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Foreword


Roderick Main


In mainstream modern cultures, coincidences are not generally accorded much importance. They may be experienced as personally striking, even deeply meaningful, but ultimately, it is assumed, they are due either to mere chance or to ordinary causes that just happen not yet to have been uncovered in that specific case. There is no need to think about them in any other way.


In many premodern cultures, by contrast, what we would call coincidences enjoyed a much greater significance and were often viewed as affording deep insight into reality. Witness the worldwide occurrence of divination practices, which fundamentally depend on interpreting coincidental events. Most such practices presuppose a radical interconnectedness or unity of reality in which what happens in the mind or at the human level and what happens in the world or at a cosmic level match each other and express a deeper order of meaning. In such a view, coincidences, rightly interpreted, can speak to us from that deeper order.


With the rise of science from the seventeenth century and the rapid, successful application of causal thinking, the view that events could be connected acausally through meaning was marginalized and increasingly treated as superstition or intellectual weakness. However, the scientific mode of thinking that became dominant has been perceived by many to entrain problems of its own. One influential articulation of these problems is Max Weber’s notion that the world has become disenchanted: in effect, stripped of genuine mystery, lacking in inherent meaning, and unrelated to any spiritual or divine reality.1 Weber himself thought this condition was an unavoidable consequence of modernity and needed to be accepted alongside all the undeniable benefits of science and technology. Others, however, have felt that the consequences of disenchantment—an overly rationalistic, bureaucratic, instrumentalist, and exploitative culture spawning the kind of social, political, and environmental crises by which we are currently beset—are too grave; it should be possible to strike a better balance between the causal thinking of science and alternative ways of attending to reality.


One figure who attempted to find such a better balance was the Swiss psychiatrist, Carl Jung. Not least, Jung’s (1952/1969) seminal concept of synchronicity (“meaningful coincidence”) precisely tried to recover, in modern guise, the view that events, as well as being connected through causes and effects, could also be connected acausally through meaning. Since Jung’s death, there has been an ever-increasing stream of work on synchronicity by those knowledgeable about his thought, focusing on not just psychotherapy but science, religion, and a wide range of cultural and environmental issues. Most of this work, inevitably, has been bound up with other concepts of Jung’s psychological model and is not always readily accessible to the general reader.


Enter another psychiatrist who has become a champion of meaningful coincidence, Dr. Bernard Beitman. As a psychiatrist, Bernie, like Jung, is concerned with the human as well as theoretical significance of coincidence. But while Bernie acknowledges the inspiration of Jung, he is not an adherent of Jungian psychology, and so his approach to coincidences is open to many more perspectives than just Jung’s framework.


Over the last fifteen years or so, Bernie has been researching coincidences with astonishing zeal and has contributed as much as anyone to raising the profile of the phenomenon. He has published his ideas in academic and professional articles and blogs, as well as in a series of books for a general readership, of which this is the third since 2016. He has also broadcast literally hundreds of audio and video interviews with guests who have experienced coincidences of every conceivable kind and studied them from every conceivable angle. And recently he has initiated The Coincidence Project to provide a forum for widening and deepening discussion of the topic even further. To an unprecedented degree, Bernie has opened himself up, intellectually and emotionally, to the many dimensions of the phenomenon and to the many diverse experiencers of it.


Much of Bernie’s work, including his series of radio and video interviews, has been done under the banner of “Connecting with Coincidence,” which was the title of his first book. The phrase is deliberately ambiguous: those who attend to coincidences find that they often realize deeper connections between themselves and others, as well as among usually unrelated areas of their experience; but they also connect increasingly to the phenomenon of coincidence itself and thus become more adept at noticing and interpreting coincidences.


But there is yet another kind of connection that Bernie’s work fosters: between different levels and styles of engagement. There are many profound philosophical and cultural implications of coincidences and many subtle ways of working with them psychologically, as scholars and practitioners of Jungian psychology have especially explored, and which Bernie in due measure also explores. But not all engagement with coincidence needs to be abstruse or to be expressed in technical ways. There are many coincidences, or aspects of them, that are immediately impactful, intelligible, and transformative. Often, all that is needed is for the experiencer to attend to the event and to let the event disclose itself at the levels that are pertinent to that experiencer at that time. Bernie’s approach to studying coincidences connects, in a single body of work, the whole spectrum of levels at which they can occur and be responded to. And when he describes and interprets them, his gift for clear, direct communication conveys their essence vividly. He keeps the reader in touch with the experiential core of the coincidences, and it is in doing this, above all, that he helps to foster that more balanced and holistic state of awareness—sensitive to acausal patterns of meaning as well as to causes and effects—that our time so urgently needs.


Bernie’s two previous books, Connecting with Coincidence (2016) and Meaningful Coincidences (2022), are rich in examples, from which a great deal of insight and practical advice is adroitly distilled. What is distinctive about this new book is that it narrates and discusses Bernie’s own experiences of coincidence across the whole span of his long life. It is an autobiography written in coincidences. It shows that Bernie had been living with and living in the phenomenon of coincidence long before he began to write about it formally.


And what a rich and colorful life it is with its episodes of sporting prowess, hippie experimentation, relational complexities, and high-level professional achievement and challenge! Perhaps the lives of all of us are similarly rich when we learn to see the intricate patterns of connection unfolding within them. With the accounts of his experiences, Bernie offers not only vivid cameos of the events themselves but also insightful commentary on how they influenced him and what wider principles, for working with coincidences or simply for living, can be elicited from them. The repeated application of this process reinforces the importance of not just experiencing coincidences but actively reflecting on them. And indeed, the need for active engagement is another theme that powerfully emerges from the book.


With its autobiographical emphasis, this book seems to me neatly to complete the project of Bernie’s previous two books. One of the most important features of coincidences, at least the kind of meaningful coincidences that are also referred to as synchronicities, is that they involve a paralleling of inner psychic (subjective) states and outer physical (objective) events. In meaningful coincidences, the subjective component is as crucial as the objective component. It is therefore apt that we are shown not just what Bernie the scholar and scientist has found out from scrutiny of his objectively gathered data on coincidences, which is the primary focus of his first two books, but also what Bernie the human being and coincidence subject himself has distilled from the courageously exposed subjective data of his own experiences, which is the focus of this his third book.


This is a book that will delight, illuminate, and perhaps, above all, spur us as readers to pay greater attention to the ways in which our lives are much more deeply interconnected with one another, with the social and natural worlds more broadly, and indeed with our own pasts and futures than we normally allow ourselves to perceive. It invites us to undertake, or to further, our own adventure into this fascinating and important territory.


Roderick Main is a professor in the Department of Psychosocial and Psychoanalytic Studies at the University of Essex and the author of Breaking the Spell of Disenchantment: Mystery, Meaning, and Metaphysics in the Work of C. G. Jung (Chiron Publications, 2022).





1. See my 2022 book Breaking the Spell of Disenchantment.
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Introduction


The Strangeness that Masquerades as Real Life


Paper is patient.


—Anne Frank


I’ve been in many places in my life and times. I’ve encountered many coincidences and made some surprising finds. I’ve taken a chance on chance. Like Alice in Wonderland, I’ve encountered the strangeness that masquerades as real life.


I was an adventuresome and curious boy who discovered an imaginary hidden tunnel in the woods near my house. When my dog Snapper and I walked through the tunnel, a beautiful jungle was revealed, teeming with dazzling pairs and bouncy triples and occasional twirls of four. Within the repeating patterns, similarities were glowing that were strikingly familiar and simultaneously different. Opposites within opposites. I ran back through the tunnel to tell anyone who would listen. But I was mute. I could not speak. I had no words to describe what we saw. No one was there to understand except Snapper. Were they illusions or emblems of an untaught reality? Many years later I found a way to describe those dazzling shapes. These meaningful coincidences are keys to how our minds work, to our interconnectedness, and to saving ourselves from our own self-destruction.


Contrasts breed synchronicity and serendipity. I am an ambulating contradiction. As a scholarly, nearsighted student, I ran back kickoffs and punts during high school and college football games without glasses or contact lenses. While a psychiatric resident at an elite school, I was a part-time hippie during the ecstatic vortex of Haight-Ashbury, San Francisco, in the late 1960s. As chairman of an academic psychiatry department, I initiated a formal research project to investigate the immense promise in meaningful coincidences.


This autobiography unfurls the tapestry of meaningful coincidences across my life. They feel extraordinary to me. People often believe that their synchronicities are extraordinary. I am no exception. But to others these synchronicities may not be particularly striking. What is unique here is the sheer number of them on display over a lifetime. Some may strike you as funny. Others may seem unusual. Many will seem familiar. Taken together, they serve to illustrate common coincidence forms.


As portals to exploration and adventure, meaningful coincidences make living more interesting, surprising, and exciting. I hope you will see your own life reflected in these stories. Perhaps you will be stimulated to excavate a buried memory of a synchronicity that changed your life. You might look back over your life stories to see the recurrent patterns across them.


Writing and organizing these coincidence stories has made another more disturbing pattern in my life quite evident. To my horror, I saw the many times coincidences have led me down the wrong paths, often feeding my grandiose sense of self. By recording these stories, I am trying to dislodge from my heart, mind, and spirit the sense of my being special for having experienced these events. Instead, I am learning to be grateful for them. Many other people have similar experiences. A basic principle emerging from the study of coincidence is, If you have some improbable coincidence, someone else has had, or will soon have, a similar experience. Each of us is unique so we share certain uniqueness with others. In this world of polarities, each of us is both special and ordinary.


By recording these stories, I have put them behind me to seek a release from the hold some of them have had on me. I hope to get their now decaying grandiose feelings expunged, exorcised from me. This writing process enables me to more fully embrace the remainder of my days in this body and enjoy my uniqueness and my ordinariness. No one else is occupying this space at this time. No one else is occupying the space you are in at this time. We are all ordinary, unique beings in our time and our space.


You may be one of the ever-increasing number of human beings who recognizes that synchronicity offers help to our troubled species. We are increasingly disconnected from each other and from Earth’s natural world. War, income disparities, isolation, loneliness, and global warming shout out: “You are not acknowledging your connections with each other!” The quiet powers of synchronicity and serendipity can aid our healing by creating experiences of connecting us to each other, to trees, to animals, and to other beings.


Personal Synchronicity Patterns


Each of us has a personal set of patterns by which to notice and process coincidences. I have initiated a research project using artificial intelligence to seek patterns in coincidence stories and then to match people with similar patterns, something like a dating app. Hopefully, this idea will reach fruition and you will be able to find like-minded synchronicity friends to further enrich your experience of both uniqueness and similarity.


I noticed several recurring patterns in these stories.


I enjoy being in the right place at the right time without making a conscious decision to go there. In the chapter titled “Internal GPS,” I tested out my own ability to consciously get where I wanted to be at the right time. Like flocks of birds flying to their breeding grounds or lost dogs finding their way back home, I could intuitively time my actions for really nice coincidences to happen. Others do this too. Do you? Have you activated your Human GPS?


Knocking on strangers’ doors became another consequential pattern. As you will see, knocking on doors led to my taking LSD well before our society had recognized its potential. With that LSD knock came an introduction to astrology and tarot cards. Knowing these areas of study helped me adapt to the pop-up hippie culture of the late 1960s. Another knock-knock led to my securing the necessary data for the required medical school thesis. Then came a knock that led to my marrying the daughter of a past president of the American Psychoanalytic Association. And a hesitant knock on a colleague’s door opened the path to becoming chair of psychiatry.


My favorite is a cartoonlike pattern that has me swinging from vine to vine in the coincidence jungle. I’d grab one vine attached to a certain tree, climb around on the tree, and meet other coincidence monkeys and circumstances. Sometimes I went out on a limb and needed to jump to catch another vine to another tree. From Devine to Devine, quipped a colleague. Or Coinci-Dancing, punned another. Like many potential coincidences, I had to jump to catch the next vine. Without moving, without action, many potentially great synchronicities do not happen.


With this knowledge, over time I got pretty good at imagining possibilities and helping to make them happen. This time-tested capacity soon became a guideline—imagine something possible and help make it happen. High emotion and strong need are often the drivers for manifesting what you imagine. Without deciding to act, the desired outcome is unlikely to happen. You violate yourself by not moving. As opposed to being ticketed and fined for driving too fast (a moving violation), you are fined by missing a potential opportunity—a “non-moving” violation.


I strive to improve what I do and expand on what I know. I love to get better at doing things. Each improvement is new learning. Each new action creates novelty.


Try looking for your own basic coincidence patterns.


Like most things on planet Earth, polarities rule. The bad comes with the good with a message that there is more to learn. What I imagined into happening sometimes became too real, injuring me psychologically or physically. Be careful, you might get what you wish for.


I learned that the less I was contained and restrained by social structures, and the more I was left to my own devices, the more coincidences arose from apparent randomness. Others have confirmed this observation.


The content of this book is filtered through my mind, expanded and limited by my experiences with the subject. Uniqueness brings limitations. My two previous books Connecting with Coincidence and Meaningful Coincidences grew out of my being objective about synchronicity and serendipity. In this book, I turn that filter inside out to show you the patterns from which those books grew. Here you will see the lived-in-the-world experiences from which I have drawn the many observations and conclusions I have made about meaningful coincidences.


Our life stories are sprinkled with coincidences. Novelists and script writers know this idea: No coincidence, no story. And that includes the story of your life.


Spiritual teachers, spiritual masters, guides, gurus, and mystics have not been central to this life journey. “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him!” has been closer to my guiding mantra. This imperative suggests that you should rely on yourself. I could not be a person who says, “I have a guru. I don’t have to think anymore.” The learning came through to me from interactions with people and the natural world, often by way of meaningful coincidences, some of which may have been orchestrated by spirit guides. You may need someone to instruct you. I suggest you have full trust in that person and/or you carefully discriminate what is being suggested. So many people now are trying to be helpful to others. They often generalize from their own experiences to everyone else. In reality, their personal experiences resonate effectively with a limited swath of humanity. Are you in that person’s swath?


My adventures have led to discovering that, like fish in the sea, our minds and hearts swim in the vastness of our mental atmosphere—the psychosphere.


The Psychosphere


Many psycho-spiritual adventures reveal that human beings participate in a shared mind while simultaneously having a separate personal identity. Two visual metaphors for this shared mind involve the ocean, the water from which land life seems to have emerged. One describes the person as a drop hovering above the vast expanse of water that metaphorically refers to consciousness (still to be clearly defined). Gravity brings the drop back into the ocean as do various modes of self-obliteration, including death, bringing the separate self into the oneness of the ocean. Another popular visual metaphor involves islands jutting above the surface, each one separate from the other islands. Yet no person is an island alone. Draining out the water shows how the islands are mountaintops whose bases are in the ocean floor that connects them all to each other.


Water connects us all. Earth connects us all.


I propose an air metaphor. Air most closely resembles Mind. Our minds and hearts are immersed in the Earth’s mental atmosphere, the psychosphere. Just as we breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide, we “inhale” energy-information (heart-mind) from our mental atmosphere and exhale energy-information into the psychosphere.


The psychosphere includes a mental internet through which living beings can communicate with each other. The swirling energy of the psychosphere dynamically moves the contents of both the collective unconscious and the collective conscious, interpenetrating living minds and hearts.


Synchronicities illuminate many of the activities of the psychosphere. The collection of points of contact between human minds and aspects of the psychosphere provide the needed map of how it works. Knowledge of the functioning of the psychosphere can help efforts to mitigate global warming and the many injustices human beings inflict on each other by showing each of us our lived interconnectedness.


About Meaningful Coincidences


What is a meaningful coincidence? A coincidence is the unexpected, surprising, improbable concurrence of two or more events without apparent causal connection. It could be random or have a yet-to-be-defined explanation. It could have no meaning or could be meaningful. Coincidences may be both improbable and surprising, but these are not synonyms. Coincidences tend to be improbable events, but all improbable events aren’t necessarily coincidences. For example, rolling a die six times and getting 464255 might be just as improbable as 666666, but not nearly as surprising. Similarly, coincidences are usually surprising. But events that are surprising, like an unexpected firecracker or surprise birthday party, are not necessarily coincidences. So a surprising and improbable coincidence captures attention and seems to demand explanation.


People use the word coincidence in two starkly opposing ways: either as attention worthy or as irrelevant. Adjectives used with the word coincidence sharpen the direction of the intended meaning. When coincidences are thought to be important or to have a cause, the speaker will use adjectives such as “meaningful,” “remarkable,” or “amazing.” One might say: “That was an amazing coincidence.” When the coincidence is viewed as irrelevant, as due to chance, adjectives such as “mere,” “only,” “pure,” “sheer,” and “just” will modify the word. “That’s just a coincidence.” And when the word is used without a modifying adjective, the speaker’s intended meaning may be unclear: “It was a coincidence that you showed up when I did.” In this and my previous books, the word coincidence is usually intended to mean meaningful coincidence.


One thing about coincidences is certain—they are all around us. In our daily lives, on the internet, social media, radio, movies, and with each other. They are part of the fabric of our Earth-bound reality.


Four Types


The phrase meaningful coincidence is an umbrella term that covers four words used to describe various types of meaningful coincidence: synchronicity, serendipity, seriality, and simulpathity. The definitions of these four words overlap.


Synchronicity tends to be used for interpersonal, psychological, and spiritual coincidences. Serendipity (also known as happy accidents) tends to be used for finding useful ideas, things, people, and information in unexpected ways. Both synchronicity and serendipity usually involve a match between a mental event and an environmental event. Seriality tends to refer to coincidence-involving elements that can be observed by anyone, like seeing the same number repeated, like 1111. Simulpathity usually involves the simultaneous experience, akin to telepathy, of the pain or distress of a loved one who is someplace else.


General Explanations


The recognition of similarity between two events requires someone to notice the similarity. Noticing the similarity is fundamental to the existence of meaningful coincidences. Therefore, the primary explanation, the primary cause of a meaningful coincidence, is the conscious registering of the paired events by a conscious mind, a mind that notices and derives meaning.1


The two most popular explanations involve either randomness or chance and mystery, including God/Universe. These two explanations cannot both be right since they are opposites. They share the belief that human agency has nothing to do with creating meaningful coincidences. But as you will see, our own actions have a good deal to do with creating many of the meaningful coincidences in our lives.


While many people prefer a single explanation for coincidences like randomness or God, the more comprehensive approach includes these two and your own capacity for decision-making, each influencing the outcome to varying degrees. Your preferred explanation is built upon your ontology, from your basic beliefs about how reality works. Either we live in a random universe or God is the source of everything. What is your preferred explanation? Each coincidence has a probability of happening so randomness/chance plays a part. But many synchronicities are hard to explain, invoking mystery.


Synchronicities provide clues to how reality works, and they highlight the function of the psychosphere. Ideas that help explain how synchronicities work include fractals, complexity theory, morphic resonance, quantum fields, and the Human Global Positioning System (GPS).2 Our learning about reality will keep expanding through the hints provided by meaningful coincidences.


Their Usefulness


Meaningful coincidences can be practical. They may confirm that you are on the right path. This English nursery rhyme told many children that apparently random actions can result in a good feeling about yourself.


Little Jack Horner


Sat in the corner,


Eating his Christmas pie;


He put in his thumb,


And pulled out a plum,


And said, “What a good boy am I!”


You may need something, and it shows up, providing you with vitally needed money, job opportunities, medical information, or spiritual direction. These happy accidents often take place by being in the right place at the right time, like sitting next to a stranger who ends up being helpful. Coincidences can help with decision-making and can show you how you are connected with other people, plants, animals, and the Earth itself. They can illuminate your own undiscovered abilities, especially the wide-ranging capacities of your intuition.


Sometimes they are simply a lot of fun. They can make you feel that you are being touched by an angel or being entertained by a stand-up comic.


How to Increase the Frequency of Coincidences


A fundamental message of this book: Keep a coincidence diary! The more you see coincidences, the more you will see. Curiosity drives increases in meaningful coincidences, especially disruptive, proactive, searching actions that lead to unintended consequences. These unintended consequences sometimes take the form of serendipity and synchronicity. Searching can disturb networks of connections we know little about until aspects of that network are revealed when we shake them up with searching curiosity.3


The primary “cause” of a meaningful coincidence is noticing it. As obvious as that sounds, if you don’t see it, for you it does not exist, it did not happen. So you have to believe that they happen and that they can be useful to you in some way. If they can’t be useful, why notice them? Being in the right place and at the right time is not enough; you must make the connection between your need and the external event for it to be labeled a meaningful coincidence. Then act on it.


Being in the Now is key. Pay attention to your attention. After you notice the potential in a situation, be ready to act.


Since your ability to notice them is the primary cause of coincidences, your personality characteristics influence how many and what kinds you will notice. If you are curious, open to both your internal and external worlds, and/or like to find and match patterns, you are likely to see more coincidences. Also being spiritual or religious, searching for meaning in life, and being intuitive increase your coincidence frequency. Being self-referential, which means you easily connect external events with your mental activity, also makes you more likely to see coincidences.4


How you move through your life matters. Lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, and hoping something meaningful will happen is unlikely to result in what you are imagining coming true. Since coincidences involve intersections between two or more events, the greater the number of intersections in your life, the more synchronicities will happen. Moving around in a stimulus-rich environment will more likely create matching patterns for you to notice. An old saying advises: the dog that trots about finds the bone, to which I add, especially near a butcher shop. Keep moving, especially in places where what you need is likely to be found. This saying guides my actions as you will see.


Breaking out of regular daily patterns opens the doors of novelty. Alter your states of consciousness with meditation, travel, getting lost, trying new things, meeting new people, going to dances, and using mind-altering substances. Romance is a hotbed of coincidences. During major life stressors like birth, marriage, death of a loved one, job changes, and health challenges, coincidences are also more likely to pop up. Take a chance on chance!


Tell your friends and acquaintances your coincidence stories. Ask them about theirs. When another person is involved with your coincidence, ask them about their perspective on it. If you are perplexed by a synchronicity, ask someone you respect for their input about it.


Hone your intuition; it sends you messages in three primary ways—gut urges, heart emotions, and the still, small voice. Try to determine which urges, feelings, and voices are associated with positive, negative, and neutral outcomes. Hearing voices is not necessarily a sign of psychiatric illness.5 The still, small voice you hear can be a remarkable guide for you.


Learn from negative and failed coincidences. If negative—for whom was it negative? Often someone else is involved. What can you learn about how you interpreted the coincidence, or how you decided to act? What does this negative outcome tell you about which intuitive channel needs more honing? Try to follow the consequences of a negative-outcome coincidence. Sometimes they turn out to be quite positive in the long run.


My Hope


Current scientific research will continue to explore the tiniest and largest mysteries of our expanding universe. The biggest mystery for us is the human mind-heart and its relationship to our surroundings. The range of coincidences points at innate human capacities that connect us to each other, the natural world, and something greater. Synchronicity, serendipity, seriality, and simulpathity can be instrumental in helping us find our life’s purpose and to connect with others with similar purposes.


I hope you find the love that nourishes us all. Keep your childlike curiosity active. I believe that science will one day grasp the potential of studying meaningful coincidences so that humanity may more successfully utilize them to mitigate our destructive urges and increase loving connections. But there are downsides to almost everything on this planet. Not everyone will be able to participate in the expanding awareness of our interconnectedness.




The Structure of This Book


I am the founder of The Coincidence Project. Our mission is to encourage people around the world to tell each other coincidence stories. In this and other ways we hope to make synchronicity part of world culture. This book offers a model for writing Coincidence Diaries. Most lives are filled with coincidences because coincidences help create the story line for each of our lives. “No coincidence, no story” is true for narrative fiction; it is also true for the story of our lives. A life without coincidences may be a life unlived. A coincidence diary is the story of your life.


Each story in this book is accompanied by a comment (doctor’s note) and a principle. These comments and principles emerge from my decades-long study of thousands of stories, two previous coincidence books, an extensive knowledge of psychotherapy, and an academic research background. I hope that these comments and principles will encourage you to think about your own coincidences and to consider principles by which they may be used and understood. As you read through this lifetime collection, I encourage you to record the synchronicities that you remember as well as to record new ones. Coincidences are like dreams, easy to forget. And like some unexamined dreams, they are like letters you did not open.


So become open to coincidences. Coincidences are a reality show—they show us reality. My story progresses from a deep sense of isolation as a child to increasing immersion in the interconnections of all the beings here on Earth.
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