: (smiling) But of course, you can still require your students to read what these people have to say, but more as an exercise in fallacious reasoning than as a possible perspective that might be true. It is appropriate for 19-year-old students to sharpen their wits about such things, but when 40 or 50 year olds still attempt to justify and defend the lusts for fame and riches, well, this is simply a refusal to mature and “grow up”.




  (To Plato) And yes, I know you have qualms about exposing young people to philosophical arguments at all. But I’m sure we will discuss this in more detail later.




  Neal: So, if I may summarize, we shall assume as a premise that the human being is constituted by many desires, some of which move towards Separation (greed, ambition) and pit humans one against the other, and others of which move towards Union (the desire to know, to help, to love). And ideally, as you have said, the latter desires should rule over the former, which is rarely the case.




  Socrates: Forgive me for correcting your wording, but could we replace “which is rarely the case” with “which has rarely been the case until now”? (With a mischievous glance towards Spinoza) We must not suppose that the future will be the same as the past with respect to this, especially since there is not likely to be a future for humans if greed and ambition continue to rule.




  2) Three Perspectives




  Neal: Correction accepted. And may I assume that we will be discussing things from our usual two perspectives?




  Plato: No. In addition to our usual “two perspectives”, yours and mine, so to speak, we shall add a third perspective.




  Neal: A third perspective? What could that be?




  Plato: (playfully) I suppose one could say it is a perspective intermediate between yours and mine.




  Neal: (also playfully) And I suppose you’re going to make me guess?




  Plato: But you already know what it is. You talk about it with your students when you teach, ahem, me. Think about the thematic material in books two and three of the old version.




  Neal: Oh, of course. Yes, this will be very important. My goodness, this third perspective is so crucial to any account of an ideal, or just, society.




  Benedict: (I felt Benedict getting restless and wanting to break in) Can we define our terms, please? Before we go off talking about “perspectives” or whatever, (i) let’s state clearly what we mean by the term “perspective”, and (ii) let’s give clear definitions of the three perspectives we have been alluding to.




  Neal: Good idea. By “perspective” we mean a center of conscious experience. One perspective is (i) the human perspective, or the perspective of consciousness that has become embodied in human form. In this perspective, consciousness experiences itself as if it were a body. Then there is (ii) the nonhuman perspective, or the perspective of consciousness as it is in itself, unattached to form. And the third perspective that Plato refers to here concerns itself with the experiences of consciousness as it leaves perspective (ii) in order to enter into perspective (i).




  Plato: Or in other words, the third perspective is that of the infant, baby, toddler, child, and adolescent. And this is of crucial importance. It is quite pointless to talk about an ideal society without also talking about the process by which a soul leaves Home and, through a lengthy process, becomes a member of that society. One aim of such a society is to make it possible for every member without exception to develop his or her full potential – to activate, one might say, the purpose of embodiment for that soul – and this requires that we take very seriously this third perspective, or the experiences of the soul as it passes through the stages of childhood.




  Neal: While I of course agree with what you have just said, this might pose a difficulty for our discussions, because, unlike the case with the first two perspectives, we cannot bring a living representative of the third perspective into our discussions. We cannot just ask an infant or toddler how she feels about things.




  Plato: True enough. But still, there are several ways of finding out about a child’s subjective experience: (i) it is possible for a medium or psychic to get information about an infant’s conscious experience by communicating with the soul of the infant. (ii) It is also possible, for some people, to retrieve early childhood memories through hypnosis. But we do not really need to use these methods, as (iii) the collective findings of child psychologists over the years, together with basic common sense, will be sufficient for our needs.




  Benedict: Good. And we must recognize that, although there are common properties that pertain to each of our three perspectives, there is endless variety within each perspective. The human experience, for example, may be characterized generally as identification with a body, since such identification is common to all human experiences, but there are as many different individual human perspectives as there are human beings. And when it comes to the perspective of souls who are not embodied, there are limitless infinities of such perspectives.




  Neal: But now, we must acknowledge that these three “perspectives”, as we are calling these modes of conscious functioning, are not all on the same level, in that the perspective of embodied consciousness is contained within the perspective of non-embodied consciousness.




  Plato: Ontologically this is true, in the same sense that one might say that the dream consciousness is included in the consciousness of the waking person. Just as the waking perspective becomes the dream perspective in sleep, so the non-embodied perspective – the soul, if you will – becomes the personality while still retaining its identity as soul. But ontology aside, the actual experiences are quite different, and it is not clear whether it is correct to say that the experiences of the personality are included, in any straightforward sense, in the experiences of the soul.




  Neal: What? If the personality is included within the soul, how is it possible that the experiences of the former are not also included in the latter?




  Plato: Let’s not go into this too much right now. But consider this: fear is an experience of the human personality, is it not?




  Neal: Yes, of course.




  Plato: But does the soul itself experience fear?




  Neal: Oh, no.




  Plato: So the soul does not experience fear, even though it contains within itself many “lives” or “personalities” that do experience fear. So what we are calling “perspectives”, or “points of consciousness” or...




  Benedict: ... Or “modes of thinking”...




  Plato: ... are all interconnected with one another and with the whole they collectively constitute; but we will not here attempt to depict all these interconnections, as they are vastly complex, and probably not capable of exact description in words.




  Neal: Not “probably”, but rather “most definitely” incapable of verbal description.




  Socrates: (laughing, to me) Hah! And since when have you become taskmaster for exactness of linguistic expression?




  Neal: (smiling) Well, you guys are having some influence on me.




  Socrates: Glad you’ve finally noticed.




  Neal: Well, but speaking of the interconnection of all things, this makes it difficult to isolate portions of the Whole, and to talk about them as if they were independent, or quasi-independent, as language compels us to do.




  Plato: Don’t worry, we will be giving constant reminders about the uses and limits of language. Recall our previous metaphor: Reality is like a chord of rich harmony, played by a large symphony orchestra. For those of us who are presently non-embodied, we hear the chord, with all its elements, all at once. For those of us who are presently embodied, we, or rather (smiling at me) you, are constrained to hearing the chord one element at a time, and then relying on your discursive intellect to put all the elements together into a single coherent system.




  So, deep within the Many Mansions of the Divine Being, there is a “place” where the vision of social justice that I once called “The Republic” fully exists. We “see” it the way Mozart “saw” his compositions: all at once, with all details fully elaborated. And just as Mozart was able to write down what he “saw” in terms of separate parts for each instrument, which when played together approximate what he “saw”, we will do the same for the vision of social justice that pervades our new World Order.




  (It has been about a year since my previous writing for this conversation. During that time, William James participated in another conversation [“Conversations from Café 21: William James Corrects Some Errors”]. I do not know whether William will appear in this present conversation. Indeed, there were times during the past year when I was not certain that I myself would continue with this conversation, as, when I would reflect on it, I was, and am, quite clueless as to how to proceed. Moreover, it seemed to me at times pretentious and arrogant to think that Plato’s The Republic, perhaps the greatest book ever written, can be or ought to be “reworked”.)




  William: Let me immediately address the question of whether I shall appear in this conversation: yes, here I am, and I wouldn’t miss it for anything. But I can see why you might wonder whether I would be interested in this conversation, since, unlike these two (gesturing towards Benedict and Plato), there is nothing in my writings that indicates a concern for forms of social and political organization.




  Neal: Yes, that is what I was thinking.




  William: However, as a psychologist, I am keenly interested in thoughts and emotions, both conscious and subconscious. And I will have some things to say about the interface between the two, the “margins”, as I called it, as well as the role of the brain as a receiver, not a producer, of consciousness. So there is much that I am interested in here. As for your own uncertainty with regard to continuing with this project, part of your concern is, hmm, that you do not now have the whole picture in your mind. But you have to remember our musical metaphor, and allow that concern to drop away. You will be hearing the notes one at a time, and as you well know, worrying about whether the notes all hang together interferes with the process, our process you might say, of communicating the notes to you. All you have to do is show up, and lead with the notes you’re hearing right now.




  3) Two Concerns




  Neal: Well, right now I’m hearing two discordant chords that threaten to undermine this project even as it is just beginning.




  William: Excellent. What are they?




  Neal: (with a little humor) I want to preface what I am about to say with, “This is just between you and me, William,” but I know that Plato and Benedict are listening.




  William: (smiling) ... And what is it you sort of wish they wouldn’t hear?




  Neal: Yeah, well I don’t know how they’re going to get along here.




  (Benedict and Plato are chuckling in the background; Socrates gestures towards William to continue questioning me.)




  William: And why wouldn’t they get along?




  Neal: Their respective approaches to Philosophy are in diametric opposition to one another. Both have the same overall World-View, yet in describing that World-View they utilize very different, perhaps even incompatible, words and concepts.




  William: How about an example?




  Neal: Yes, well I can well-imagine Benedict here wincing in logical pain whenever Plato launches into one of his allegories or myths, and I can also imagine Plato rolling his eyes at Benedict’s insistence in clear literal definitions regarding things that are beyond the physical.




  Socrates: No problem. By the god, I will compel them to sign an oath, wherein they pledge to behave themselves and refrain from coming to blows over this. Do you, Benedict, promise that you will not wince in logical pain at Plato’s myths and metaphors...




  Benedict: (laughing) Yes, I promise. At the very least, my wincing will not be noticeable.




  Socrates: ... and you, Plato, do you promise not to roll your eyes at Benedict’s efforts to use literal language to depict that which lies beyond linguistic form?




  Plato: Most assuredly, I do. But if my eyes occasionally appear to be rolling around a little, it will be merely because I’m gazing at the scenery.




  Socrates: (to me) Now, ye of little faith, did it not occur to you that there could be a resolution of their methodological differences? Or do you think it is merely a coincidence that two of the major mystical philosophers in Western History used radically different methods in characterizing their Philosophy.




  Neal: Huh?




  Socrates: OK. So, on the one hand, we have Benedict here, with his almost neurotically rigorous logical and literal use of language...




  Plato: (with humor) ... to describe in words that which cannot be described by words.




  Benedict: (also, with humor) ... And just what do you mean by “neurotically rigorous”? It is hardly neurotic to want to be as clear and precise as one can in one’s use of terms and concepts.




  Plato: ... As “clear and precise as one can”, yes, but not clearer than one can, as you tried to do.




  Socrates: Now stop it, you two. We don’t want to give our friend here further grounds for concern about this. As I was saying, we have Benedict here, with his efforts to use words and concepts rigorously, logically, and literally, and on the other hand, we have Plato with his more poetic, playful, and allegorical use of language. Yet it is clear that their writings both express the same perennial philosophy.




  Neal: Yes, it is clear that both are expressing the same underlying Philosophy, although their use of words and concepts are greatly different.




  William: Ah, but this is the point. It is “clear” to you, Neal, and it is “clear” to anyone who has recognized the perennial philosophy. But it is not “clear” to the overwhelming majority of scholars.




  Neal: No, it isn’t.




  William: Because one must first recognize that the Perennial Philosophy is distinct from the words and concepts that may be used to articulate that philosophy, and scholars as a group tend to be unable to see the philosophical forest because of their obsession with the verbal and conceptual trees.




  Socrates: So is it not reasonable to believe that the god – in his effort to instruct humans on the difference between True Philosophy, on the one hand, and the words and concepts that articulate that philosophy, on the other hand – would send, as his two emissaries of this Philosophy (with a nod to Plato and Benedict), individuals who differ greatly in their use of words and concepts?




  Neal: I suppose it makes some sense, although I fear Benedict must be showing great restraint by not wincing at your use of language here...




  Benedict: I’ve already bitten through my lower lip, trying to conceal my wincing at what Socrates just said. But seriously, I would express Socrates’ point by stating that, in the first place, everything is caused, so there is a cause of the fact that Plato and I appear on the scene 2,000 years apart, using different conceptual schemes to express the same philosophy. The cause of this fact – that our minds and personalities were so constituted as to utilize language and concepts in the ways that we did – lies in the eternal order, and hence involves a mind or intelligence greater than the human personality. And I suppose it is not too big a stretch to refer to this greater intelligence as “the god”.




  Plato: Here’s another way to look at it. If the symbol “6” were the only way available to humans for referring to the number six, it would be easy to confuse the symbol with what the symbol refers to. But when we use multiple symbols, “6”, “six”, “VI”, all of which refer to the same thing, then it is easier for the student to distinguish between the symbol and the thing referred to. So also, we can think of all the words used in my writings, and all the words used in Benedict’s writings, as different symbols that refer to the same underlying Philosophy. But you know this.




  Neal: Well yes, I’m familiar with the idea that there can be different linguistic and conceptual representations of the perennial philosophy, but what intrigues me is the suggestion that there is intelligence behind the fact that you and Benedict appear on the scene 2,000 years apart.




  Plato: Do we not believe that there is intelligence behind everything?




  Neal: Yes.




  Plato: So it is not according to some random coincidence that souls make their entrances into the theater of Earthly incarnations.




  Benedict: And even though we need not conceive of the intelligence that structures these incarnations theistically, after the fashion of Western Religion, it is intelligence nevertheless.




  Plato: And if I may use the term “World Soul” to refer to the intelligence that, among other things, both structures and contains within itself the reincarnation series, it is clear that the whole temporal order is included within the World Soul.




  Neal: Hence, from the perspective of the World Soul, neither space nor time exist, or exist “all-at-once”. So two events may be widely separated in space and time – such as your respective appearances 2,000 years apart – and still be internally connected to each other.




  Benedict: Or connected in essence, as the jargon of my times compelled me to express the point. But today people use the expression “non-local” to refer to connections that occur behind the veil of space and time.




  William: OK, well this is not the time to get metaphysical.




  Plato: According to you, William, there is never a time to get metaphysical.




  William: I detect a pun in what you just said, which I’ll ignore for now. But now I want Neal to state the other “discordant chord” that he mentioned above.




  Neal: Alright. Plato, in your Republic, the political/economical unit is the Greek city-state. As you initially conceived it, the Republic is a city-state amongst many other city-states, hence the need for a military and readiness for war. What is the political/economic unit for the social order that we are now constructing?




  Plato: Well, the unit clearly can no longer be the Greek city-state, since that no longer exists. Nor can it be the nation-states, or countries, that have defined your world until now. No, for the economies of the countries are now so entangled, and communication instantaneous, that the proper unit is the planet as a whole. For if the human race is to continue to exist, the nations must indeed beat their swords into plows, and Humanity must study war no more. In my original Republic, I considered how a state governed by spiritual Wisdom might hold its own against neighboring states that were not so governed. But is it not now obvious to everybody that, unless the planet as a whole is governed by Wisdom – that is, by individuals who are themselves spiritually enlightened, and who, because of that, do not suffer from greed and ambition, which we must now regard as mental illness – unless, I say, the whole planet is governed by Wisdom, the Human Race cannot continue to exist, for the simple reason that, blindly motivated by the insanity of greed and ambition, Humans will destroy the Earth’s ability to sustain human life.




  Neal: The human race seems to be in a very precarious situation at this time, and our survival as a species is by no means guaranteed. So it seems important to ask, if the human species is to survive, how must society change?




  Plato: It is equally important to ask: if the human species is to survive, how must individuals change? In a way, they are the same question, for the psychological qualities of large numbers of individuals constitute a society, which in turn produce the very individuals that constitute it. This is why the same concept of justice applies to both the individual and the collective. Now, there is an interesting application of my analogy – I think it is really more than just an analogy – between the individual and the collective that perhaps gives some insight into the present human predicament.




  Neal: What is it?




  Plato: Consider a human being at the earliest stages of her life: there is nothing, absolutely nothing, that an infant can do that could threaten her survival. She can cry however much she wishes, she can defecate whenever and wherever she wishes, can vomit whatever she is unable to digest, and she can flail her arms and legs as hard as she wishes. None of these behaviors will jeopardize her continued existence, even if her flailing arms and legs were to strike someone. The same is more or less true for a toddler; a temper tantrum in the local supermarket might have consequences for her (no treats at dinner), but these consequences will not be life threatening. One toddler may even hit or kick another toddler, and even though there may be consequences for such behavior, these consequences will not threaten the continued survival of the child. But as the child gets older, these very same behaviors will have consequences that may threaten the child’s continued existence. A 12- or 13-year-old child, and for certain a 16- or 17-year-old child, who cannot control his or her bodily motions, especially the motions of arms and legs, and/or who throws temper tantrums when she doesn’t get her way, cannot function in society, and would need to be institutionalized in one way or another.




  Now, something similar is true for the human race considered as a whole. For in our infancy – I’m thinking of small hunter-gatherer extended family units – there was absolutely nothing we could do that could threaten our survival.




  Neal: May I interject something here?




  Socrates: (with humor) Yes, please do. He’s (referring to Plato) warming up to some major speech making, unless we find a way to derail him.




  Neal: But I don’t want to derail him. I want to hear what he has to say; this is important.




  Socrates: Oh? (Looking at me quizzically) So you think whether or not the human race continues to exist is something important?




  Plato: (laughing softly) Don’t mind him (referring to Socrates), although it is perhaps useful to be reminded that in the grand scheme of things, the human experiment may very well not be that important.




  William: Well, whether or not it is “that” important, it is important for humans and for the behind-the-scenes entities that are concerned with the human experiment.




  Neal: “Behind-the-scene entities”?




  Plato: We’ll get to that later. For now, interject what is on your mind, so that I may return to my (glancing at Socrates), ahem, little speech.




  Neal: OK. You stated that, in its infancy, neither a human individual nor a human collective has the ability to behave in a way that could threaten its continued survival. I agree, and just wanted to make explicit the conditions upon which continued survival depends. For the individual, survival of the infant depends upon the parents (or other adults) continuing to feed and nurture the child, and there is nothing the infant or toddler could do that could cause her parents to cease caring for her. This becomes less true as the child ages, and becomes doubtful as the child enters puberty. In the case of the collective, survival depends on the Earth’s ability to sustain life, and there was nothing our hunter-gatherer ancestors could do that could in any way threaten the planet’s ability to sustain human life.




  Plato: Good. Then, as the units of social organization become larger and more complex – we can conceive of the human collective as moving through the toddler years (perhaps the city-states of my time) then childhood (nation-states) – there was still little that humans could do that would threaten the Earth’s ability to feed and nurture them. But things are different now. The human race experienced a rather traumatic puberty (the 20th century), and as it is now entering adolescence, the Earth’s continued ability to support human life is under severe threat. The human race is presently having a collective temper tantrum, which may indeed lead to its own demise.




  Benedict: And the phrase “temper tantrum” is quite appropriate here, because it identifies, as the cause of the planet’s inability to support human life, the inability of humans to control their emotions, either individually or collectively. And the emotions that specifically need to be controlled are our old friends, greed and ambition. Indeed, even the two year old throwing a tantrum at the supermarket does so because he cannot control his greed for something his mother will not allow him to have.




  Now, using this developmental model, I suppose one could say that I lived in the early childhood of the human race. There was certainly plenty of greed then. There were individuals who desired only to “have” whatever they could, as well as nation-states that were greedy for their neighbors’ land and resources. But there was always room for other human motivations, like honor, patriotism, courage, duty. Until now, or rather, a hundred years ago, there did not exist human collectives whose sole and only purpose was the unmitigated exercise of greed. I’m referring to what you call corporations. And I’d like to use Plato’s analogy between the individual and the collective to point out how insane humanity has become to allow such monstrosities even to come into existence.




  Neal: OK.




  4) The Insanity of Greed




  Benedict: Now, it is very rare to find an individual human being who is motivated only by greed. Even the greediest of humans might still care about things other than money. But a corporation is a group of greedy individuals who, insofar as they constitute the corporation, exclude all motivations except for greed. A corporation seeks only to maximize profits. Hence corporations are necessarily sociopathic organizations, as they inflict harm and suffering on human beings without any pangs of conscience. Any individual who wishes to “succeed” as a member of an organization dedicated only to maximize profits must himself either be or become a sociopath. To care about the environment, to care about the suffering of people harmed by corporate greed, is to have motivations other than greed, which cannot be allowed in an organization dedicated to greed unmitigated by anything else.




  Plato: At the level of the individual, the greedy person clearly satisfies any definition of insanity, since his mind is absorbed exclusively with thoughts of money and profit, and anyone whose mind is focused on one thing to the exclusion of everything else suffers from obsessive-compulsive disorder. So at a minimum, the greedy person is mentally unbalanced in this sense. But the extraordinarily harmful consequences of greed are more easily seen in the collective, in groups of people who come together and organize (I believe “incorporate” is the word they use) for the purpose of being able to exercise their greed without limit. Now if one person is insane in such a way that he harms others, he is called criminally insane. The same appellation should be used to describe organizations that harm others while pursuing insane desires. No greater harm can be done to human beings than destroying the Earth’s ability to sustain human life. Hence it is fair to conclude that corporations are criminally insane organizations, which if allowed to continue to flourish will, like a cancer, destroy the Human Race.




  William: (smiling bemusedly) Strong words, and I never would have agreed when I was embodied. We, the whole culture, believed that the profit motive was necessary for progress, and people would not be motivated to do anything were it not for the profit motive.




  Neal: And even now, even with undeniable evidence that corporations, powered by greed, are destroying the planet’s ability to support human life, even now, our universities are filled with people who believe that greed is good and necessary. They “reason” along the lines of Adam Smith, who held that people should be as greedy as possible. Then, as if by magic, there will be an “Invisible Hand” that funnels and channels individual greed into social progress, or something like that.




  William: (chuckling) Please don’t remind me. I really thought there was something to those arguments at the time. But this doctrine of Adam Smith, and anyone who thinks that greed is necessary for society to flourish, is simply a grand rationalization of the lowest of human motivations. Why should society be based on the lowest of human motivations?




  Plato: And now, to continue with our analogy, that the human race is entering its adolescence, not all human motivations have survival value, and in particular, the motivations of greed and ambition, when magnified in the collective, have negative survival value.




  Socrates: The Earth used to be your Mother, but now it is your Father.




  Neal: Huh?




  Socrates: Well, forgive me for using stereotypical gender roles. While Mother accepts all motivations and behaviors of infant, toddler, and child, Father’s acceptance is contingent upon socially responsible behaviors. Father Earth will not accept a child who defecates wherever she pleases, as corporations do (in the form of pollution). Nor will Father Earth accept a teenager who throws temper tantrums (war) whenever he doesn’t get his way.




  Benedict: Or, in less metaphorical terms, continued corporate defecation will destroy the Earth’s ability to support human life. One can speak of “Father Earth” rejecting the teenager, but it is really a case of the teenager destroying the Father – destroying that upon which his continued existence depends. Similarly with war.




  Neal: I understand. And to drive your point home, however one defines the terms “sane” and “insane”, it is prima facie obvious to everyone that “destroying that upon which [one’s] continued existence depends” must exemplify insanity.




  Benedict: And it is good to note that we have not yet given definitions of the terms “sane” and “insane”. We will in due time, but we must attempt to capture the sense in which many spiritual teachers refer to the ego itself as insane. This “sense” is different from the sense in which a given individual, whose thoughts and behaviors are different from what is considered “normal”, is called insane.




  William: (smiling wistfully) Ah, it was much simpler in my times, when everyone believed that our culture was the flowering of mankind’s noblest potentials, and that competition brought out what was best in people. So it was quite easy to define “sanity” with respect to adaptation to culture. But it never occurred to people then that a whole culture might be insane, in which case, adapting to it would by no means render the individual “sane”. For to “adapt” to what my culture has now become, that is, to be “successful” in the eyes of this present culture, one must foster the motivations of greed and ambition as much as possible; that is, one must foster in oneself the very insanity that is destroying Earth’s ability to support human life. I would like to hear more about what Benedict mentioned above, about the sense in which the ego, or the human condition, is itself insane.




  Plato: Good, you will. We have been emphasizing, indeed, dramatizing, the extremely negative consequences of greed and ambition. We want you, and those listening in, to agree, without doubt, that Benedict here was by no means exaggerating when he wrote that “greed and ambition are species of madness” – madness that is not recognized as such because the whole culture participates in it. If there is to be a future for humanity – speaking of dramatizing – then these emotions will be recognized as such and guarded against. A child who fantasizes about having more money or status than others will be watched as a potential danger to society, in the same way as a child who today fantasizes about killing others would be carefully observed and either helped or removed from society. And in actual fact – to dramatize a little more – the desire to “have” or “be” more than others is even more dangerous to society than the budding mass-murderer, because, as our friend Tolstoy analyzed over a century ago, the wealthy, in exercising their greed, have murdered countless millions of people, “legally” of course, since they own the politicians who make the laws. But much has been written about this, and we need not go into the details... Well, OK, Neal, I see that there is one little detail you wish to mention. Go ahead.




  Neal: Most people reading this are not going to believe that corporate executives are worse than mass murderers. Indeed, I sometimes have trouble believing it myself.




  Socrates: (with humor) That’s because you are blinded by the expensive Italian suits that they wear. If they were as ugly on the outside as they are on the inside, there would be no difficulty seeing them for what they are... but continue with what you were saying.




  Neal: Yes, so here’s a case that Tolstoy actually wrote about, and that fully justifies identifying corporate executives with mass murderers. I’m certain that you, William, must have heard about it; you were around when it happened.




  William: Yes, I was, but what’s the case?




  Neal: An elevated train here in Chicago fell off its tracks, landing on the ground below, killing and injuring many people. What Tolstoy wrote is that the executives of the railway knew in advance that there were problems with safety. But, before the accident happened, they calculated that it would be much cheaper to pay off the families of victims, should there be an “accident”, than it would cost to fix the safety issues. So from the point of view of maximizing profits, which is the only point that corporate executives view, it makes no sense to fix the safety problems, as it is much more cost-effective to pay off the families of victims. So the cause of the death of the victims is the greed of corporate executives, and since they knew in advance that people would die to serve their “profit motive”, they are no different, in terms of valuing human life, from the mass-murderer. And they do much more harm, since their power enables them to kill many more people than the crazed mass-murderer. Just think of the tobacco industry. Millions of people died to satisfy the greed of tobacco company executives. So it is quite right to refer to them all as a bunch of sociopathic mass-murderers, and the failure of most people to see this is because most people are also afflicted with, that is, have internalized, the values of greed and ambition.




  Plato: I think we have sufficiently dramatized the human condition, and from your perspective, it is not a pretty picture. But to arrive at a deeper understanding of these matters, we must now shift to a different perspective. For the statement that the ego is insane – that the human condition is one of insanity – cannot be fully understood from within the human perspective. We must attempt to convey some sense of how these things look from within our perspective – that is, from within the perspective of conscious beings who are not embodied.




  Benedict: And notice that Plato said “some” sense, not “complete” sense or even “adequate” sense. For to grasp the complete sense of how things look from within the non-embodied perspective, you will have to become non-embodied yourself.




  Neal: (smiling) I get the point, and I am not now in any hurry to grasp the “complete sense”. But a little hint at what it might be like would be useful.




  Plato: And (glancing at Benedict) “what it might be like” is the best that words can do. (To me) Recall, a few conversations ago, that we analyzed the human condition as a sort of hiding from God, or, hiding from full knowledge of what one is.




  Neal: Yes, I remember.




  Plato: The soul, in order to become human, that is, in order to incarnate as a human being, must forget its own real identity, which includes not only knowledge of its identity with God, but also knowledge of its interconnectedness with all sentient beings. This knowledge is part of our conscious experience as non-embodied souls, but it is not part of your current experience as an embodied soul. Because of this forgetting, souls that are embodied, that are having a human experience, look a little different (to we who are not embodied) than the normal soul.




  Neal: The “normal” soul? What does that mean?




  Socrates: (laughing) See, I’m not the only one who can have a little fun at your expense. Plato is calling your attention to the fact that the normal or usual condition of the soul is to be unembodied.




  Neal: (also laughing) So I’m abnormal just because I’m human? Well I’ve always suspected something wasn’t quite right with me –




  Plato: You jest, but that’s the point exactly. Every embodied soul, that is, every human being, carries with her some sense that something isn’t quite right. And this sense is a direct consequence of the separation from the Divine Being.




  Benedict: Plato is speaking loosely here, because nothing can “really” be separate from God.




  Plato: Thank you, Benedict. (To me) Do you see how graciously I accept Benedict’s correction?




  Neal: (laughing) Yes, my fears that you might not get along appear to be groundless.




  Plato: So, in order to fully enter into the illusion of embodied experience – it is an illusion to the soul, but not to the embodied personality – the soul must “forget” that it is really connected to God. A consequence of this forgetting is a constant low-level restlessness, or anxiety, in the human psyche, perhaps analogous to the low-level background radiation left over from the Big Bang. Now, the only thing that will completely ease this restlessness is the recovery of this “lost” knowledge. But humans don’t know this, so they seek relief by looking outside themselves.




  Benedict: And the first thing they notice when they look outside themselves is other people, and they come to believe that the cure for what ails them lies in imitating the behaviors that they believe make other people happy. And so the child or young adult sees most people chasing after wealth, status, and pleasure, and hence cannot help but come to believe that this is what he must do too, if he is to be happy.




  5) The “Way Up” and the “Way Down”




  Plato: Now, from our metaphysical perspective, we have previously discussed what we called the “way up” and the “way down”. What we call a “human being” is the result of the soul’s desire to experience itself as separate from its eternal Source. Following this desire, the “way down”, the soul becomes human. But the nexus of desires and motivations that constitute the way down do not disappear when the soul becomes human; it continues to function so as to more deeply attach the embodied soul to its physical circumstances, causing the soul to increasingly identify with its body. Now, once the soul has become human, another set of desires and motivations begins to function, and we refer to this as the “way up”. So humans experience simultaneous motivations (i) to regain lost knowledge, and (ii) to sink ever more deeply into forgetfulness. In any given human being, one set of desires usually dominates.




  Neal: We have stated that greed and ambition are the desires and motivations that constitute the downward path. Shall we state the desires and motivations that constitute the way up?




  Plato: Yes, of course. Go ahead.




  Neal: I think that the desires and motivations that constitute the upward path fall under three headings: (i) compassion, or the desire to help others, (ii) curiosity, or the desire to know, and (iii) the desire to develop one’s talents and abilities as best one can.




  William: To avoid any ambiguity, let us note that the word “ambition” is sometimes used to describe an individual who falls under the third heading above – who desires and is ambitious to develop his abilities as best he can. Perhaps this usage was more common in my time.




  Neal: Yes. My dictionary defines “ambition” as “eager or inordinate desire, as for power, wealth, or distinction”, and this is the meaning I intend.




  Benedict: In fact, we can distinguish the two meanings of the word with a simple example: suppose a person has a specific talent, say for acting, or for sports, or for mathematics. If the person forms a desire to develop his respective talents as best he can, then his desire falls under (iii) above, and is part of the way up. But if, instead, he desires to become the best actor, the best athlete, or the best mathematician, then his desire constitutes an ambition – he seeks status and wants to be thought better than others, and so his desire forms part of the way down.




  Plato: And let us note that there is nothing wrong or immoral or bad about the way down. There would be no world without it. So we are being descriptive, not judgmental. And let us also note that the majority of humans experience both kinds of desires simultaneously. It is just as rare for an individual human being to be motivated exclusively by greed as it is for one to be motivated exclusively by the desire to help others.




  William: It not infrequently happens that an individual who desires to “do good” joins an organization dedicated to helping others. After a while, the person finds his motivations shifting, from wanting to help others to seeking status within the organization he has joined. Or a person, motivated by curiosity, wants to learn as much as he can about his subject of interest, goes to the university, studies hard, earns his PhD, becomes a professor, and finds that he has become more interested in his status within the university than in his original subject matter.




  Neal: (smiling sadly) Yes, I certainly have observed this. Sometimes I fantasize how wonderful it would be if curiosity were the only motivator allowed in academia.




  Socrates: And while you’re at it, you may also fantasize how wonderful it would be if politicians were motivated only by the desire to help and care for their fellow citizens, or if people in the Health Industry were motivated only by the desire to keep people as healthy as possible, or if preachers and clergy were motivated only by the desire to help people become kinder and more compassionate, or...




  Neal: (laughing) OK, you and your endless examples, I get the point. Nevertheless, if we assume that humans come with both sets of desires, then why is it the case that our social/political/economic/educational institutions seem to select primarily for those motivations that follow the downward path?




  Socrates: (playfully) That’s because, how do you put it, the wheel that squeaks gets the grease.




  (Everyone laughs. I think I get the point, but am not sure.)




  Benedict: If Socrates does not object, I think we can give a more nuanced response to Neal’s question.




  Socrates: (glancing at Benedict) You don’t like squeaky wheels? Well, go ahead.




  Benedict: First let’s rephrase the question. If it is the case, as we have been assuming, that humans experience simultaneous desires to follow the way up and the way down (curious metaphor, as if “up” and “down” have anything to do with this), then one might expect that both sets of motivations be equally represented in large-scale social institutions. But this is so rarely the case that one might well wonder whether our assumption is true. The first thing to note, however, is that these desires – (i) to further separate from Source and (ii) to return to Source – are not equally present in all humans. We might think of the distribution of these desires as following some sort of Bell Curve.




  William: And of course, the desire to further separate from Source necessarily involves many secondary desires to separate from other human beings, because in Source, all beings are intrinsically connected. Conversely, the desire to return to source necessarily involves secondary desires to connect with one’s fellow humans.




  Benedict: Yes, and the most effective way to separate oneself from other human beings is to play competitive games; whereas the most effective way to join with others is to practice compassion and forgiveness.




  Plato: So those at the tail end of the bell curve, in whom the desire to separate from Source is most prominent, seek most ardently to play competitive games, whereby they can use wealth and status as a measure to mark themselves off from society as a whole. That’s why such individuals are drawn, like moths to a light, to opportunities to compete: for status, for power, for money. And that is why professions that involve such things (politics, finances, being CEO of some organization, etc.) naturally attract those in whom the desire to separate is strongest.




  Well, I’ve certainly labored over this point before. Those at the other end of the bell curve, in whom compassion reigns, and who, because of that, are most qualified to lead, are so disgusted by what they see in public life that they turn to some quieter way of expressing themselves.




  Socrates: (to me) Yours is an upside down world, and you have heard this before. If humans are ranked in terms of spiritual awareness, then your world is ruled by the worst among you, especially in the economic sphere. If it is ever to become “on Earth as it is in Heaven”, then this must be reversed.




  Plato: But now let us return to the point that started this discussion. How does the lower end of the bell curve – the “one percent”, I’m tempted to say – how does this look from our non-embodied perspective?




  Socrates: And keep in mind that “our” perspective is beyond even the upper end of that bell curve.




  Neal: OK, well like all humans, they experience the anxiety/fear/loneliness of separation from Source, but oh my goodness, they seek to alleviate their suffering through activities that create further separation, activities that increase their suffering enormously. The pattern here is identical to drug addiction. Initially the drug is used to ease suffering; but the individual quickly needs increasing amounts of the drug to relieve the suffering. So the person who seeks to alleviate the suffering intrinsic to the human condition through wealth or status needs ever-increasing amounts of wealth and status to feel good about himself. So from your perspective, those who seek wealth/power/status do so out of desperation, and are to be pitied and helped, rather than blamed and denigrated. Is that what you mean?




  All: Yes.




  Neal: I’m supposed to feel compassion for the very ones whose greed is destroying the planet I happen to be living on right now?




  Socrates: (smiling) Yes. After all, are they anything other than poor souls who have lost their way?




  Neal: No, I suppose not. The only other alternative would be that they are intrinsically evil, or have become possessed by Satan.




  (Everyone laughs.)




  Benedict: But of course, this is not an alternative that is open to those of us who know and believe that all individual souls and minds are like thoughts in a single “One Mind”.




  Plato: (to Benedict) I think you mean this literally, in which case the word “like” should be deleted.




  Benedict: Yes, yes, of course. (To me) You see how graciously I accept his criticism?




  Neal: (smiling) Yes, I do.




  Benedict: But I must confess that hanging out with this guy (gesturing towards Plato) has opened my mind to the value of non-literal use of language.




  Plato: Yet it is sometimes right to use language literally, even with respect to matters metaphysical. The statement that all individual minds are included within a single One Mind is a statement of the philosophy that guides our discussions, and no poetic license is intended here; just the literal truth.




  Socrates: Let’s return to our “lost souls”. Our general principles teach us that there is no such thing as an “evil” soul, and that it is impossible for a given soul to separate itself from the One Mind to which it belongs.




  Neal: I agree.




  Socrates: And do we not also accept the teachings of A Course in Miracles that state that every human behavior is either an expression of Love or a cry for Love?




  Neal: What? Are you saying that the behavior of bankers, corporate executives, and the politicians who serve them – and you can throw in the right-wing religious nuts – are just cries for love?




  Socrates: Is there really any alternative? Or do you perhaps think they should be separated off from the Whole and sent to the lower regions of Hades for all eternity?




  Neal: No, I know that’s a metaphysical impossibility, but they are so cruel, so obnoxious...




  Socrates: (with humor) ... that you would really prefer not to be a part of the same One Mind with them.




  Benedict: Socrates is calling your attention to the fact that, like all human beings, you have the tendency to want to separate yourself from those you believe to be “bad” or “evil”, just like those “right-wing religious nuts” you referred to a while back. And this tendency belongs to the nexus of desires and motivations that constitute what we have been calling “the way down”.




  Plato: (to me) And before you use Benedict’s remarks to judge negatively against yourself, bring to mind our two perspectives: (i) from within the human perspective, the human drama is dramatic indeed, and every drama needs good villains, and those who are playing the role of villains in your present culture are doing so with remarkable consistency and intensity. These are the people you so love to hate. And from within your perspective, such hatred is not uncalled for. But (ii) from within our perspective, your so-called villains are just as much a part of the One Mind as you and I, no matter how “lost” and desperate they seem to be.




  Benedict: And to use our developmental model, although the human race as a whole is struggling with its adolescence, not all humans are at the same stage. Some humans are already spiritually mature, the sign of which is that they have the power to live according to the Moral Law (Golden Rule) in all aspects of their lives. But some humans are still in the toddler stage, or “terrible twos” as it has been called. And like two year olds, they know nothing of the Moral Law, and hence are either oblivious to, or unable to care about, the great harm that they do.




  William: So when you have a two-year-old brain running an adult body, what you get is a true sociopath. And this is the case for your corporate executives and their political stooges. But I’d like to follow up on Benedict’s “terrible twos” remark.




  Neal: Go ahead.




  6) A Toddler’s Temper Tantrum




  William: This will be an analogy. Let us suppose that a two-year-old child is throwing a rather robust temper tantrum at the local supermarket. And let’s examine this situation from two different perspectives. The first perspective will be the usual one; everyone is upset with the child’s behavior and the child, most of all, the embarrassed mother.




  Neal: (smiling) Yes, it’s bad enough having to be around when someone else’s child is throwing a tantrum, but even worse when it’s your own kid. Is the second perspective the non-embodied perspective?




  Benedict: No, for then it would not be just an analogy. The second perspective is that of an experienced, compassionate child psychologist.




  Neal: Oh, I get it. Wow! Although the psychologist might be as irritated by the child’s behavior as everyone else, most of her attention will be focused on the child’s inner mental state, rather than on his outward behavior.




  William: Good. For the therapist has been trained to bracket the obnoxious behavior of the child and instead focus her attention on the inner psychological state of the child that generates the difficult behavior.




  Neal: Yes.




  William: And when the child psychologist turns her attention away from the outer behavior and towards the psychological state of the child, what is she likely to experience, in terms of her own thoughts and feelings?




  Neal: Compassion, for she sees that the child must be suffering internally in order to behave as he does. And the seeing into the suffering of another constitutes compassion. But –




  William: – This does not mean that the behavior is condoned. We must be pragmatic here: the child must be stopped from knocking things off the shelves, and even physically removed from the store. But taking pragmatic action is not incompatible with feeling compassion; one need not “hate” the child in order to keep him from doing further harm to both himself and the store.




  Neal: OK, I get the analogy. So, when you non-embodied beings look at those individuals whose collective greed-induced temper tantrums are destroying the store of Planet Earth, you, like the child psychologist, focus more on their inner states of consciousness than on their outer behavior. You see their pain, their anguish, and their horrible inner suffering that leads them to the competitive and addictive behaviors that are destroying the planet.




  William: And, to pursue the analogy, wouldn’t your child psychologists be in general agreement that children who “act out” the most – who lie, steal, cheat, bully – do so because they are in inner torment? They want others to feel their own pain, and so their behavior, as A Course in Miracles states, is a desperate cry for help.




  Neal: Yes.




  William: And is it any different for your Wall Street bankers and corporate CEOs?




  Benedict: And psychologically, they are children, never having matured beyond puberty, as their complete lack of conscience indicates. A mature adult has a sense of social responsibility – this is what makes an adult “mature” – and this is completely lacking in those who rule your economies. Like a toddler, immediate gratification is the only desire of which they are capable. Yet their stilted development causes them enormous suffering, because none of their conscious desires – for more money, power, etc. – will bring them the happiness they really want, and yet the only thing they know how to do is to continue being as greedy and ambitious as they can, which adds to their suffering.




  Neal: It does seem a bit strange to say that those who are causing the most harm are doing so because they are suffering the most inside, and hence need our love and compassion.




  Plato: (laughing) Well, yes, from your perspective it does seem a bit odd. But suppose you saw someone attempting to relieve his headache by banging his head against the wall. Aside from the foolishness involved, wouldn’t you feel some sympathy for him?




  Neal: Yes, because his behavior is increasing the pain of his headache.




  Plato: And then, if he were to notice that his headache was not going away and thought that it would go away if only he could bang his head against the wall harder or faster...?




  Neal: He’s caught in a pattern of delusional thinking.




  William: And if he has an exceptionally hard head, he might actually damage the wall, or cause the building to collapse. So the best outcome is to physically remove him from the wall, so that he cannot continue to damage both himself and the building, and then send him off to therapy.




  Plato: And in a way, this is the major challenge facing the world today. The temper-tantrum throwing toddler must be physically removed from the store, after which his emotional needs are addressed. Among the more entertaining scenes, from our perspective, is that of a parent trying to reason with his toddler while the latter is in the midst of a temper tantrum.




  Benedict: (to me, laughing) And you entertained us in just that way, more than once.




  Neal: (also laughing) Spare me the memories, if you don’t mind. But how is this the “major challenge facing the world today”?




  William: Let’s look at Plato’s analogy again, and let us add two things: (i) the wall against which the man is banging his head is part of what holds up the building; (ii) a crowd of people have gathered and are watching the man banging his head against the wall.




  Neal: OK.




  Plato: So the “challenge” facing this crowd of people is to physically, or forcefully, stop the man from banging his head against the wall. Or will they just stand around doing nothing, until the wall collapses and brings the whole building down upon them?




  Neal: Oh my. The people in the crowd who do nothing to stop the crazed man are just as crazy as the man who seeks to relieve his headache by banging it against the wall.




  Socrates: And wouldn’t you agree that this is, or is a consequence of, the general insanity that pervades the human condition?




  Neal: Yes, I see. So we cannot reason with Wall Street bankers or corporate CEOs. Emotionally, they are no different from two year olds in the midst of a sustained temper tantrum. Will the rest of humanity understand this in time to remove them, forcefully if necessary, from their positions of economic power – and after which, of course, send them off to compassionate therapy, where their childhood wounds may be cared for – or will humanity just sit around and do nothing, until the temper tantrums of the very rich destroy the planet’s ability to sustain human life? This is a huge challenge, because the rest of humanity is afflicted with the same mental disorder as the wealthy, just not as intensely, believing that the cure for whatever ails them is more money, more status, more whatever.




  William: And this, despite the fact that psychologists know that happiness does not lie in pursuing addictive behaviors. In any kind of sane society, scientific knowledge would be widely distributed, and public officials would base policies on fact, instead of believing in, and living according to, make-believe fantasies, as many of our fellow countrymen are now doing, especially those who think of themselves as “religious”. And the biggest make-believe fantasy of your time (mine too) is that competition is both good and necessary. This, I’m afraid, is the central fantasy that is destroying our planet. This fantasy is promulgated mostly by individuals who are at the lower end of our bell curve, and in whom the desire to separate from Source and from other humans is strongest.




  Plato: Now, the human condition, as we have said, is the result of the World Soul separating from Source, not a “real” separation, to be sure, but a separation that nevertheless feels real to the souls that undertake the process. From within the human situation, there are motivations to reconnect with Source, and motivations to further separate from Source. And we have noted that the political and economic “leaders” of your world are those in whom the desire to separate greatly dominates – not in every case of course, but on the whole. And we have explained why this is so: the measure of separation is wealth and status, which are naturally pursued by those in whom the desire to separate is greatest. And although there is a perspective from which the human condition is itself illusory, from within the human perspective it is fair to say that the desires to return to Source are “more real than” the desires to continue to separate, which take one more deeply into fear and illusion.




  Benedict: And both sets of desires have a natural and inevitable culmination: the upward path culminates in the consciousness awareness of the union between the human mind and the Divine Mind; the downward path leads to the destruction of the Earth’s ability to support human life, that is to say, it is inherently suicidal.




  And just like cancer cells do not have the power to cease from reproducing in order to save the life of both its host and itself, those at the lower end of that bell curve, those who are now holding economic and political power, do not have the personal power to cease pursuing wealth and status, even though such pursuit is destroying both themselves and their host (the Earth). Like drug addicts, they are incapable of thinking about anything other than their next “fix”.




  William: And because their thinking has been completely taken over by their addiction, they are truly insane.




  Plato: There is, of course, a sense in which the human condition is itself insane. Why, after all, would any Soul in its right mind desire to separate from Source in the first place?




  Neal: A question I’ve often asked myself.




  Plato: But these individuals, whose whole mental focus is only on their next fix (profit, “deal”, promotion, etc.) are insane even by ordinary human standards. Your psychologists and psychiatrists know this – they know that the super-rich live in a fantasy bubble, that they are psychologically immature, having not developed emotionally beyond their adolescence. For we insist, do we not, that by ordinary psychological standards a mature human being is one who has a conscience and cares for the social order. This is what it means to be a mature human being. The super-rich, the people running your world today, demonstrate by their collective behavior that they have no conscience, and no ability to care for anything other than immediate self-gratification. So their emotional development has been seriously truncated. Yet these sick, emotionally immature individuals are now running your world...




  Neal: This is getting depressing. Not only is the human condition characterized by what you’ve called the background insanity stemming from the soul’s decision to separate from Source, but it seems that a consequence of this general insanity is that we have allowed ourselves to be governed by those who are the worst among us, by those whose insanity is obvious even from within the human perspective. And what we know about addictive behaviors – what even our psychiatrists and psychologists know – is that they are far more likely to “lead” the world to its own demise than they are to recover their sanity and cease from their insane behaviors.




  Benedict: Now, in referring to the wealthy as “the worst among us”, you are of course making a judgment. But a judgment requires some principle with respect to which the judgment is made.




  Neal: My “principle”, with respect to which I judge the wealthy to be “the worst among us”, is the desire to return to Source. Since that desire is absent in the very rich, they are truly the worst of all humans.




  Socrates: But suppose that such a person were to say to you something like this: “You are to be commended, perhaps, for your desire to return to Source. However, the point of corporeal existence is not to stay connected to Source, but rather to separate from It, to create a realm of being where knowledge of Source is absent. This is the very purpose of embodiment, and with respect to this purpose, we are the very best, not the worst.” How might you respond?




  Neal: I would point out the “natural and inevitable culmination” that Benedict observed a few paragraphs ago. It is not merely the case that with respect to my motivations the wealthy are bad and with respect to their motivations their behaviors are good. The Earth simply can no longer support the desires and cravings of the rich. Oh, OK, so the “standard” here is the desire that consciousness continue to express itself in human form on this planet – that human life continues to exist on Earth.




  Benedict: So the judgment, that the very rich are “the worst among us”, is relative to the desire that the Earth continue to support human life. But we must note that it would not be “bad”, in any absolute sense, if the Earth loses its ability to support human life.




  Neal: What? Are you saying it would not be bad were the human race to cease to exist?




  Benedict: Yes. It would be neither good nor bad.




  Socrates: (smiling) Species come and go, planets come and go, so do stars, and so do galaxies. Who knows? Maybe it’s time for the human experiment to come to an end, just like there was a time for dinosaurs to be kicked off the planet, and the super-rich are to be praised for hastening humanity’s demise.




  Neal: (slightly sarcastic) Well thanks for the reality check, but at least the dinosaurs didn’t destroy the planet, and other life forms were able to emerge.




  Socrates: Yes, but the wealthy cannot destroy the planet; they can destroy only the planet’s ability to sustain human life. And again, who knows? Perhaps, just like how it was with the dinosaurs, after humans are removed from the Earth, new life forms will emerge that are as much superior to the human as the human is to the dinosaur.




  William: The “big picture” here that Socrates is reminding us of is worth keeping in mind, although I would have resisted it while alive. For man is not the final measure of all things, and your judgment – that it would be “bad” were the human race to cease to exist – is a judgment made from within a perspective that desires the human experiment to continue. After all, is it not the case that many Near-Death Experiencers move so deeply into the Being of Light that they lose all thought of their previous human life?




  Socrates: And in the grand scheme of things, just how important can human life be, if so many NDErs are upset and angry with those who have resuscitated them, forcing them back into the human condition?




  Neal: But I want the human race to continue.




  Socrates: (quizzically) ... And this “I” that desires the continuation of the human race, is this the “I” of ego or the “I” of Source?




  Neal: (explicative deleted)




  (Everyone laughs, and as usual, their laughter is contagious, and I find myself laughing too. But I really got angry. How could they joke about something so important? How could they insinuate that my desire that the human race continue to exist is merely “my” desire? It was one thing for them to refrain from judging against those who are destroying the Earth’s ability to sustain human life; it is another thing to suggest that the continuation of life on Earth may not be all that important in the larger scheme of things.)




  Socrates: (playfully) I sense that Plato here is conjuring up one of his stories, for our edification. But let us suppose that the worst, according to you, actually happens, and humans get kicked off the Earth, or what is the same thing, consciousness can no longer express itself in human form. Suppose that happens. How would that affect me?




  Neal: (sudden indescribable insight) Oh my! It wouldn’t affect you at all.




  Socrates: ... And what about Benedict? How would it affect him?




  Neal: Not at all.




  Socrates: ... And Plato?




  Neal: Again, not at all.




  Socrates: And William?




  William: I’ll answer for myself. I think it would have some effect on me.




  Socrates: (laughing) But that’s only because you are still somewhat addicted to all the drama down there. It’s like a big soap opera for you, and you love watching all the plots and subplots evolve. Whatever would you do with all your spare time, so to speak, if you were deprived of your favorite soap opera?




  William: (bristling slightly, but with good humor) Well, I’d probably go into withdrawal for a few eons, then find another soap opera to watch, or even better, create one in which I participate again.




  Socrates: (to me) So you see, if we were to put the matter to a vote among ourselves, it would be three and a half to one and a half (counting William’s as a split vote) in terms of who would be affected by humanity’s ceasing to exist. But I think Plato has his story ready for us.




  7) Plato Tells a Story




  Plato: Yes, but before we begin, a few disclaimers are in order. This will be a story, not a literal account of anything. And the purpose of telling a story here is to give some sense, to the human imagination, of how things might be like, not of how things are in themselves. For the latter cannot, in principle, be conveyed by words.




  Neal: Agreed.




  Benedict: Good. So when Plato uses temporal language to characterize a process that occurs in the eternal order, where time does not exist, that should immediately signal a non-literal use of language.




  Plato: So if I begin my story in the usual way – “once upon a time” – we are not referring to real events that happened a long time ago, for the events to be described, like all events in the eternal order, are happening in the eternal Now. We are merely providing, for the human imagination, some sense of what it all might be like.




  Neal: Understood.




  Plato: Once upon a time there was a large cluster of many souls that desired to experience something different from the usual ecstatic union with the Divine Being that it had been experiencing for many eternities.




  Neal: Wait a minute. What do you mean by a “cluster of many souls”?




  Plato: Let us compare souls with stars. Now stars do not come to exist all by themselves, nor are they created “one at a time”, but are created in larger structures, called galaxies, in which they live and have their being, so to speak. The same process that created the star around which the Earth circles also created every other star in your galaxy. Thus, by analogy, individual souls do not come to exist by themselves, nor are they created “one at a time”, but rather are created in larger mental structures, in which they live and have their being. Now we may call this larger mental structure a “World Soul”, but we must keep in mind that there are as many World Souls as there are Worlds, that is to say, infinitely many. The same process that created the soul of which your personality is an aspect also created the souls of all others who are now having a human experience. And, we might add, just as galaxies can group together to form clusters and superclusters of galaxies, so too can World Souls organize themselves into various mental groupings, so that the whole process is indefinitely complex and beyond description.




  And just as a galaxy contains within itself tens of billions of stars, so also a soul-cluster, or World Soul, contains within itself tens of billions of individual souls. Now it happened one day that a particular soul-cluster formed a desire to experience itself as separate from its interconnections with all other soul-clusters. So it went about creating a realm of experience in which the knowledge of its interconnections with the Whole was lost. Not really, of course, but apparently. This is what we have been referring to as “the way down”. But simultaneous with creating a “way down”, the World Soul also created a “way back”, for no soul, individual or group, can ever be truly lost, although it can wander about and appear that way for quite some time.




  Now it should be noted that from the perspective of the World Soul, the way down and the way back are like opposite sides of the same coin. But from the point of view of an individual soul, or a personality within an individual soul, the way down and the way back are quite different, especially with regard to the difficulties involved. To give an example, it is much easier to jump into a pool of quicksand (the way down) than it is to extricate oneself from it (the way up). It is, generally speaking, much easier for a soul to drink from the River of Forgetfulness than it is for the soul to recover its memory, which from the perspective of the individual soul often involves a lengthy and arduous process. However, we must note that no matter how lengthy and arduous the process of extrication, a soul or group of souls can always extricate itself from whatever situation it has gotten itself into.




  Neal: But why?




  Plato: Why what?




  Neal: Why would a soul-cluster want to separate itself from the knowledge of its interconnections with all things?




  Socrates: Now, now, you certainly do not expect a literal answer to that question?




  Neal: I guess not.




  Socrates: Good, then it’s sort of like this: say you are strolling down the street, and you find yourself having a passing thought that expresses some fleeting desire. Perhaps the fleeting desire is to see a movie, to travel somewhere, to call so and so, to bake cookies, to have sex with someone, etc.




  Neal: Yes, that happens.




  Socrates: But unlike you, the World Soul is so powerful that whatever it desires, even a fleeting desire, is instantaneously manifested. So we can imagine the World Soul strolling along among the galaxies, richly enjoying its interconnectedness with all other World Souls, as well as with the Source of all World Souls, when it suddenly has the fleeting thought: I wonder what things would be like if I were not so lovingly interconnected with All-That-Is. And that fleeting thought creates what you call the whole physical world, into which the World Soul, fragmented into individual souls, can project themselves and hide from the knowledge of what it really is.




  Neal: We humans are just the result a fleeting thought? (Everyone laughs.) Well, OK, Plato, continue with your story.




  Plato: Thank you. Now I forgot to mention that the World Soul is itself too vast to successfully “hide” in the physical reality it has, as we are imagining it, just created. So in order to have the experience of “getting lost” it fragments itself into individual souls, each of which further fragments itself into what you call “personalities”, or “lives” or individual human beings. Then the souls and their personalities jump onto the stage of physicality, where they successfully lose the knowledge of what they are. (To William) How do you like my little story so far, my “over-beliefs”, as you once put it?




  William: (smiling) A rather far cry from my admittedly meager “Something More”. As a scientist, I did not want to speculate even one iota beyond what the data suggested. But now, as a philosopher, I see that there is a view from above, as well as a view from below. Proceed.




  Plato: We also must add that the general rules of the theater apply to our story.




  Neal: Huh?




  Plato: Sure. When you see a good play, not everyone concerned with the play appears on the stage, right?




  Neal: Yes, of course. There are many more people behind the scenes than on stage – the lighting, props, scenery, costumes, etc., require many people working together. And with something like opera, even more people are required behind the scenes. Perhaps ten to one.




  Plato: And the ten to one ratio applies only at some instant, at a temporal cross section of the whole process.




  Neal: What? Oh yes, if one includes the full temporal history of the performance of any opera, not just a single performance, that history must include many, many more people who never appear on stage, such as the people who train and coach the singers/actors, the people who design, make, transport the costumes, the individuals who make the lights, arrange for the staging – the list goes on and on.




  Plato: Good. So let’s say the ratio is about a hundred to one. For every soul who is embodied, who is experiencing the memory loss called “human life”, there are a hundred, perhaps even a thousand, that remain in the wings, assisting with the drama of embodiment in various ways, or perhaps just watching it. A good drama needs an audience, after all.




  Now, it was foreseen by the World Soul that a crisis would develop midway through the drama, and extraordinary measures were put into place to “manage” the crisis.




  Neal: What crisis? What do you mean?




  Plato: Now, now, it’s only a story. The “crisis” is analogous to the following. Imagine that the script called for a fire to be lit on-stage. The actors were taught how to start the fire, but it was foreseen that they might not know how to manage the fire once it got started. But if the fire got out of control, it could burn down the props, scenery, and even the stage itself, before the last act was finished. All flammable material must be gotten out of the way. The problem is that, while onstage, the actors have forgotten their knowledge of what is flammable and what is not. So extraordinary measures had to be taken to remind the actors of this knowledge, for only the knowledge of the on-stage actors, acting together, could avert the disaster. Thus it was decided to put two small exemplars on-stage: one would be of something completely inflammable, the other would be of something that ignites very easily. By “small” I mean that the example of the flammable substance would not be sufficient to burn down the theater.




  And so it came to pass that the World Soul asked for volunteer souls that would incarnate in order to provide the great majority of souls with the exemplars. Now many were the souls who volunteered to be exemplars for the inflammable – they take on embodiment almost immune to the flames of greed and ambition. And even though many such souls may suffer while embodied, in that they have no stomach for the competitive games that are required down there, when they are finally released from their bodies they return Home without delay, and with no difficulty. But only the bravest of souls came forth to volunteer to play the role of the flammable, for they knew in advance that the process of cleaning off the mud of corporeality for which they were volunteering would be subjectively very difficult. To accomplish their mission they would be required to drink so deeply from the River of Forgetfulness that they would become insane, true sociopaths, with no conscience that might restrain them from harming others in their mad quest to satisfy their greed and ambition. They would then become role models of greed and ambition, and hence the “average” soul, by noticing the extremes, and noticing where the extremes lead, would choose not to burn down the theater, but instead burn off the greed and ambition within themselves. It is as if those brave souls that chose to exemplify the flammable are saying to the others: “Look at me. Because of greed and ambition, not only am I a miserable wretch of a human being on the inside, but also I am so out of control that my behavior is destroying the planet. Look at me, but don’t follow me; learn from my negative example, and destroy that in you that would have you follow along my path.”




  Now, among those poor brave souls who drank so deeply from the River of Forgetfulness, some became bullies and criminals of various kinds; others became little tyrants in their personal lives. But those who drank the most, the “worst” among them, so to speak, became politicians and heads of corporations. And to clarify, we are not talking about corporations that make or do something useful. We are talking about (i) corporations whose sole purpose is to gamble with other people’s money: insurance companies, financial institutions, etc., and (ii) corporations that make something with regard only to profit, regardless of whether what they make is harmful to people or the planet (drug companies, tobacco companies, oil companies, etc.). They were veritable exemplars of the “way down”, of the lust to separate themselves off from humanity as a whole, in order to judge themselves and think of themselves as “better than” the multitude. But it was not easy for the multitude to see the exemplars of evil for what they were.




  Neal: Why is that?




  Benedict: (who had been restraining himself for some time) Wait a minute, hold on, you can’t just throw in a word like “evil” without defining it properly.




  Plato: Quite right, especially since we hold the view that evil does not exist in Reality.




  William: But it does appear to exist, and we can define the term relatively, with respect to values or human ideals. And perhaps the chief value for our purposes, as we have said, is that the human race continue to exist. With respect to that value we may call “good”, those human emotions and behaviors that are in harmony with that value; and “bad” or “evil”, those emotions and behaviors that are not. Unmitigated greed and ambition are bad because those who are possessed exclusively by such desires are presently destroying the Earth’s ability to sustain human life.




  Benedict: So it is not, in any absolute sense, “wrong” or “bad” or “evil” to find oneself at the tail end of this bell curve we have been talking about. Neither is it “wrong” or “bad”, in any absolute sense, to destroy the whole planet. But relative to the desire that the planet continue to be able to support human life, we may continue to use those terms, and call “bad” or “evil” those motivations and behaviors that are now destroying the planet.




  William: And actually this is close to common usage of these terms. Those whose lack of conscience allows them to harm others are usually called “bad” people, and those with social conscience, who are led primarily by desires that recognize the interconnectedness of all beings, are generally called “good” people. But I think we will be returning to this later.




  Neal: Yes, later is fine. Right now I want to know why it was difficult for the multitude to see the exemplars of evil for what they were.




  Socrates: There is a reason why, don’t you think, that when a culture personifies the pure desire to separate from Source – the “devil” or “Satan” or whatever – this imaginary being is often portrayed as a gentleman, well-dressed, refined, cultured. This depiction, although quite silly from any literal perspective, nevertheless captures the difficulty most people have in recognizing evil for what it is.




  Neal: Ah yes, I understand. Those Wall Street bankers and insurance company executives look good in their fancy Italian suits, don’t they?




  Plato: And there is a big difference, as I repeatedly emphasized in my writings, between “what looks good” or “what seems good” and “what is good”, is there not?




  Neal: Yes.




  Plato: So, to get back to my story, we could talk about fancy Italian suits, but the real reason that the majority of humans have difficulty recognizing the exemplars of evil for what they are is the simple fact that they – the people – were themselves largely constituted by desires and motivations that characterize the “way down”. So they were mostly envious and jealous of the exemplars of separation and competition, greatly envying their wealth and status, and actively opposed the exemplars of lovingkindness that the World Soul also manifested in equal numbers. The point of this was, as I said, so that the so-called average human, in whom the desires to compete and cooperate are mixed, could see (i) very clear examples of each set of desires, (ii) could learn to discern what seems good from what is good and (iii) could clearly see that the Earth can no longer support the downward path. And once they became conscious of (ii) and (iii), the people would also see (iv) that the personal inner life of those who have followed the downward path exclusively – the bankers, corporate executives, etc. – is absolutely wretched and miserable. Instead of being envied they would instead be pitied, and human consciousness would collectively evolve to a higher frequency of vibration. That was the plan.




  Neal: Did it work?




  Plato: Yes it did, barely. Human consciousness was able to shift into a higher level of functioning, and the planet was saved. But our story is not complete until we describe the journey of those souls who volunteered to be the exemplars of evil. Now of course, it goes without saying that they all made their way back to the knowledge of, or union with, the World Soul. But from their perspective it was a lengthy and very difficult journey.




  Neal: I think I’m beginning to understand.




  Plato: Yes, for as soon as they left the body, they began to suffer immensely. I will describe their suffering in a moment, but you see, they knew prior to incarnating that they would have to undergo this suffering, which is why I referred to them as “brave souls”.




  Benedict: May I gently interject a reminder that this is just a story. In eternity there is no “before” or “after”, so there is no such thing, literally, as “prior to incarnating”.




  Plato: Yes, of course. After all, from the perspective of the World Soul, the whole affair happens in the Eternal Now. But that is not the perspective of humans, nor is it the perspective of souls that are newly freed from their bodies. So, Neal, you know how it goes. It is a Law that each soul, after quitting a body, must experience the full consequences of everything that was said, thought, done, and felt while human – the Life Review. And this is in detail, not in general. So, to consider an example, an insurance company executive whose salary and bonuses come from denying medical coverage to sick people, or a tobacco company executive whose salary and status are earned by making a product that kills tens of thousands of humans, will experience the pain and suffering of each and every person they have harmed, including family members. For most of these executives, the numbers are in the millions and tens of millions, because all things are interconnected. So their life reviews are lengthy and very painful, and they knew they would have to experience this before they signed up for their mission. But they don’t usually remember this right away, because souls don’t recollect their true nature until after the Life Review. Many such souls did everything they could to avoid the pain of their Life Review, and ended up as earth-bound spirits for quite some time, neither here nor there. Others were so ashamed of what they had done that they could not go into the Light (where their true memories were stored) and tried instead to invent punishments for themselves, including lifetimes of unnecessary suffering. They felt deeply unworthy and refused the help and assistance that were being offered to them to find their way back.




  But, since all our stories have happy endings, with much help from everyone else, they eventually found their way Home to the Light, recovered their memories, and were welcomed as true heroes.




  (As Plato was finishing his story, they were all kind of staring at me, wondering whether I had understood the point of it. I understood it perfectly well, of course, yet there was a portion of me that wished I did not understand it, if that makes any sense.)




  Socrates: It might help to recollect that this – so-called physical reality – is not Real. It is a collective dream, illusory, and those damn snakes you so love to hate, to use a previous metaphor, will turn into harmless ropes as soon as you awaken. The point of Plato’s little story, aside from conveying some slight sense of how it might be like – is to encourage you to turn your hatred (of what is evil) into love right now. After all, why wait until you quit the body to let go of all negativity.




  William: Aw, but that would spoil the fun. A good drama needs good villains, and those Wall Street bankers are as good as it is possible to get.




  Neal: Good? Oh, you mean good at being bad?




  Benedict: Almost. They are good at playing the role of evil, for a soul cannot be bad, do we not agree?




  Neal: Yes, we must agree upon that, for otherwise we would have to think that “evil” is something real in itself, whereas we hold that what is called “evil” is merely an absence of the Good.




  Socrates: But since, in Reality, the Good is never absent, we are forced to conclude that the Good can appear absent only in an illusion or a dream, which is what you are experiencing right now. For if in Reality the Good cannot be absent, then, should goodness appear to be absent, one is not in Reality. But I really don’t wish to spoil the fun that you, and to a lesser extent William, have by rooting against the bad guys...




  William: (to me) I assure you, you can still have fun with it, even with the understanding that the souls of the “bad” guys are just as much an expression of the Divine Being as are the souls of you and me. You just have to recall that you can see a movie or a play, which is 100% unreal, a copy of a copy, as Plato might put it, and still feel all the relevant emotions, just as if it were real.




  Plato: Good analogy, William. Think of a play or opera with a good villain. The audience is of course emotionally manipulated to hate the villain, but after the play is over the actor playing the role of the villain takes his bow alongside the hero, and the cast goes out to party in friendship and camaraderie. So William’s hatred of the bankers is like the hatred you might have towards the villain in a play. You can continue to enjoy the drama of the play, hating the villains and loving the good guys, but in the knowledge that in Reality, it’s all just a play.




  Neal: Yeah, well I know you’re right; my emotions tend to lag behind my understanding.




  Plato: And also, remind yourself of what you said you believed, that all human behavior is either an expression of love or a cry for love.




  Neal: (laughing) Yes, and those bankers are crying mightily for Love. OK, I get it now. They are the two year olds throwing a temper tantrum in the supermarket – unpleasant, destructive, obnoxious, but clearly, a cry for love.




  Socrates: (also laughing) And is there such a thing as a two year old who is too unpleasant, too destructive, or too obnoxious to be loved?




  Neal: Well, it certainly seems that way. But the answer to your question has to be no, especially since their terrible behavior is actually a desperate cry for love.




  William: And we must keep in mind their important function as exemplars for the rest of humanity. Will humanity continue to envy the wealthy and strive to emulate them? Or will they take pity on the wealthy, and strive to educate and love them and prevent them from further harming themselves?




  Plato: And it is a pitiful sight indeed, from our perspective, to watch the wealthy strive to fill the hole at the center of their being with expensive toys and material acquisition, only to become increasingly miserable in the process. But we have been telling our stories because we want you to see the so-called “Big Picture”, and not be angry with them when they cry out for love so obnoxiously, but instead, respond to their cry with lovingkindness in your heart. For it is never the case that there is any reason to have less than loving feelings for any and every aspect of Creation.




  Neal: I agree.




  8) First Principles?




  Benedict: At this point I think it will be useful to succinctly summarize the metaphysical principles that underlie our discussion.




  Neal: Good. Let’s do it.




  Benedict: Perhaps the most fundamental of our principles is that what we are calling the separation from Source and the return to Source “happen” in the eternal order. The eternal order contains the temporal, so in Reality, there is no temporal distance between the separation and the return. Thus, if time is to be mentioned, we must say that the separation and the return are occurring simultaneously.




  Neal: And what we are calling “separation” is simply a desire, or nexus of desires, on the part of consciousness, to experience itself as separate from its Source. And similarly for what we are calling the “return”. For souls that have become human, these two sets of desires and motivations occur simultaneously.




  William: But the distribution and strength of such desires are not the same in all humans. Those in whom the desires to separate are predominant will seek to play competitive games, so that they can feel themselves separate from others, and judge themselves better than others in terms of wealth, status, and other forms of “winning”. But notice, even those who lose at such games still get to feel separate from the ones who win. So, win or lose, those who play competitive games get to feel separate, and that is the point of all such games. On the other hand, those in whom the desires to return predominate will seek to play cooperative games, to recognize that we are our brothers’ keeper, and seek to live in peace and harmony with one another. So on balance, humans seek to compete with some and to join with others.




  Plato: And at the extremes are (i) those whose souls have little or no desire to separate. These are your “saints” or positive role models, many of whom have been persecuted and murdered by (ii) those whose souls have little or no desire to return. These latter are your negative role models.




  Benedict: And we have also noted that, as Socrates so charmingly put it, Mother Earth has become Father Earth, and will no longer continue to support the behaviors of the negative role models. If we desire that the Earth continue to be a stage upon which individual souls may incarnate, then we must also desire that the Earth be ruled by those in (i) above, and that those in (ii) be removed from positions where they continue to harm themselves and the planet. Thus, with respect to the desire that the Earth continue to support human life, we may use the word “good” to describe whatever is useful to that end, and “bad” or “evil” to describe whatever is a hindrance to that end. So we will continue to use those terms, “good” and “bad”, but we are using them in this relative sense only.




  Plato: And this is the reason we are not inviting the likes of Callicles and Thrasymachus into our discussion. For if those who are ruled only by the desire to separate have any say at all in the matter, Father Earth will no longer allow souls to incarnate here.




  Neal: 2,400 years ago, you said that spiritual wisdom and political power must coalesce in the same persons for people to be happy. Now we must add that this must happen if people are to survive, let alone be happy.




  Plato: Yes, the issue is being forced, so to speak. We will talk about this later, but for now, (smiling mischievously) let’s continue with Benedict’s desire to succinctly list our metaphysical principles.




  Socrates: Yes, I agree, even though I fear the succinctness Benedict desires may ultimately elude us.




  Neal: Why do you say that?




  Socrates: Think back to the analogy that began our present conversation.




  Neal: Oh yes, the analogy with a symphony orchestra. One who can hear, hears the notes succinctly, all at once; but one who cannot hear, has to read the score note by note, and then try to construct in his mind what the music would sound like. And this note-by-note construction can by no means be done “succinctly”.




  Socrates: Yes, and we must also question, when we talk about “metaphysical first principles”, what we mean when we use the term “metaphysical”.




  Neal: Well, the word is usually used to refer to abstract things like soul and God that are beyond the physical.




  Socrates: (smiling) Are you calling me an “abstraction”?




  Neal: From the human perspective, anything that is not a concrete sense experience is abstract, so the concept of non-embodied consciousness is an abstraction.




  Socrates: But what about me? Am I just a concept?




  Neal: No, of course not. Thank you for reminding me of our “two perspectives”; what is perhaps just a concept from the human perspective is a concrete reality from the perspective of non-embodied consciousness. So our list of principles (I’ll omit the qualifier) should begin with this:




  1) Consciousness, or mind, or soul exists in itself, independent of body.




  Socrates: Oh? Is this really the “first” principle?




  Neal: It isn’t?




  Socrates: Those three words, “consciousness”, “mind”, and “soul”, can be used abstractly, or they can be used concretely. Instead of talking about consciousness per se, consider it concretely: the particular consciousness that you are now experiencing yourself as being. So if the particular consciousness that you are now experiencing yourself as being is not produced by the body, and does not produce itself, then it must be produced by a greater consciousness.




  Neal: Necessarily.




  Socrates: Then is not this “greater” consciousness, which produces the lesser consciousness that you are now experiencing yourself as being, more fundamental than the latter?




  Neal: That would have to be the case.




  Socrates: Then should not this be the “first” principle: the particular consciousness that you and other humans experience yourselves as being is produced by a greater consciousness?




  Plato: Or do you think that there might perhaps be an even greater consciousness that is producing the consciousness that is producing the “you” that you are now experiencing yourselves as being?




  Neal: I think I see your point. From a human intellectual perspective, there are many ways of slicing the pie and we should not worry about lining up our principles in any order. What do you think, Benedict?




  Benedict: (laughing) Well, one must have a sense of humor about any attempt to describe these things in human language. I certainly thought I was laying it all out clearly and logically, with “first principles” and all that, but given how very few so-called philosophers have understood what I have written, I have many times called into question the efficacy of my efforts to approach the matter with logical rigor. And of course, hanging out with this guy (gesturing towards Socrates) has caused me to become much more playful, and has cured me of any belief that these things can be explained by words, however logically arranged.




  But, if I may digress a little, the decades after my death were very interesting to me, in terms of seeing the effect of my writings on others. I thought, when alive, that my writing was clear, straightforward, and even obvious. The faculty of reason is the same in all people, whether “enlightened” or not. The reasoning skills required for my writings are no more advanced or difficult than the mathematical reasoning required to understand that the number of even numbers is the same as the number of even and odd numbers taken together. But when I observed that people very skilled in reasoning completely missed the point of my writings, I began to think that something besides the ability to reason was needed in order to understand my writings. And this point was further impressed on me when it became clear that some 19th century poets understood my writings quite well, even though they could not follow all the reasoning.




  If there is one thing that can be stated succinctly, it is that it is difficult for reason to function in the presence of strong emotional desires and attachments that involve the subject matter of what one is reasoning about. For example, in the case of Leibniz and Kant, they were both strongly attached, that is emotionally attached, to their belief in Theism. They wanted it to be the case that the personal God of the Bible is the “true” god, and they were unable to call into question their personal desires about these things. So, as all therapists know, in the presence of strong emotional attachment, the ability to reason deteriorates into mere cleverness, and is thence used only to justify what one already believes. Thus, with boundless complexity, the two aforementioned philosophers were able to “justify” in clever ways that which they already believed. But the overall pattern is now very clear to everyone: in the presence of strong emotional attachment, human beings are unable to reason at all. But they are able to use words, to arrange them in clever ways, so as to justify to themselves their antecedent beliefs. We will call this “cleverness”. The so-called “deniers” of your time are very clever, but they are unable to reason.




  Neal: Yes, from the point of view of mere logical consistency, any belief may be held on to come what may, that is, irrespective of any evidence to the contrary, if one makes adjustments elsewhere in one’s belief system. The general principle, that one can always do this, is perhaps interesting, but particular applications of it are not.




  William: (laughing) Tell me about it. Whenever I would attempt to tell my colleagues about (the medium) Mrs. Piper, I was amazed at the bizarre “theories” they would concoct to explain away her incredible accuracy, rather than call into question their own limiting (materialist) beliefs about such matters. But they were very confused about what they were doing. They thought they were reasoning, but they were just being clever. They were simply using words to justify to themselves what they already happened to believe.




  But this does raise an important psychological question that we shall have to address. How is an honest seeker of truth to know when she is using her reason, and when she is merely being clever, that is, merely using words to justify what she already believes?




  Plato: (clears throat conspicuously) We agreed that reason cannot function well, if at all, in the presence of emotional attachment to the subject matter one is attempting to reason about. Enter mathematics! No human being can be said to be emotionally attached to mathematical theorems, to whether the number of odds and evens together is the same as the number of odds, or whether there are the same number of fractions as there are whole numbers, or whether the square of a hypotenuse is or is not equal to the sums of the squares of the sides. That is why mathematics, aside from being intrinsically interesting, is so essential for education. For with respect to mathematics, reason functions purely, and everyone can learn for herself what it is like for reason to function in and of itself, without any admixture of cleverness.




  Neal: And I suppose, then, that mathematics will continue to be an educational requirement in our New World Order?




  Plato: You suppose correctly. For mathematics gives the human mind a clear example of what it is like to use mental powers without emotional attachment to the subject one is thinking about. Or in other words, mathematics gives the human mind a clear example of the exercise of reason. Only then can Benedict’s “hard problem” be faced.




  Neal: “Hard problem”?




  Benedict: How, and to what extent, can reason be applied to subjects about which one does have emotional attachment; one’s personal life, for example. It is by no means as easy as I had thought. But we shall delve into these matters later. For now, let’s turn our attention to one of Plato’s favorite subjects: the education of children.




  Plato: And by the word “education”, we are referring not merely to a formal process of attending school, but rather to the entire temporal process that begins with a newborn infant and ends when that infant has matured into a young adult member of the society, which we may arbitrarily take to be about 20 years of age.




  Chapter II




  The Infant or Newly Embodied Soul




  1) Original Purpose




  (In the past several days, I have been thinking about this topic, and noticed that there are several different ways we could proceed. I was/am indecisive about how to begin.)




  Socrates: (smiling) That’s because there is no beginning. A child cannot begin to exist unless a society is already in place; a society cannot come into existence, or continue to exist, unless children grow up.




  Neal: Then, in describing the upbringing of children, we shall assume that a society is already in place.




  Socrates: Yes. And although the main features of our New World Order will be described in due time, we will say this much about it now: the New Society must be approved of by Father Earth; otherwise there will be no society at all.




  Neal: Understood.




  Socrates: And whereas Mother Earth was very tolerant regarding all sorts of ways humans might organize themselves into various societies, Father Earth is not so tolerant. In fact, he is not tolerant at all. Now, the first rule that Father Earth lays down is that human beings must conduct themselves in such a manner that he is able to give to them what they need in order to continue to exist as a species.




  Neal: (laughing) That seems more of a tautology than a rule.




  Socrates: (also laughing) Perhaps it is not a bad idea to begin a philosophical discussion with a tautology, or something so obvious that one would need to be insane to reject it.




  Plato: And our second rule, which is really a consequence of the first rule, is this: in order to live in harmony with Father Earth, human beings must live in harmony with one another; that is, they must organize themselves cooperatively, not competitively. Society must organize itself in such a way as to reflect the fact – you may call it a “metaphysical” fact if you wish, but it is a fact nonetheless – that the souls of human beings collectively constitute the Soul of a Single Being, that is to say, each human mind is a part of the same larger mind.




  Benedict: And this is the deeper meaning of the phrase “on Earth, as in Heaven”; in Heaven, the souls know of their mutual interconnectedness, and this knowledge must now be brought to Earth and activated.




  Neal: And so we shall assume that our newborn infant is being raised in a society wherein this knowledge has been activated.




  William: But there is another approach to this subject (the education of children) that has occurred to you. Why not state it now?




  Neal: OK. Let’s suppose we were not acquainted with Father Earth and his rules for a New Society. Let us suppose, even, that we have no idea at all about the form of our future society.




  William: Continue.




  Neal: So all we know about the infant is that we have before us a newly embodied soul, who (glancing at Plato) bravely crossed the River of Forgetfulness in order to incarnate here on Earth. Suppose we knew something about the specific purpose or intent of the given soul regarding its mission on Earth. Let’s call this the “original purpose” that the soul had prior to incarnating. After all, nothing happens for no reason, and souls do not incarnate haphazardly, without reason or purpose or intent. So if we accept this, we can ask: what form of human society will best facilitate the soul’s original purpose in incarnating?




  Plato: We can certainly approach our problem from this point of view. Now, what is your hunch?




  Neal: My hunch is that approaching the question of social organization from the constraint of honoring the original intent of the soul, that is now manifesting as an infant, will give us the same result as would approaching the question from the constraint of living in harmony with Father Earth.




  Plato: Interesting. Why do you think that?




  Neal: If it is the case that the physical world, including the Earth, was created in order that individual souls may experience themselves as “separate” from the Divine Being, then it should be possible for souls to have this experience without destroying the Earth. Something like that is what I have in mind. Or to use an analogy from several conversations ago, it should be possible for souls to go to the theater of forgetfulness, and enjoy the show without destroying the theater.




  Socrates: (smiling mischievously) All right, but how do you know that the script, the so-called “original purpose”, does not call for the destruction of the theater?




  Neal: I don’t. (To Socrates) I know you’re trying to get me to lighten up about this, about whether or not the human drama will continue into our future, or whether this is now the time for the whole thing to come to an end. But even if I were as indifferent to the outcome as you are, it is not unreasonable to assume that we humans will continue to exist, and then ask: what must be the case for this assumption to be true?




  Socrates: Good. We will henceforth make that assumption, and playfully draw forth the consequences.




  Neal: Playfully? Well OK, yes. So, to continue, we have before us a newborn infant, and the soul that has now manifested as this infant has some specific purpose in mind that it wishes to fulfill through this manifestation. But the newborn infant is not yet the personality the soul wishes to manifest. For the desired personality to come into place, the infant needs 18–20 years of nurturing and support from its environment, without which it cannot flourish.




  Plato: Hold on. Let’s back up a bit, and let’s consider a specific example. The process – Benedict might use the word “cause” instead of “process” – according to which a non-embodied soul becomes embodied into a particular life or personality is enormously complex, and will never be grasped literally by human language. So we shall be using language playfully, as Socrates has just suggested. As you recall, I once described the process as a mixture of Fate, Choice, Knowledge, and Luck – not very helpful, to be sure, but by using incompatible metaphors, I tried to remove any attempt to think of it in literal terms.




  Neal: Yes, I recall.




  Plato: So let’s consider a specific example, perhaps a soul who, enamored of celestial music, desires to manifest that music in Earthly terms, or in other words, desires to become a musician. This non-embodied soul must now shop around for a suitable body, for not all bodies are suitable for making music.




  Neal: I understand. The body should not be tone-deaf, if the soul wishes to express music.




  Plato: So the soul must choose (i) a body that is genetically well-disposed towards music, and (ii) environmental conditions that will convert the genetic material – the fertilized egg – into a 20-year-old adult who is a proficient musician. Now in the past, this presented a major problem for the about-to-incarnate soul.




  Neal: What do you mean?




  Plato: What I am calling the two choices of the non-embodied soul – its heredity and its environment – are, or rather, were, conflated into one choice. For in choosing its genetic makeup, it also automatically chose its environment and its upbringing. Often it would happen that a soul would select a body with an excellent genetic disposition for music, only to find that the parents of that body had no liking for music, and never exposed the child to music of any kind.




  Neal: Then the soul’s intent would be thwarted, because it is not possible to become a musician without childhood exposure and encouragement. No one becomes a pianist without taking piano lessons as a child.




  Plato: So our poor soul leads a frustrating life, never bringing forth the music that was in his soul. When he dies, or rather, when the personality dies, the soul examines in great detail what had gone wrong, and next time selects parents who are not only ardent music lovers, but have the means to send him to the finest music schools. But, alas, it turns out that his music-loving parents did not have the right genetic combinations for producing a body with a talent for music-making.




  Neal: (laughing) This happens all the time, with Mom and Dad schlepping their untalented kid to music lessons, much to the frustration of the poor music teacher, who can’t get the kid to carry a tune. So I suppose that the next time around it will be more careful, and select for both (i) genetics and (ii) upbringing. But as long as (i) and (ii) are not independent choices, it will be very difficult for the soul to find a “just right” combination.




  Plato: Yes it will, unless it decides to wait for our New World Order, which will separate (i) from (ii).




  Neal: My goodness, how will it do that?




  Plato: We will address that question momentarily. Recall that we raised the question: what is the Society, or, what is the form of social organization, that will allow humans to live in harmony with Father Earth. Humans will never be able to live in harmony with Father Earth until they learn to live in harmony with one another. If we were to follow this track – which we will later on – we would talk about the Moral Law, or the Golden Rule, and how to raise children such that this Law is written into their (human) psyche.




  Neal: Agreed.




  Plato: But then you suggested that the New World Order might perhaps be realized by asking what is the original purpose that a non-embodied soul has for incarnating, and what kind of Social Order best suits that purpose. This is the track we are now following. The original purpose of the soul is greatly facilitated by separating (i) and (ii) above. For the ability to bear children is not also the ability to raise children. In our Society, the primary responsibility for raising our children lies with Society as a whole, not with individual parents. More specifically, since “society as a whole” is sort of an abstraction, the responsibility for raising a given child lies in the child’s local community. Whether or not a given child shall receive music lessons is a decision made by the child’s local community, and is based on the child’s talents and proclivities, not on the parents’ desires.




  Neal: I doubt that anyone could seriously argue with this, since we have so many negative examples of parents who mistreat and abuse their children.




  William: And we also know now – we didn’t know this in my time – that environmental influences begin much earlier than physical birth.




  Plato: Yes, so prenatal conditions are of utmost importance, both physiological and emotional. Physiologically, the embryo requires oxygen and various nutrients that the mother’s body must be capable of delivering. But the embryo also feels the mother’s emotions, so a woman who is chronically depressed, or who is angry much of the time, should not be allowed to pass those emotions on to her fetus, any more than she would be allowed to pass on a communicable disease, if it could be prevented.




  Neal: Plato, you’re going to have problems with this, same as before. People believe strongly that they have a right to have children, and that the children they have belong to them.




  Plato: People used to believe that they had a right to own slaves. In my own time, slavery was the norm, and to suggest otherwise in that society would invite the same outrage and ridicule as to suggest, in your culture, that children are not the property of their biological parents, and hence, should not necessarily be raised by them.




  Neal: So are you saying that newborn children should be regarded as citizens of our New Society, and the task of raising them falls on Society as a whole?




  Plato: Yes and no. Every human being, no matter what age, is the “property of” his/her very own soul, so to speak. They belong to the soul of which they are an expression, and do not belong either to their biological parents or to the larger society in which they will be raised. Do we agree on this point?




  Neal: Yes, of course.




  Plato: Then this has a consequence that most biological parents cannot grasp.




  Neal: What do you mean?




  Plato: There is no correlation between the physical age of the body, and the maturity of the soul of which the infant is an expression.




  Benedict: Hold on again. We have to get clear about the meaning of the expression “maturity of the soul”.




  William: Yes, for with regard to bodies, maturity is measured by time, so that the older a body is, the more mature it is said to be. But the soul is not a temporal object, so if we wish to introduce a concept according to which some souls may be more or less mature than others, we should state what we mean by that.




  Plato: Do you think such things can be stated with any precision using human language?




  Socrates: Perhaps at this point, instead of trying to get clear on the concept of “mature” or “immature” souls without using temporal language, it would be better to rely on what I used to call “old wives’ tales”.




  Neal: What tales?




  Socrates: (smiling) I’m glad you asked.




  Neal: I fell for that one, didn’t I?




  Socrates: (laughing) Yes you did. Well, I didn’t mean very much by the expression “old wives’ tales” – just the general story, passed down in the various esoteric texts, that some souls have lived very many lives on Earth, and others are relatively new to the Earth experience. So when you look around at a sampling of humans, the souls of which they are manifestations are not all the same with respect to the number of such human manifestations pertaining to a given soul.




  Plato: And in fact, such stories can be used in the same way that you are fond of using my River of Forgetfulness story.




  Neal: Yes, I understand. If a given human is, say, deeply fearful and anxious, and concerned more with her body than her soul, we can say either: (i) this is a young soul, inexperienced with Earth conditions, hence fearful, or (ii) this soul has consumed too much from the River of Forgetfulness, which has caused her to lose all memory of her connection with Source, and as a result she is fearful.




  Plato: But unlike the River, which is pure metaphor, there is some literal truth to the idea that not all souls are at the same level of maturity, with what you call “enlightenment” being the natural condition of the mature soul. Perhaps we will develop this idea later on. For now it is sufficient to realize that, when one gazes into the eyes of a newborn infant, the soul of which that infant is a manifestation may very well be significantly more mature than the souls of the parents. And so the infant must be treated with the dignity and respect that befits a soul, and most assuredly must not be treated as the property of others. For procreation creates only the opportunity for a non-embodied soul to become embodied. It does not create the soul itself, hence the ensuing personality does not belong to the parents.




  William: And this is easily seen in a humorous way by observing that parents who regard their children as “belonging” to them do not also regard themselves in turn as belonging to their parents.




  Neal: (laughing) Yes, I remember that at the time I thought my children were “mine”, I was most decidedly certain that I was not the property of my own parents, God forbid, an inconsistency that eluded me at the time. So where are we? The infant belongs neither to its biological parents, nor to Society as a Whole. Yet it must be raised, nurtured, and cared for. By whom, and how?




  2) A New Social Contract




  Plato: Children will be “raised, nurtured and cared for” by those (in our World Society, which we assume to be in place) who are most fit to do so. No role in our Society will be more honored than the role of raising children; those who are to receive this honor must demonstrate an innate love for children, and have extensive psychological training in how to best care for children. So let’s now consider our newly born infant and ask: what is Society’s contract to this infant, such that this infant will receive everything (s)he needs in order to transform into a 20-year-old adult, fully equipped to manifest the original purpose of his soul. This will be the new “Social Contract”, according to which our new World Order is obligated to every child to provide the material and emotional support needed to manifest the soul’s original intent.




  Socrates: Actually, the only way to provide “equal opportunity for all”, a motto advertised by your culture, is to raise every child the same way, and to guarantee that the physical and emotional needs of every child are satisfied.




  Neal: Yes, so being born into poverty will not disadvantage the infant, and being born into great wealth will not be an advantage to any child.




  Plato: In the new Order, there will be neither poverty nor (private) wealth.




  Neal: Hmmm – perhaps you will say a little more about that.




  Plato: Certainly. We agree, do we not, that our World Society exists for the purpose of facilitating the original purpose of the soul as it manifests as a specific human personality?




  Neal: Yes. In fact, our science has shown that consciousness is the fundamental existent, and that purpose or intent are fundamental properties of consciousness, so souls must have purpose and intent prior to incarnating as human.




  Plato: But now, consider a specific soul – and we will have to use temporal language here – and conceive if you will that this soul has a desire to express itself as human.




  Socrates: – If I may interject, realize that a soul rarely desires to become human just for the sake of becoming human. (Laughing) The process (of becoming human) is much too difficult for a soul to undertake just for the fun of it.




  Neal: I understand. The soul has some intention in mind, and then chooses a body based on what it desires to learn or accomplish by becoming human.




  Plato: So the intention of the soul, what we are calling “original purpose”, cannot involve the body, since the former occurs to the soul prior to the body, which itself is chosen as a means to fulfill the original purpose.




  Neal: I can agree with that. The body is an instrument chosen by the soul in order to best manifest some specific intent on the part of the soul.




  Plato: And so, would acquiring material riches ever be part of a soul’s original purpose in incarnating?




  Neal: Oh my, no, that could not be possible. Prior to incarnating, the soul sees and understands that what is called physical reality is fundamentally unreal, a play of shadows, as you described it. It could not possibly think that it could in any way benefit itself by chasing after shadows.




  Benedict: And hence the desire for riches and reputation – which I called a “species of madness” – is never desired by souls as they are in themselves, but only by souls who have become deranged through association with the body. The true purposes of the soul have to do only with those things it will take with it after leaving the body – Love and Knowledge.




  William: Which means, if I may spell it out, that every human desire that does not pertain to Love and Knowledge, that is, all desires for money and fame on the part of an embodied soul, indicates how far the given soul, in its human manifestation, has deviated from its original purpose and become insane.




  Socrates: (to me) So all those villains you so love to hate – the bankers, CEOs, politicians, and so forth – are not following their soul’s original purpose, simply because we know that original purpose can have nothing to do with chasing after wealth and reputation, but on the contrary, chasing after wealth and influence is a symptom of the soul’s insanity. And surely, my friend, you can have a little compassion for those who have become insane through embodiment.




  Neal: (laughing) Well all right, I suppose so. But these villains are not just insane, they are criminally insane, in that their “insanity” is causing incredible harm to others and indeed to the whole planet.




  Plato: Ah, not so fast. We agree, do we not, that one who while embodied harms another, harms himself much more.




  Neal: Yes, we agree.




  Plato: Then the embodied soul who brings harm to others brings much more harm to himself. Hence the “criminal” aspect of his behavior is a further demonstration of his insanity, for it is truly insane for a soul to manifest a personality that in turn causes harm to the soul. So again, compassion is what is called for.




  Neal: I guess I need constant reminders.




  Socrates: ... As do all humans, because forgetfulness of one’s interconnection with all beings is a hallmark of the human condition.




  Benedict: But let’s come back to the main point here: the soul, in and of itself, is magnificently Real, and enjoys being independent of corporeal shadows, to use Plato’s language. Unlike the personality, which is what the soul becomes through association with the body, the soul, when not associated with a body – as in the circumstances we are now envisioning – can form no desire to aggrandize the as yet nonexistent body and personality. To do so would be like – and watch me now as I philosophize like Plato here – ahem, to do so would be like an actor, who, after putting on her costume for the play, becomes so enamored of the costume that she forgets her lines. And instead of playing the part she had studied and rehearsed, her mind is filled with thoughts only about her costume and the costumes of others.




  Plato: (smiling) Ah Benedict, there’s hope for you yet. A most excellent metaphor. So instead of playing her part, she becomes obsessed over her costume, is upset that other actors seem to have finer costumes, is fearful that other actors are getting more attention, and plots incessantly to “beg, borrow, and steal”, until she has the finest costume on the stage.




  Benedict: Now of course in a real play, it would be clear to everyone – cast and audience alike – that the actress has become insane, and she would be forcibly removed from the stage. But in Earthly life, things are not that clear because humans are conditioned to believe that the costumes are real. The purpose of education – and Plato will really like how I am philosophizing now, since I am almost quoting what he had written – is to turn the embodied soul around, from gazing mindlessly at mere costumes, to recognizing its true condition as embodied soul.




  Neal: So, the desire for fame and riches is not a desire that a soul can have insofar as it is itself; thus the presence of such desires in a soul that has become embodied is a sign that the soul has become insane – that embodiment has caused the soul to become insane.




  William: Now, as we have said, it’s quite complicated to describe this in words because, you see, a touch of insanity is necessary to bring about the human condition. But the human condition by no means requires the amount of insanity present today, which must be greatly reduced if the human race is to survive.




  Plato: And we might note the old truth: no one, on his deathbed, has ever regretted not spending more time at the office. The regrets are all with respect to either personal relations or undeveloped talents. This is because, as the body dies, memory begins to return to the still-embodied soul, and it is relieved of the illusion that its own happiness and well-being could ever be found in acquiring either riches or reputation. And so it is, my friend, that in our New World Order, there will be no wealthy people. There will be wealth, to be sure, but wealth will be used for one purpose only: to maximize the likelihood that every newly embodied soul has the physical and psychological means to fulfill her original purpose in becoming embodied. This is our New Social Contract. And it is worth noting that, because no one will be rich, no one will be poor either.




  William: To quote Theresa again: “Oh! If human beings might only agree together to regard it (money) as so much useless mud, what harmony would then reign in the world! With what friendship we would all treat each other if our interest in honor (reputation) and in money could but disappear from earth! – it would be a remedy for all our ills.”




  Socrates: And St. Theresa’s prayer will be fully granted in our New Society.




  Benedict: And so, in our New Society, greed and ambition will be listed as among the more serious forms of mental illness, and children who exhibit such proclivities will be cared for, loved, and corrected at a very early age. This will be relatively rare, for as Plato has said, children learn mostly by imitation, and in our Society there will be no adult role models for greed and ambition, and lots of role models for curiosity, kindness, and compassion. The so-called “profit motive” will disappear from the face of the Earth, for in our Society, no one will desire material gain at the expense of other human beings.




  Neal: Or perhaps we could say that the false profit motive, which is concerned with material aggrandizement, will morph into the true profit motive, which is concerned only with what truly profits the soul.




  3) Needs of the Infant




  Plato: Let us now return to our infant – actually I would prefer to replace the word “infant” with the phrase “newly embodied soul”, because the latter phrase reminds us that this is what an infant is. We are talking about a soul. And when we speak of the “upbringing” or the “raising” or the “educating” of a child, we are referring to a process that transforms an infant – actually, a fertilized egg – into a 20-year-old adult, fully able to fulfill the original purpose set forth by the soul. By separating bearing children from raising them, the soul, prior to embodiment, concerns itself only with the choice of genetic materials for its new human experience, and need have no concern about how it will be raised. The New Social Contract guarantees that each embodied soul will have everything it needs to manifest its original purpose.




  Neal: I think I see a problem with what you are trying to do here.




  Plato: I haven’t quite stated what I’m trying to do, and you already see a problem? OK, what is it?




  Neal: The problem I have is whether separating bearing children from raising them is compatible with the child’s psychological needs. Now way back you suggested that infants should be separated from their biological parents, so that all children will be raised in the same way, and that parents could not favor their biological children over other children, since they would not even know the identity of their biological children.




  Plato: And do you think this suggestion would work for our New Society?




  Neal: I’m not sure. We do want a society in which parents do not use their children to compete with one another. We want a society in which no parent regards his biological children as in any way “better than” or “more deserving than” any other child. But perhaps there is another way of accomplishing this than removing children from their biological parents.




  Plato: Or to put it a bit differently, we wish a Society in which no parent regards his child as an extension of his or her egoic self. But as you say, perhaps there might be more than one way to bring this about. And so, to put this in historical perspective, let’s see if this can be accomplished by arranging things as I initially suggested way back when, so that parents do not know who their biological offspring are. Thus each adult will regard anyone 25 years or so younger than themselves as potentially their child, and by the same token, children will regard everyone 25 or so years older than themselves as potentially their parent. In this way the “Family of Man” (pardon the sexist language) will come into being, or rather, will be perpetuated once it has come into being. Now, what is the problem that you see?
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