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Praise for Tobin Hart’s



the FOUR VIRTUES






“This luminous book reflects the highest state of realized humanity. To read it is to be guided forward into discovering the basis for our finest selves. Rarely has there been a book of such exquisite wisdom, such potent truth about the nature and practice of virtue. (I will send it to all my friends who are in political office!)”


—Jean Houston, author of The Wizard of Us


“We seem to be at a point in human history when mystical unitive understanding, which was once the esoteric experience of a few, is becoming present in a growing number of people. There is a new awakening to the potential of spiritual growth and the flowering of human society that it can bring. In this beautifully written book, Tobin Hart illuminates that path, skillfully applying his scholarship, experience, and insights to provide a vivid roadmap for the spiritual seeker.”


—Peter Laurence, EdD, director of Education as Transformation Project at Wellesley College


“A work of wide learning and deep reflection, The Four Virtues eloquently teaches what is most important to learn: the art of living a meaningful life.”


—Pir Zia Inayat-Khan, PhD, spiritual leader of Sufi Order International and author of Aracen Chivalry


“This is a gem of a book. Drawing on his own rich life experiences, neuroscience, and ancient wisdom traditions, Tobin Hart explores how we can cultivate capacities that allow us to be deeply connected to ourselves, to each other, and to the world. And he offers practical ways to continue to both assess and nurture these capacities in ourselves.”


—Pamela Seigle, PhD, executive director of Courage & Renewal Northeast


“In this remarkable book, Tobin Hart applies ancient wisdom to the information age. Not only has he given his readers a psycho-spiritual matrix for internal growth but has also provided a road-map for finding their way through an external world of increasing complexity. At the very least, The Four Virtues is a fascinating document; at the very most it will change the lives of many of those who read it and practice its exercises.”


—Stanley Krippner, PhD, coauthor of Personal Mythology


“With this book, Tobin Hart is doing something audacious: offering us a guide to our deepest, most meaningful life while, in his writing, embodying the virtues he identifies as key. For example, he writes beautifully about the Beautiful, offers truth about the True, is wise about Wisdom, and brings to the project a wide range of perspectives—from neuroscience to the world’s great prophets, interspersed with his own personal stories and sagacity. This is a book to be savored. I’ll be reading sections of it over and over.”


—Richard Schwartz, PhD, president of the Center for Self Leadership and developer of the Internal Family Systems model of psychotherapy


“Into this historic time of excessive change, fragmentation, speed, and deep spiritual hunger, Tobin Hart meets us and invites us to come through the thicket and stop—to see who we are and where we are now as a human species. He leads us on a simple footpath to a summit where he shares his vision of transformation out of a lifetime of experience as teacher and healer. Step by step, he then guides us into a clearing where he tells us stories that interweave insight and wisdom from sources Eastern and Western, psychological and spiritual, scientific and religious, ancient and modern, along with practical ways for tapping into the current of our own deepest inner natures where we may find a new way. This remarkable book is a treasured gift for teachers, therapists, counselors, and all those who wish to grow the soul.”


—Carolyn Toben, author of Recovering a Sense of the Sacred
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PREFACE


Finally, I had just finished college. It had taken me four schools, but it was now done. Having made it through all those years from kindergarten on, I was presumably ready for the world. After all, that’s what schooling is for: preparation for life. I thought, “I should know my way by now.” I had packed up my stuff and taken it to my retired father’s empty house, as he was spending the winter someplace warmer. The previous spring we had spread my mother’s ashes at the beach after her long bout with cancer.


There I was, alone in this house, with no clue of what to do next. There was really no extraordinary tragedy I had suffered, no heroic act I could rest on. There was no military draft threatening to take me to a far-off land, and I was not really tied to anything, anyone, or anywhere. I had all the advantage and freedom that anyone should have. I had a fresh degree in hand, and yet I felt more lost than ever. I suppose the pain I felt was an amalgam of the grief, anxiety, and despair that seemed to have been building up inside me for as long as I could remember, and it had now materialized into a heavy boulder of a thing that felt like it was crushing me.


One afternoon a strange impulse welled up in me, not to go on some great journey or enlist in some noble or at least risky campaign but the overwhelming urge to repot houseplants. I don’t think that I had ever watered a houseplant before, much less repotted them. Nevertheless, I found myself spontaneously doting over these green bits of life, carefully separating the small baby shoots from their parent plants into separate pots. With its tether cut and in its own pot, each shoot now had a new life. In the mornings, when the cold March air had warmed just enough, I would take them out for a stroll, placing them carefully in the sun on the front porch. Later in the day, as the sun and temperature fell, I would be sure to drop whatever I was doing wherever I was and bring them back inside to safety.


In the midst of my dark night, some green life called to me to nurture and be nurtured in this simple act. Something was moving. But the pain was not moving away; in fact, it only seemed to be growing darker and deeper.


A few days later I was walking through the house when a book seemed to jump out at me from its shelf. It was a book I thought I might have seen before. I then recalled that years before, I had been sitting on the sofa in our old house and my mother was trying to share this book with me. A young teenager at the time, I was already too difficult to be around to have any of it, so our strained conversation lasted a couple of minutes at best. But now, these many years later, and in this desperate moment, I was ready for something—anything—and this book seemed to be offered. This was an extraordinarily odd book to have in my very mainstream parents’ house, as it was about karma, the Eastern law of cause and effect. But even odder was that the book was Edgar Cayce’s Story of Karma, written by perhaps the most famous psychic of the twentieth century. Sitting on that same sofa with my houseplants nearby, I opened to a random page and began to read. I had only read a few lines when the words suddenly pierced my longing like an arrow to the heart. It didn’t give me answers, exactly, but it stirred and opened something within me. I didn’t know whether things actually worked that way—that the consequences of our choices are somehow carried over from lifetime to lifetime, that life is about learning, that relationships in some way endure—but the ideas acted like an electrical current applied to my insides, jolting something awake and offering up a broader view. Of course, I was primed for something, and a great number of other ideas might also have hit the mark then, but those ideas were what did it in that moment.


Two things struck me like lightning illuminating a landscape. The first was that I was responsible for my life. Welcome to emerging adulthood! Sure, things happen, the world turns, grace falls or it doesn’t, but in some way I knew that it was up to me at a level I hadn’t realized. I guess the message had been there all along: actions have consequences. But this was on a whole different level. It was relationship to and the quality of my love, joy, knowing, integrity, and even my suffering that was suddenly in my lap. I wasn’t prepared for the thought of that much responsibility—with no one or nothing to blame. It didn’t minimize circumstances past or present we don’t have control of; it just changed the relationship with them.


This insight was both liberating and terrifying. “Wow. It’s up to me,” followed almost instantly by, “Yikes! What do I do now?” There seemed to be a gulf between that level of radical responsibility and my capacity to create or handle my life. For example, how could I make really wise choices or open my heart fully and in the right direction? How could I even notice what might be important to pay attention to and what might be less so? It felt like asking the dog to mow the lawn; however game I was, I just didn’t seem to have what I needed to make this work.


But I could clearly see—feel, really—where the epicenter of this process lay. And this was the second part of my little epiphany. It occurred to me that I had been looking in the wrong direction and too much at the surface of things. The direction was first inward, inside me, and in some mysterious way, it opened up to a bigger world I had been hungry for all along. What I realized was that while all the possibility and mystery of the world lay in front of me, it took certain capacities—certain ways of knowing and being—to really meet it, receive it, and bring it within reach. In time I came to see that this inner attention didn’t further my selfishness or narcissism, so far as I could tell. Paradoxically, it had just the opposite effect of opening up the world and my connection to it.


It was also clear that I wasn’t exactly making this happen, and this seemed key. It was more like I was getting out of my own way. Like my little plants that knew how to grow or a wound that knows how to heal, there was a current flowing, some mystery at work under the surface by whatever name. The effort seemed to be a living balance of will and willingness, intention and surrender, holding tight and letting go.


Within a matter of days, things started moving inside and out for me. Quite remarkably and out of the blue, a job, graduate school, strange and helpful people, and what turned out to be a life landed in my lap in what seemed like a miraculous turn of fortune. There were still plenty of struggles, but now there was a sense of aliveness, depth, and a hint of direction. Questions I had held for nearly my whole life started to point the way. How do we find our own way? What is this life about? That’s what I knew I had to pursue. I have remained a student of those big questions and mostly remain surprised by where they have led. As the philosopher Martin Buber said, “All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware.”1


On one cool, brilliantly clear fall day about two years later, something happened that seemed to follow the trail of my questions. My friend Art had been initiating me into hiking the High Peaks of the ancient and still-wild Adirondack Mountains in upstate New York. Our route this day was to head up Gothics Mountain. The trail was several miles of a climb mostly through dense forest without much of a view. I had gotten past the enthusiastic first phase of hiking (“This is great. What a beautiful day!”) and moved predictably into the “whine zone” (“I’m tired. This is no fun. How much farther? Can’t we think of something better to do?”) Eventually, I settled into a steady rhythm that served as a kind of walking meditation. My eyes had been focused mostly down on the trail in front of me for miles, watching as each foot found its next move over and over again. After several hours, we approached the final ascent, made our way up the last steep rock face, and summited—and then something suddenly popped. As I walked into that lapis sky and saw the stunning view all around, feeling the sun on my face, the crisp air filling my lungs, I was ecstatic. With tears rolling down my cheeks, I started spontaneously singing a song—that song: “The hills are alive  . . .” from The Sound of Music. I was so overwhelmed that I didn’t know what else to do. My friend must have thought I was nuts. I couldn’t describe what was happening; it was too big, and I had no words. Somehow it felt like coming home in the most profound sense I could imagine. And then I disappeared. Peace and the energy of creation were all that was left. Oneness, perfection, unity—no words were enough. An hour and a half later, I awoke on the top of the mountain, feeling more alive than I had ever felt.


That moment has been an enduring touchstone for me. Whatever else it has done, I think that the most important thing this secret destination revealed was that the inside and the outside, the one and the many, are somehow one and the same. This paradox didn’t make sense through the lenses of logic or physics, but there it was. The question that arose and that has stuck with me all this time is, How does this get brought down to earth? That is, How, in the middle of our very human lives, do we find our way into that deep connection and communion?


It has been more than thirty years since I repotted those houseplants and made that climb. One of my daughters (the “expensive one,” as she describes herself) has just graduated from college. My other daughter (the just-as-expensive one, I fear) has just started. While they are both immersed in all that new beginnings can bring, I can see that they are a little worried about next steps. Both of them are in better shape than I was at the time; this is not hard to see. But after an entire lifetime of schooling, do they have what they need to pursue a meaningful life? Aside from some professional skill or training—which is hardly a guarantee of a job these days, much less a lifetime of fulfillment—have they learned how to thrive, to tap their genius and joy? I know they have had some important teachers in and outside of school—people and situations that cut deeply into what matters or that open up new ways of seeing. And I know they have picked up pieces from peers, family, religion, sports, and those many life lessons that shape us in youth. But it is hard to see that they have what they need to find their way into the depths. The same can be said of the students I’ve taught at various levels, my clients in therapy, and many of us, for that matter, at whatever age—eighteen or eighty—with or without the luxury of plenty of schooling and especially in the face of today’s realities. How do we find our way and help others find theirs?


At this unprecedented moment in history, we have for the first time access to the secrets from across the wisdom traditions, from the great souls around the globe, and from the human sciences. Brought together, this incredible body of knowledge and wisdom helps us recognize characteristics of humanity at its best. When brought together, these insights—Eastern and Western, psychological and spiritual, scientific and religious, ancient and modern—form a matrix for growing our humanity and finding our way.


In the pages that follow, we will explore four living virtues that lead toward deep connection and communion with the world and with ourselves. We can think of these as powers, capacities, or cardinal directions. Drawn from across traditions and time, from neuroscience to ancient wisdom, they help us build, balance, and integrate our psychological and spiritual life on earth.


These are not beliefs or commandments or anything of that sort. Instead, these are dynamic human qualities that appear essential for a life of flourishing, fulfillment, and integrity. In order to tap the depths of our humanity, we have to embody these powers. In other words, these four virtues can only be grown from the inside out and then enacted in our interaction with the world. These have become inner arts and inner technologies for me, as they have for others throughout time and tradition. Although they never guarantee it, they make it possible to get out of our own way and, in doing so, bring our deepest life within reach. In the smallest and the largest ways, I have come to see how these enduring virtues have brought my own heart and wisdom into life and helped me recognize beauty, rekindle awe, and find my own voice.


They help open the aperture of consciousness so that we may meet the world deeply from a profound place within. That’s what this is all about: meeting the world, deep to deep.
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INTRODUCTION


It’s not that we want to sleep our lives away. It’s that it requires a certain amount of energy, certain capacities for taking the world into our consciousness, certain real powers of body and soul to be a match for reality.


—M. C. Richards


Reality these days can be intense. Stress is implicated in the top four causes of death in the United States.1 Global climate, economic, environmental, and political change wreak all sorts of havoc and constantly require new adaptations. Global population has just topped seven billion; thirty years ago, we were at three billion.2 The gap between the haves and the have-nots grows wider; today and every day 870 million people don’t have enough to eat,3 and unthinkable violence reaches across the globe and even into our neighborhood schools.


In many ways, the reality we all face is increasingly complex and not always obvious. For example, the effect of technology goes all the way down from the global network to our social networks to our neural nets. Technology is shaping us inside and out, from our lifestyles to the functioning of our brains. Alongside the unprecedented potential inherent in this information age, we also can find ourselves deluged with surround-sound violence and sexuality, sucked downstream by materialism and marketing, pushed along with hurried schedules and instant communication as we live as electronic nodes on an information superhighway.


The US military has an acronym for this intensity we’re in the midst of: “VUCA,” which stands for volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity. In the face of all this, it may be hard to avoid becoming dizzy or numb, drugged or distracted, angry or quietly desperate. Suicide and homicide are the second and third leading cause of teen deaths. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, half of the adult population will have a diagnosable mental disorder over the course of their lifetimes. Half. In any given year, one-quarter of the US population is diagnosed with one or more psychiatric disorders. Thirty-five million Americans have severe depression, and twenty million have an anxiety disorder. By 2020 depression is predicted to be the second most common health problem in the world.4


Even among those of us who are doing OK, there often remains a hunger for something more. We’re on the search for something—money, romance, car keys, chocolate—but also for something that stirs deeper down. Some of us have been searching for


• a secret that would unlock understanding;


• the element we belong to;


• an opening into a bigger world; or


• something we can put ourselves on the line for.


Deep down we search for our life, one packed with meaning and fulfillment, substance and satisfaction, love and liberty.


So in the midst of this growing complexity and intensity, how can we be a match for this reality? How do we lead the really Good Life? How do we find our way and help others find theirs? Maybe what is most remarkable is that we actually know something about this.


We know that what is essential is not merely more computing or purchasing power, more facts to be memorized, or simply something to believe in. Instead, the essentials are inner virtues or capacities that are activated—switched on and embodied. These inner powers open consciousness and thus enable us to contact and understand the world. The world opens and is revealed to us to the extent that we can open and receive it. This is a kind of physics of the unfolding mind.


The process of opening to the world requires both the psychological and spiritual; when viewed together, these can often seem odd and paradoxical. The psychological develops our will, and the spiritual asks us to be willing. The psychological strengthens our sense of self, and the spiritual asks us to be selfless. The former helps us differentiate and individuate, and the latter invites us to lose our self-separateness. We’ll see in the following chapters just how the virtues work together and that without their integration we can have trouble getting out of our own way.


In the end, what is clear is that the most ancient and enduring depictions of the life well-lived—the Beautiful, the Good, and the True—are dependent largely on the quality of our consciousness, the inner life. For example, goodness moves always and only through the center of our hearts. As Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince knew, “One sees clearly only with the heart. Anything that is essential is invisible to the eyes.”5 Truth—revealed, discovered, and constructed—has to do with seeing from a greater height or seeing into the heart of something, which was Thomas Aquinas’s definition of wisdom. Beauty emerges through an opening within us. As naturalist John Muir understood, “The rivers flow not past, but through us.”6 As we grow inward, we open consciousness to our deepest nature, our dearest neighbor, and to the mystery of this existence.


This approach is not about adopting certain beliefs or morals or naming the divine in one thing as opposed to another. Regardless of the particular origin story or theological debates on the nature of the divine, the underlying virtues or capacities and qualities are surprisingly universal, crossing and blending religious, cultural, and intellectual lines.


Thanks largely to those wise explorers both ancient and modern whose extraordinary lives have become signposts, certain qualities for living the deep life are recognizable across time and culture. For example, in Hamlet Shakespeare reminds us of the centrality of authenticity through Polonius’s famous line, “To thine own self be true”; Nelson Mandela’s life reminds us of virtuous qualities like perseverance, integrity, and hope; Emerson and Thoreau speak about communion, especially with nature. From Gandhi to Goethe, Helen Keller to Jiddu Krishnamurti, Einstein to Meister Eckhart, and Mohammad to Merton, the list goes ever on. Inevitably, these broad principles are realized in the unique particularities of an individual’s life and circumstance. Integrated, they bring the puzzle pieces together into a unified whole.


Matrix


In what follows, enduring insights from various traditions, along with contemporary knowledge from the sciences, are distinguished, unpacked, and then brought together to form a kind of matrix—capacities essential for developing the inner life. The word matrix itself describes just how this energy lives within us. In Latin, the word means “pregnant animal.” The matrix is “the place or medium where or through which something is developed”—a  womb.7 We are this womb. Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth-century Dominican sage, noted that we are indeed pregnant, and that our progeny is nothing less than everything. He said, “We are meant to be mothers of God.”8 Our very purpose here is to somehow birth divinity through our humanity. We make this happen by bringing these powers together within us and taking them into the world. The implications are as extraordinary now as they were heretical for Eckhart then.


This matrix extends out in four cardinal directions. The fourfold theme emerges across traditions and time: the four compass points, the four seasons, the four rivers flowing from the Garden of Eden in Genesis, and the four elements in nature, to name a few. Each direction will be used here to represent an overarching virtue: Presence, Heart, Wisdom, and Creation.


These four virtues and directions have been invoked by other names throughout history—names that may enrich our understanding of just how central and universal these capacities are. From the ancient Greeks to contemporary thinkers, the good life is often characterized as beautiful, good, and true. To these three is added the capacity of Voice—tied with the fourth cardinal direction of Creation. Why this addition? Creation is the energy moving through all things and is embodied personally in our ability to find our own voice, imagine new possibilities, take action, and create our own life as we will it to be. As we will see, Creation is essential in balancing the other three directions and in bringing the power of presence, heart, and wisdom into the world through us.


All directions reflect a portion of us and a potion—a medicine—for us. In some traditions, the words medicine and power are used interchangeably. These directions are powers that can be used for knowing and navigating in the world. But they also have the remarkable capacity to not only enrich us—the “I”—but also to enrich the “we” and the world at large. An act of compassion or creativity, for example, sends ripples not only through us as individuals but also simultaneously through the world.


As we move through each of these four cardinal directions—presence, heart, wisdom, and creation—we will distinguish and develop sixteen specific identifiable qualities (four qualities within each of the four virtues), or ways of being, that can be activated and grown from the inside out. The point of the journey ahead is to help us recognize, activate, and refine these essential virtues within us so that we may bring them into the world. As German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe said, “To locate yourself in the infinite, you must distinguish and then combine.”9


Throughout this book, we’ll explore these capacities through principles and practices that help bring these ideas to life within and between us. The practices are easy to try yourself and can also be used collaboratively. They are simple and easily modified and are there mostly to help us get out of our own way.


Alongside these practices, which are located at the end of most chapters, you will also find a simple self-scoring quiz for each of these sixteen qualities. There is also a quiz at the end of this introduction that will give you a sense of the relative strength of each of your four cardinal directions. These practices and quizzes will help clarify strengths and point toward trailheads for growth. If you do choose to take the quizzes, be sure not to take any results too seriously; they are designed to help reflect on the themes of this text, not to put you in a box. In addition, the website www.thefourvirtues.com provides further resources and support that you may find useful.


In many ways this book is modular in that you can jump into any section and that section will stand on its own. However, in its entirety, the book follows a developmental progression in which each virtue builds on the preceding one. Each chapter will help you notice these essential virtues and their specific qualities within you and in those around you. It will help clarify what they mean and how they manifest and remind us what they can do for us. Finally, the book offers ways to grow and develop these capacities through understanding, inspiration, and practice. One of the main reasons in presenting this material together as a matrix is the importance of balance and integration. When these four virtues are out of balance (lots of compassion but less discernment, for example), we may find ourselves spending energy in ways that may drain us rather than sustain us. Recognizing strengths as well as qualities that are less well developed will serve as resources and signposts as we find our way.


This work may be used individually or within a group or class and in both psychological and spiritual contexts. Activating and refining our human potentials for presence, heart, wisdom, and creation can be thought of as a kind of curricula for the inner life, no matter your creed, race, age, gender, or orientation of any sort.


In part 1, we will explore how the ancient and enduring notion of the Beautiful is tied to the virtue of presence. Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky made a dramatic claim in his book The Idiot: “Beauty will save the world.” Beauty is not just about mere ornamentation but it also represents an art and science of quality. The inner arts we speak of throughout this book do not give us beauty but instead enable a shift and opening of consciousness to perceive beauty. Of course, a pretty face or a beautiful sunset has some inherent quality, but we recognize and resonate with the world depending on the ability to open to it. We don’t merely want to see beauty; we want to become part of it.


Developing presence involves radical openness, refining the senses, and focusing and steadying the witnessing mind so that we have it rather than it having us, such as when anxiety or addiction controls our lives. Presence provides both a kind of mental hygiene, or steadying, as well as transcendence, or moving beyond current limits. We’ll examine how these capacities are relevant in the process of great science and in the arts as well as in the quality and depth of daily life. To be present is to be awake in the here and now, and while it is natural, it doesn’t happen automatically; it requires certain energy, certain “real powers of body and soul.” We’ll see how the Beautiful and presence might just save the world.


Part 2 explores the heart. There are many moral commandments suggesting the path to goodness, but great souls throughout time show us that mature virtue—the good—arises not simply from adhering to a script but from an interior capacity. The heart provides the opening for a life informed by compassion and passion. The heart is recognized by the warmth generated in a loving hug as well as the sizzle of passionate desire. The heart provides that energy source for the good, a fundamental and universal ethic for engaging the world. To love or to have heart is the great turn recognized throughout all the great traditions as both the goal and the path of a life well lived. Good comes as we move beyond mere self-interest and feel into the hearts of others, as well as when we tap deeply into our hearts to find courage. This is about right action that stands on the foundation of care and understanding. It is supported by realization of interdependence and, with it, responsibility. We’ll strive to locate the rightful place of desire, which is so often confusing in life. Empathy, compassion, feeling, and belonging are the main qualities—the powers and the medicines—grown from the inside out.


Part 3 dives into wisdom—the true. We don’t exactly have wisdom as if it were something to possess. Instead, one acts wisely or not. Where love offers warmth, wisdom brings light. This is the search for what rings true, the quest for insight over illusion. Wisdom works to unlock our unique genius and deeply tap our sources of guidance. Further, we will explore the ability to see beyond what is given into new possibility, discernment at the crossroad of decisions, and the development of clarity over confusion.


There is a natural overflowing abundance of the world, a creative force that pushes weeds to crack through concrete, the child that draws, paints, and plays. The primary element of the universe may just be that creative energy, that overflowing abundance that makes things grow and go. Our humble human counterpart is our own ability to create (the trailhead for part 4). Creation is not restricted to the artist but instead is about how we bring ourselves authentically into the world both through our doing and being. This final step brings the inner life into full contact with the outer world and, in so doing, enacts it. It cannot be done otherwise.


We live between forest and garden, between the wild, untamed, and uncertain on one hand and the known, cultivated, and predictable on the other. We need both of these—the garden is our safe home base, and the forest stimulates and challenges us at the edge of our understanding. The force of creation lives between forest and garden and invites us into adventure. So this compass point is about finding a way to bring forth our aliveness—our own ideas, visions, voice, and being—into the world. It develops the strength and clarity of voice—creative, authentic expression in whatever form. When we find our own voice, we have a channel life can flow through. This involves developing the power of will, the energy that moves, manifests, and makes things happen, and recognizing the willingness to allow those currents to move through us. It requires the power of imagination, celebrates difference and originality, and brings us to the knee of service and even calling, where our deep gladness meets the world’s great need.


In the end, these four essential virtues do not give us wisdom; they give us the perspective to act wisely (or not). They do not give us beauty but instead enable the shift in attention and appreciation that opens consciousness to perceive beauty. They do not make us good, but they help us find the ground for compassionate action. They do not give us creativity, but they help us imagine and use our own. Like a compass, the four directions are not the path itself; instead they help us orient ourselves so that we may find our way.


Drawn from the scattered brotherhood and sisterhood of wise souls, the wisdom traditions, and contemporary science, these are the inner arts and inner technologies essential to place a claim on the meaningful life, helping us find our way. This work serves as a field guide to the inner life, enabling us to recognize and unlock extraordinary potential for integrity and love, genius and joy, and to bring the best of our humanity into the world.
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This first quiz is a simple way to reflect on the balance between the four cardinal directions. There are ten sets of four words below. Rank the words in each row on a scale of 1–4 (where 1 describes you the least and 4 describes you the most). Although it may be challenging, try to give each word a separate rank (1, 2, 3, or 4). For those items that seem impossible to rank, you may have ties.


Quiz


Example: joy: 4 (most like me); friendship: 2; awe: 1 (least like me); freedom: 3






	a. sensitivity


	empathy


	guidance


	doing







	b. in tune


	understanding


	discerning


	mastering







	c. focused


	compassionate


	knowledgeable


	originality







	d. silence


	warmth


	light


	voice







	e. sensations


	feelings


	thoughts


	service







	f. beauty


	goodness


	truth


	creating







	g. appreciating


	caring


	clarity


	imagination







	h. openness


	intimate


	objective


	adventure







	i. aware


	belonging


	questioning


	risking







	j. awe


	love


	wisdom


	expression








For each vertical column, add the ten numbers and write the total below. For each column the total will be a number between 10 and 40. Your totals will provide a rough sense of the relative strength of each direction as you see it.
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	Totals:


	 


	 


	 


	 







	 


	Presence


	Heart


	Wisdom


	Creation











Throughout the book, the quizzes that follow (sixteen in total; four within each virtue) will provide a swift way to assess your own capacities. A low score on a quiz may point toward a direction for growth. A high score may reflect that your capacity for empathy or imagination, for example, is a great strength, something to affirm and own. Also, we know from experience that at times we can rely on a particular strength too much, neglecting our other assets. Our great compassion, for example, may be in need of the balance of wise discernment so that we are not overwhelmed or taken advantage of. While these capacities may be universal, the way they live in each of us is unique; we have to find our own way.


The chapters and quizzes that follow will help bring precision and depth of understanding to the nature of presence, heart, wisdom, and creation. In so doing, these virtues become easier to see, grow, and bring together within us.
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1


THE BEAUTIFUL


Beauty will save the world.


—Fyodor Dostoevsky


“In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing.”1 And so the story begins in Norman Maclean’s gorgeous and poignant family memoir, A River Runs Through It. The story centers around Paul, Norman’s irreverent, loveable, and ultimately tragic brother who became a good storyteller himself, both at home and at work as a newspaper reporter. Paul was also a serious gambler, having gotten behind in the big stud poker game in nearby Hot Springs. But most significantly, he was a truly great fly fisherman. Maclean described numinous scenes in which his brother casts for trout in Montana’s Big Blackfoot River. “He is my brother and an artist and when a four-and-a-half ounce rod is in his hand he is a major artist.”2 Norman and his father, a Presbyterian minister, find themselves transfixed as they watch him. Even strangers and passersby are caught in awe as they’re hooked by his artistry, his sheer beauty. Later in the story, when his father asks for some information about his brother, Norman replies, “ ‘All I really know is that he was a fine fisherman.’ ‘You know more than that,’ my father said, ‘He was beautiful.’ ‘Yes’ I said. He was beautiful.’ ”3 This is surely not what most men in rural Montana in the 1940s would say to or about one another. And yet they both knew that what they saw and what they felt was beauty.


The beautiful somehow embodies transcendence and complete immanence all at once. It shows us the reach and the depth of possibility and perfection and does so in the immediacy of an act or an art that is greater than the sum of its parts.


It is not simply the surface that makes the beautiful. Sometimes we mistake the shell for the nut. Instead, beauty reflects some underlying quality that is revealed when form and perception meet and open to one another. Take the beauty in works of art as an example. As psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli said, “There is much more than mere aesthetic value; they constitute living forces, almost living entities, embodying a power that has suggestive and creative effects.”4 Michelangelo’s David comes immediately to mind. We recognize it, we talk of it, yet it remains difficult to define; we might call it quality. We live according to an intuitive sense of its meaning. When we are awake to it, we recognize it by its resonance within us.


Beauty is not just reserved for the artist creating a sculpture but takes endless forms—a perfect pitch in baseball, a meal prepared with special attention to detail, a perfect sunset, the deep peace of an infant asleep in loving arms. We hunger for it and are nourished by it, not just in creating art but also through giving our attention to the way the lawn is mowed or the rod is cast.


Philosopher Alfred North Whitehead went so far as to say that “the teleology of the universe is directed to the production of Beauty.”5 Even the supposed cold aloofness of science has beauty at its roots. Robert Augros and George Stanciu, in The New Story of Science, wrote that “all of the most eminent physicists of the twentieth century agree that beauty is the primary standard for scientific truth.”6 French mathematician and theoretical physicist Henri Poincaré understood the role of beauty in science in this way: “[The scientist] studies it because he takes pleasure in it; and he takes pleasure in it because it is beautiful. If nature were not beautiful, it would not be worth knowing and life would not be worth living.”7


Beauty provides a doorway, gateway, or bridge inviting us from one state to another, enabling us to expand our everyday realities and respond to something that is both greater than ourselves and intimately part of us. By entering that doorway and opening into that communion, we are brought closer to the experience of the union between our inner and outer worlds, between the visible and the invisible. When not hanging out with lions and witches through the wardrobe, C. S. Lewis said it this way: “We do not want merely to see beauty . . . We want something else that can hardly be put into words—to be united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it.”8


Simply beholding beauty can be transformative. A bouquet of flowers brightens a day, time in nature seems to feed us, gorgeous surroundings or a stunning meal opens our senses, moods, and more. Beauty can even serve as medicine.


My friend Jane had been a victim of childhood abuse, had a mentally ill mother, and as an adult struggled with eating disorders, addiction, and depression. Yet she had pulled herself up, held herself together, and was successful in many respects that we would recognize—college degrees, meaningful work. But finally, after all those years and all the effort to make life work and to keep the wounds of the past wrapped, she unraveled. She was prepared to kill herself and fell headlong into a very dark night. There was nowhere else to turn. She was admitted to a psychiatric hospital, having no clue about where the bottom lay on this very steep descent. The hospital kept her safe for a while. She received talk therapy, was started on medication, participated in group time, and had a place to sleep and food to eat, but there was one thing more. And this, she said, is what made the difference.


Each afternoon Jane discovered that a projector was set up on a table in one of the meeting rooms. Beautiful pictures—mainly scenes from nature—were projected on a screen. Nothing was said about them. There wasn’t even an announcement made that this was happening; it was just an opportunity to sit and watch.


It was these images—and only these images—that she claims saved her life. Somehow the depth of beauty sends a “ping” into our own depths, a message of wholeness and possibility. In and of itself, beauty is nourishment and a necessity. It serves, as it did for Jane, as medicine and mirror.


Beauty may indeed exist outside the knower, like a great work of art or a magnificent tree, but it is comprehended or covered over, enacted or ignored by the human mind and heart. A key to beauty is that we cocreate it through the nature of our presence. Stripped of her defenses, Jane was just wide open and available to these images. As we open awareness—our feelings, thoughts, sensations, and energy—to something or someone, we can see what’s beneath the surface. As we dive in, the world unfolds before us and within us. Like a great naturalist, we begin to see more richness, more depth, more subtlety, and, ultimately, more beauty. Expanding perception in this way may be a step through the wardrobe into an even deeper and richer world. William Blake, English poet and mystic, told us, “If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.”9


Maybe each individual’s perception is in accordance with the degree to which he or she is alive and awake. In this way, the beautiful is codependent with presence. The beautiful does not reveal itself except by both the investment of our attention and openness or willingness to receive the other.


I remember dropping one of my daughters off at swim practice one afternoon. The indoor pool facility was next to a small lake. A former student who was visiting rode along so that we might squeeze in a little more time to talk. We went for a short walk along the lake, which I sometimes did when waiting for swim practice to end. I had been mentioning something about longing to live on a beautiful lake and must have implied that this one was not as beautiful as I would hope for. She hesitated in our walk and said, “You know, right now this is the most beautiful lake I have ever seen.”


I knew that she had seen many lakes that we both knew were more gorgeous than this one, with nicer shorelines, clearer water, and greater expanses. But I could see that she was dead serious. She was open to beholding the beauty in front of her in this moment. I suddenly wondered what I had been shutting out through some judgment, how I had been filtering beauty out rather than taking it in, how I had put this lake in a category rather than making contact with it in this moment.


I have not passed by that lake since without seeing it in a new light. Sure, I know there is more beautiful water out there, but most days I can see that it is beautiful. Beauty reveals itself to the extent that we open to it. How do we open to it?


Presence


Musician Warren Zevon led a full life. He wrote and performed songs with depth and irreverence, and he did it his way. His dark humor, political commentary, and keen irony came through all his work. If you don’t recognize his name you might recognize such sacred ballads as “Werewolves of London.” Rolling Stone magazine placed Zevon alongside Neil Young, Jackson Brown, and Bruce Springsteen as one of the most important artists of the 1970s. He wrestled with alcoholism, collaborated with a host of some of the most famous musicians and authors, retreated from and renewed his career several times, was a frequent guest band leader on the David Letterman Show, and won two posthumous Grammy awards for his album The Wind. A great creative talent to be sure, we wouldn’t say that he was a great role model. He wouldn’t have, either. His 1991 solo album was entitled Mr. Bad Example. At age fifty-five, he was diagnosed with inoperable lung cancer and elected not to pursue any treatment, fearing it might interfere with his musical abilities. He spent much of his remaining time working on a final album, joined by guest musicians, including Bruce Springsteen, Ry Cooder, and Tom Petty. In his last year of life, he was the sole guest on an hour-long Letterman show. On this evening, as he was nearing his own end, having lived this extraordinary life, Letterman asked if he had any insight or advice to give about living. His response: “Enjoy every sandwich.”10


What?


Have you ever eaten a meal and realized that you really hadn’t tasted any of it? Have you ever talked with someone and realized that they weren’t listening to you or maybe you to them? Have you simply operated on autopilot, without really being where you are or in what you were doing? Zevon’s hard-won revelation and his advice about the meaningful life is precisely about being in the middle of what we’re doing; it’s about being present. To be awake in the middle of this moment, or a sandwich, helps bring it and us to life—the taste of the food, the blue of the sky, the richness of the person we’re speaking with, or even the tension in our own shoulders, rooted in some concern that is hidden just out of awareness. Without presence, we just go through the motions, unaware and unawake, without much flavor, feeling, or color. Nutritionists know that it is not merely what we eat but especially what our bodies absorb that determines how much nourishment the food provides. In the same way, it is not just what we do but how rich the experience is that really nourishes our lives. Remarkably, simply being present to our surroundings awakens and reveals a world right under our noses, including our sandwiches. Presence is about being awake in life.


Here is another way to speak of it: presence opens knowing. The sacred texts of the world’s wisdom traditions are often depicted as living words, alive on the page. But these living words, while right in front of us, are not always so easy to comprehend. Their mysterious meaning is somehow encrypted and compressed. This is why so many traditions invite us to return to the words again and again in order to see what light might be revealed this time around.


Similarly, the “text” that is the person or situation in front of us, as well as the world as a whole, are living words, too, awaiting expansion in order to be more fully understood, more fully tasted, more nourishing. Their richness, beauty, and dimensionality already exist here and now but must be decompressed to be realized. To gain access to the mysteries and reveal the meaning, whether it’s learning a secular text or knowing one’s neighbor, we have to break the code.


So how do we break it? The symbol and the surface will disclose itself only to the degree that we open to it. The instruction to return to the words is an invitation to enter into relationship with the symbols and signs and allow ourselves to both open to them and be further opened by them. This is like a two-headed key opening a series of locks that lead simultaneously into ourselves and into the other, the data, the sandwich. The code is broken, the words come alive, and the world is opened to us only through a corresponding opening of consciousness within us, a kind of reciprocal revelation. This highlights that what we know is bound to how we know. And this how has a lot to do with presence—knowledge by presence.


While we come into the world wide open, we learn to modulate our awareness as we grow. Over time, this can even put us in a kind of suspended animation where things don’t fully register, where we find ourselves just going through the motions like some machine.


Early one morning in a Washington, DC, Metro station, a middle-aged man was playing his violin. During the forty-five minutes he played, about eleven hundred people passed by. Only six people stopped during that time, and about twenty threw money into his open violin case as they walked by, keeping their normal paces. He didn’t do too badly; he collected thirty-two dollars. The person who paid most attention was a three-year-old boy, his mother towing him along. The boy seemed absorbed, but the mother finally tugged on him, hard, to move him along. All the while the boy kept his head turned, fixed on the violinist. The same scene played out with several other children.


Who was the subway violinist? Joshua Bell, one of the most talented musicians in the world, playing one of the most intricate pieces ever written on a violin worth three-and-a-half million dollars. Two days before, he had played a sold-out concert in Boston, with tickets averaging one hundred dollars. The Washington Post organized this subway concert as part of a social experiment.11 The results beg some questions: What are we missing? How can we stay awake to beauty in the middle of living day to day?


Psychologist Rollo May suggested that “the deeper aspects of awareness are activated to the extent that the person is committed to the encounter.”12 This takes engagement, even commitment, like when we are really willing to listen to another person deeply or give time and attention to this moment or this work in order to woo the world to reveal itself. May went on to say that this engagement must be followed by an openness or receptivity, “holding [oneself] alive to hear what being may speak.”13


Although it can sound pretty simple, staying present is not automatic or easy. And these days there are tremendous forces working against presence. We are invited to pop a pill if we hurt in any way. We are offered endless distractions to keep us buzzing inside and out, and the seductiveness of such distractions will only increase as competition and technology vie for more of our attention by streaming more stimulation to ever more sophisticated devices. It looks like even our brains are changing in response to the technology, reinforcing a capacity for distraction rather than depth.14


It can be difficult to keep balance, staying awake and aware in the midst of all these tugs on our attention. If aliens were trying to control the population without us catching on, I think maybe this is just how they would do it: Keep the flashy stimulation coming, appeal to our lower desires for pleasure and power, give us plenty of products to modulate our sensation, and keep us wanting more. Don’t get me wrong; I like my devices and distractions as much as the next person, but too much of certain stimulation narrows and numbs and can lead to addictions—more violence, more buzz, more stuff—in a way that is manipulated by marketing rather than the drive toward growth. Like an addict, our awareness becomes myopic. Because our awareness is a foundation for action, our choices risk being driven not by wakefulness, choice, and growth but instead by habit, manipulation, and reaction. The more primitive parts of the brain are stimulated by this flash, violence, and sex that evoke a kind of immediate instinctual desire to grab what we want or retaliate for some slight.


In this age of overwhelming opportunities for indulgence, the greater the stream of distraction, the greater the need for balance and awareness of both our own well-being and the world around us. The good news is that there already exists tried-and-true inner technology to cultivate greater balance and wakefulness that may even end up modifying the very structure of one’s brain.


Silence


Silence is vital to the inner art and technology of presence. As we quiet ourselves inwardly—focusing on the breath, witnessing our thoughts, finding ourselves absorbed in nature, or unwinding on a walk—the chattering mind starts to recede and our experience somehow becomes more spacious. Through this process, we are brought nearer to the heart of a vibrant stillness that is so essential for a balanced life, especially in the din of today’s world around us and the buzz of our thoughts inside us.


Silence and stillness give us a chance to recalibrate body and mind and recover, as T. S. Eliot called it, the “still point of the turning world.”15 Silence involves resting, pausing, and listening to an inner rhythm. Fast food and fast lives invite us to push through, but we know the value of renewal in a moment’s pause, a deep breath, a little nap, a gentle hug, a cup of tea.


Neurobiology offers its own kind of explanation for the value of silence and stillness. The “rest principle” implies that an actively used neurological connection will become “stronger” if it is allowed to “rest” briefly.16 One possibility is that silence and stillness of mind may enable intentional “resting” and thereby engender a follow-up “quickening” or deepening of certain neurological processes. This is the breakthrough stage of the creative process, the Aha! or Eureka! moment that comes in the middle of a shower or good walk, when there is a shift in consciousness, a clearing in our minds, and an access to some fresh intelligence.


Silence also provides access to the depths. In Persian poetry, the poet often refers to themselves by name at the end of the poem as a sort of signature. In five hundred odes, Rumi, the sixteenth-century Persian poet who, remarkably, happened to be the bestselling poet of the twentieth century, concludes with the word khamush—silence. In silence, in emptiness, in stillness, we open to some deep place and become its conduit.


In silence, we sense more subtle levels of being. In silence, we notice what has always been there but has never been attended to: feeling, sound, thought, habit. In silence, we are still enough to hear the beat of the heart and the pulse of our passions more clearly. And in silence, there is room to listen to the voice of the other.


Especially in this new millennium, being present and awake takes certain energy, certain capacities to quiet the chattering mind, tune in to the intelligence of the senses, witness the worlds within and without, and open to beauty. The following four chapters of part 1 explore these powers of presence and just how they can grow within us.
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SENSING


I have ceased to question stars and books: I have begun to listen to the teachings my blood whispers to me.


—Herman Hesse


In the movie Wings of Desire, Peter Falk plays an angel who has fallen to earth and taken a human form. In one scene, we find him in chilly, gray, still-divided Berlin, standing in front of an open-air snack bar with a cigarette in his hand, a little sketchpad, and a steaming cup of coffee. He takes a sip from his coffee and begins to draw. An angel in a dark coat approaches and stands in front of him. Falk senses his presence, much to the angel’s surprise (since angels are invisible to humans). Falk begins to speak to the angel, trying to convince him to fall to earth so he can experience the sensual world for himself.


I can’t see ya’, but I know you’re here. I can feel you. I wish I could see your face, just look into your eyes and tell ya’ how good it is to be here, just to touch something. See, that’s cold [Falk touches the counter]; that feels good. To smoke, have coffee, and if you do them together, it’s fantastic. You can draw, you know. You take a pencil, and you make a dark line and make a light line, and together it’s a good line. Or when your hands are cold you rub ’em together. See, that’s good; that feels good.1


This capacity to sense and to feel brings life alive, and earth is the ultimate experiential learning center. While we may have a concept or idea of “hot,” we really get it when we taste coffee or dip into a hot bath. Guilt is only an idea until we feel it and it becomes a mirror. Belonging is a nice concept, and when we feel the love of homecoming, it becomes medicine. A thunderstorm is a big idea until it shakes our bones and becomes awe. This life seems to be designed for us to experience it. Yet at times we have been taught that our sensitivity is too much (“You’re being too sensitive.”) and that our senses are too primitive to be reliably trusted (“Stop being so irrational.”).


The senses and the body have fallen into a kind of disrepute and mistrust at the hands of various thinkers at various times. Plato and Augustine, two of the most influential figures in Western thought, saw the body largely as an obstacle to spiritual life rather than a gateway. Senses have often come to be considered inferior to rational thought, mathematics, detached science, and the authority of authorities. The result of such disembodied consciousness leads to a kind of alienation from our own bodies and what the senses connect us to: the world around us.
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