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  There are only two mistakes one can make along the road to truth: the first is not going all the way; and the second not starting.

  Buddha

  


  Every person born into this world represents something new, something that never existed before, something original and unique.

  Martin Buber


  PROLOGUE

  I wouldn’t know how to define what makes us human, for me there’s no definition that’s wide enough. What I do know – and perhaps you too – is that each one of us is hiding underneath layers and layers of pretension and that we can instead choose to peel away these layers and recognize what is hiding underneath. I also know that we can do our best to live an authentic life and involve ourselves in practical ways, day after day, taking the responsibility for being alive now, in this moment, in this place, with the totality of ourselves. Choosing to be alive and true to ourselves is not that easy because it means moving away from the pack and stepping out into unknown and unexplored territory. The territory is unknown because it is the present: new, fresh, never happened before, and it is here that life is happening. But, driven by survival instinct and fear of life itself, we are constantly drawn back to our past in a relentless search for answers and methods, while we look to the future with fear and apprehension. On the other hand, to be genuinely alive, now, means recognizing that our past is no more and the future has not yet arrived: only THIS present moment belongs to us. Therefore the necessary condition for being authentic is that I need to be present: to exist in the here and now, with my body, my emotions, my mind and spirit, and an alignment of all that existence has given me since the day I was born and makes me what I am: a unique human being.

  The conditions essential for my presence are:

  1. The ability to be fully conscious of my experience in the present moment.

  2. A will that sustains my commitment and consciously frees me from all that conditions me and causes me to react in an automatic way to reality: a way that is repetitive, reactive, predetermined and unaware.

  You don’t need a particular philosophy or spirituality to realize that each moment is always new, that even when our minds tell us it has already happened, this is never true. Everything changes, continually. Life is just like Heraclites described it more than two millenniums ago; a river that flows continuously. Each time we dip our foot into the water, what we are touching is a completely new river. The river of existence never fails to provide an ever-changing pureness, one moment after the next. If we recognize this true reality and simply accept the evidence of its truth, then inevitably we’ll end up asking ourselves how come life seems so often devoid of significance, repetitive, stressful, like a storm cloud of misfortune pelting down on us. A duty rather than a pleasure. A problem rather than a mystery. A sacrifice rather than an adventure. If this is what you believe and feel, and it leaves you ill or frustrated, without hope or just restless, then ask yourself; if life is an inexhaustible source of new opportunities, a constant current of transformation and possibility, how come you don’t experience things this way? Where did you get lost? Where did you lay down the aliveness of this moment and allow your old, boring, bygone, predictable past crawl over and hide the present? Where were you when you stopped moving and why do you now cling on so tightly to this fixed and immovable thing? What do you gain from this? What is so petrifying about living?

  Recognizing Obstacles

  If you consciously accept that everything changes, what will become of your reality? : That the approaching moment is unknown and unpredictable and that the present moment is the only thing within your grasp and that you can rely on. The past has gone leaving just a memory, the future has not yet arrived and you are here in the present, and this present is the ground from which your future moments will take shape and those that follow, and so on. Then a new question arises: how to approach this moment/opportunity, how to enjoy it, how to live it as fully as possible? How can I be myself? How can I understand and experience the significance of the life presented before me, here, while I am writing, while you are reading, while I am listening to the wind outside, while you are sensing the heat of your body or listening to the sounds around you, while you are watching the words slide across the page in front of your eyes? Who is reading? Who is aware of how their bodies feel? Who feels warm or cold? Who is thinking about what they’re reading? Who is aware of their thoughts, words and sensations? Who, from a hidden corner in the soul, feels that there’s more to existence than simply getting up in the morning, going to work, eating, sleeping, growing old and…. and then an enormous void ? Look. Feel. Ask yourself. Listen to what your heart is saying to you. What is your body telling you? Feel existence calling you back, YOU, NOW. If life didn’t want you, you wouldn’t be here. If the universe didn’t want YOU, here/now, you wouldn’t exist. You are UNIQUE in this moment, on this planet. Are you here? Have you arrived? Are you walking on this earth? Can you feel the air you are breathing, your body as it moves, the sounds around you and the warmth of your skin. Are you here? Are you here, now? Have you touched ground? Are your feet in contact with this planet and its gravity? Are you PRESENT?

  The endeavor of this book is to deal with the main obstacles that prevent our presence, in a way that will enable you to consciously remove these obstacles while offering you the necessary techniques in order to accomplish this, because one thing is clear: you can live totally in the here and now only if YOU are totally present. And only by being fully present can you also discover who you really are, beyond the name you carry, the conditioning you have received, the color of your skin, the religion you follow, the work you do and the country in which you live.

  This book is a call to your soul, a song for your heart and an invitation to your passion.

  Inquiry, meditations and visualizations

  In the following chapters you will find sections called “inquiry” or “meditations” or “visualizations” where I propose themes for exploring issues related to that chapter, particular meditation or visualization techniques. Inquiry is not just analysis, and neither is it limited to the field of logical deduction. On the contrary, inquiry brings us face to face with the unknown, challenging everything that we think and understand. An inquiry is dynamic and living, and if approached with inquisitiveness and passion, will take us outside our “zone of comfort and survival,” unlocking territories well beyond our expectations and guiding us towards and into profound and instant understandings that would be impossible using linear logic.

  Inquiry is made up of five fundamental steps:

  1. Set out a question for your exploration that gives you a general direction of where you want to go.

  2. Tell the “story” and go through what you already know about the subject matter.

  3. Widen your attention and note how this commentary influences your present: the sensations in your body, your emotions, images and thoughts as they appear in your consciousness.

  4. Observe whether there is automatic judgment, whether in relation to what you are saying or the way you approach the inquiry.

  5. Don’t be in a rush to reach conclusions. Be curious and continue to ask questions about your topic, your reactions now, your understanding of what is happening. Why are you experiencing certain symptoms and how they relate to the emotions you are feeling and what lies behind particular underlying tensions. Keep exploring, following the thread while it gradually unravels, even if the meaning seems obscure or fragmented. Let understanding come by itself.


  PART 1

  PERSONALITY: PRISON AND PROTECTION


  CHAPTER I

  THE GREAT BETRAYAL

  “The present cannot be recognized by the ego, because it is always covered by the past”.

  A.H.Almaas

  Sometimes we realize that we are not ‘real’. Sparked off by an unexpected crisis, from something we read in the eyes of a close friend, a gap in mid sentence or in the unfocusing of our eyes as we turn our attention within, this sudden bolt of awareness arrives with a powerful blow and leaves us limp with vague feelings of guilt and long-rooted shame. And a sadness; a familiar sadness that we feel even if we have rejected it or forgotten about it. A sadness that is a memory made of images in the mind, of feelings in our heart and sensations in the depths of our stomach. A memory of a true self, spontaneous, unguarded, open and genuine. Normally this sadness is soon swept up and swathed in a cloak of fear: the fear that others will realize we are fake and fear of the consequences of ever trying to be our real selves again.

  When did you stop being yourself?

  Perhaps you don’t remember, perhaps you do. Most people I have met, and those I have worked with, often don’t actually remember that moment when they stepped outside, closing the door behind them and with it, their true selves. It may take days, months or even years of searching, trawling over past events, memories of a childhood in which we felt so alien and detached from our families and the environment in which we lived: So different from the people around us, from our brothers or our sisters, and above all, from our mothers and fathers. We relive those painful sensations of not belonging, those lost and frightening feelings, not knowing which way to turn for comfort and support. We remember how we felt alone, isolated, different. Sometimes we also remember how angry we felt, insulted and violated by what the world wanted from us; to disown ourselves, to forget our true nature, to hide from our hearts, to disband the spontaneity of being ourselves, and then give in, abandoning ourselves, becoming just like them – the adults – just as they wanted. The great betrayal is that moment in which every child is forced to leave behind his true identity, to forget what the Zen masters called “the Original Face”, and to disguise himself in the fancy outfits of personality, don the mask of survival and pretension. This phase in a child’s development arrives, painfully and inevitably. There is no escape, there is nowhere to run, there are no half measures, the demands are completely clear: if you want to be accepted, recognized and loved, if you want to be part of our world, you have to renounce yourself, you have to conform, adapt, be led and accept that we adults know what you need, better than you. If you want to be part of your family, your society, your race, your country, the religion into which you were born, you have to take yourself to pieces and sacrifice your wholeness. You must reject your sexuality as it is sinful and “dirty”. You must curb your intelligence and, instead, listen to those with experience and who know best. You must rein in your natural intuition and heed the truths that they teach you, even if none of them practice what they preach. Learn to doubt your desires, your vitality, your spontaneity. Take heed when they tell you that you are too much: too noisy, too aggressive, too excitable, too wild, too lively. Adapt yourself, tone down, rein in, shield, barricade, shut the beast away. And above all FORGET.

  The great betrayal is the culmination of a long, drawn out process of separation from our true nature and of adapting to existing ways and values, morals and ethics of the environment in which we live. The great betrayal brings us to a standstill, crystallizing the growth of the child into a hard, almost impenetrable structure of survival; this is the personality, carefully sculptured from imposed standards and rules. At about the age of seven or eight, the child is forced to become a slave to the past and to renounce the unpredictability of a spontaneous and natural growth. The fluidity of his natural awareness; his ready, spontaneous embrace of the present moment is squeezed and crushed into a rigid framework built from pre-packaged information, a framework whose purpose is to defend us from the inevitable unpredictability of the present and to teach us to react in an automatic way based on past experiences as imparted by the adults. The efficiency of the individual’s repression and adjustment to collective norms is guaranteed by the internalization of his familiar authority figures, both familial (mother and father first of all) and social (teachers, religious figures etc). These figures of authority glue together and culminate in the formation of the inner judge or superego1; the psychosomatic structure in charge of maintaining the status quo of the personality and inhibit transformation.

  How did we arrive at the great betrayal?

  Every parent has the responsibility to provide their children with the necessary tools to make their way through daily life and so an essential part of a child’s growth and education is the sharing of their parents’ knowledge and experience. This includes their moral values, their beliefs, experience of relationships, their self-perception and that of the world, religious doctrines, political and social beliefs, and so on. This transmission is a sort of “programming” of the infant through which he becomes capable of evaluating, regulating and controlling his own organism and the way it relates to the external world. To operate efficiently this “programming” has to introduce categories such as good and bad, acceptable and non-acceptable, beautiful and ugly, right and wrong, which means a vision of the inner and external realities based on separation, dualism, opposite poles and conflict. The inner reality of a child is divided into light and darkness: In the light are all the behaviors and values upheld by his parents and other key figures of authority from his childhood and in the shadow are all those condemned as unacceptable. The natural predisposition of the organism toward survival, the need for parental love and acceptance, fear of rejection and punishment, push the child inevitably towards adapting to the imprinted “programming” or, by another name, obedience to “environmental conditioning”. This process of conditioning is reinforced by school and society at large. The pressure to adapt and obey are fundamental aspects in the formation of a child’s self-identity, whether internally or externally, with regard to the social environment in which he lives and, above all, with his family. In order for the conditioning to be effective, the rules of survival, as laid down by the coercive external agencies (parents), must be internalized at infancy. This is effected through the formation of the superego (the inner judge), the psychosomatic presence that, through judgments, prejudices, opinions, admonishments, guilt, shame and other forms of punishment, becomes the inner agency that controls and directs our every action and behavior, assigning value and significance to the existence of the individual. Around the age of seven or eight the process of creating the personality is usually finalized with the formation of a stable inner judge, a fixed set of values to be withheld and an even greater set of values that it considers unacceptable and are henceforth banished to the unconscious.

  Adapting to survive

  It is in this final phase that a sort of internal pressure forces each individual towards a fundamental choice: belong to us (family, society etc.) or be alone, exiled, isolated. The price is the sacrifice of our individuality, the prize is to belong to the community in which we live and the promise of survival within, and thanks to, this community. This pressure demands absolute identification with the social mask (personality); the approved instrument of survival of the community in which we live. The personality is like the clothes we wear; clothing that protects us and helps others and ourselves to identify who we are: every time I get dressed I have an immediate sense of identity, a special personal history, a social belonging. I know who I am because I have specific values, particular opinions and a certain way of looking at the world. I know who I am because I experience things in a certain way and I have a certain way of speaking and specific likes and dislikes. I know who I am because I have a particular set of emotions that are familiar to me and a network of physical tensions which I am accustomed to. I know who I am because my body has a particular shape and because I view myself in a certain way. I know who I am because I believe that there are things in me that are acceptable and presentable, and things which are totally unacceptable that must remain hidden. I know who I am because I have memories of the past and the sense of a thread that keeps these memories together. I know who I am because I have a recognized position in a particular family, social circle, religion, race. I know who I am because I am a teacher, a doctor, an office worker, a carpenter, a secretary. I have one or more social roles that help define who I am.

  Why do I need a personality?

  The personality is like a suit that we put on every morning as soon as we get up. This familiar clothing, easily picked out, worn habitually, is what makes me feel like me. It is made from all the tensions I carry around with me, internal noises and density, temperature, the movements I make and positions I adopt, of repeated perceptions, of repeated thought patterns, repeated judgments, repeated emotions, repeated beliefs and repeated opinions about me and about reality. The personality - that which I believe myself to be - is an item of clothing that maybe somewhat threadbare and boring, but it is also comfortable and reassuring.

  


  The personality therefore performs several basic functions:

  


  1. It offers me limited and easily established ground from which I identify myself one moment after another, enabling me to maintain a sense of identity that is more or less stable.

  2. It offers me pre-arranged interpretations of the reality around me; values, opinions, judgments, moral categories and ethics. Its instruments enable me to make my way through the world and survive.

  3. It enables me to interact with the world, establishing the relationship between that which I consider to be Me (the content of the shell of my skin) and everything else (not Me).

  4. It gives me a fundamental sense of certainty based on my past and on believing I know who I am, what is me and how I fit in relation to reality and how the world fits around me.

  


  But is this really true? Do I really know who I am? Do I really know what is real and what is not? What is right and what is wrong and how to function in this world guided by these criteria? Am I really confident in myself and in the world? Am I really walking my path with certainty and trust? Generally, the initial response is yes. To put under scrutiny the real nature of our personality, our sense of personal identity and our vision of the world is a revolutionary act that can stir up deep fear and memories of painful childhood events. To doubt the status quo and its apparent consistency is an act of rebellion against our inner judge (and everything that it has taught us) that might spark off negative repercussions and punishments not so different from those we experienced as children when we refused to adhere to family authority and scholastic rules. To say no to our superego, or simply doubt the necessity of an internal control system leads to self-punishment through guilt, shame, depression, isolation, lack of energy, confusion, impotence and vulnerability. It is very rare that we are taught to think with our heads, feel with our hearts and act from our guts. It is very rare that we are taught to believe in ourselves, to follow our natural intuition and use our natural capacity to respond spontaneously. The main, inner core round which the structure of the personality continues to aggregate is, in most cases, profoundly conservative and basically paranoid: It follows the old routes in order to avoid risks and change. It maintains a fixed sense of identity therefore defending its opinions and points of view. It doesn’t trust anyone, the world is hostile and dangerous. It doesn’t get too close to anyone, life is already a struggle so avoid confrontation. It doesn’t move too much, stay still so that no-one can see or recognize you, if you stand out you will be attacked.... and so on.

  Therefore we can regard the personality also as an attempt to hide, from ourselves and others, a basic internal conflict between the need to know ourselves in a direct, immediate and spontaneous way, and the need for safety, belonging and protection.

  Unfortunately it seems that almost every human being is convinced that spontaneity and control, the unforeseen and safety, self-truth and social acceptance are incompatible elements. In most cases, the great betrayal carried out in infancy continues to push us towards social adjustment and to abandon our true selves. But what would happen if we stopped betraying ourselves? What would happen if we began to deliberately take the mask to pieces, to uncover our original face? What would happen if we began to venture into the discovery of our uniqueness and potentiality?

  “…the real world is the world of Being, the world of the Now. One must see from the perspective of Being to have an idea of how far away from reality the perception of ego actually is. It comes as a shock to those who have this privilege…Seeing reality without the filter of the past is a cataclysmic experience, which uncovers forces and energies which are not even conceived by the ego”.2

  Inquiry

  In this part of the chapter I would like to propose some themes to explore that will help you to deepen your understanding of what you have just read and above all, to make it personal. The issues to explore are keys with which you can “unlock” your unconscious, revisit your personal past and get to know yourself in a more intimate way. You can do this exploration alone (better written) or with someone who is close to you and interested, who like you, is undergoing this inner journey. The exploration not only helps to activate and bring to consciousness things that aren’t normally at the front of your mind, but also to metabolize things you have avoided because, in the past, they were considered unacceptable, things to avoid, or hide. This exploration opens up rich territories of potentiality, passions and desires and helps you to expand your old usual boundaries, unearthing new capacities along the way.

  Explore the questions that follow. Take at least fifteen minutes for each one and repeat the exploration after a few weeks.

  


  1. Have you ever felt you are not really real, alive? Have you ever felt like you are living behind a mask? You feel like you are hiding your true self from others (and maybe even yourself)? What do you remember about those occasions when this happened, what were the circumstances? Where did it happen, how, when? Were you alone or in company? Can you remember the emotions you felt at the time? How are you feeling right now as you relive those situations? What physical sensations are you feeling? What emotions do these memories bring? Is there an automatic process of self-judgment present as you explore? And if there is, what judgments are you aware of?

  2. Have you ever felt completely real, completely alive? What do you remember about those experiences? Make a list, as detailed as possible, of the physical sensations, your emotions, feelings, understanding and revelations from those events. It may help to close your eyes and visualize the situation: the place, the atmosphere, the position of your body, what was happening inside you and around you, your sense of time.

  3. What relationship do you have with your personality? Are you satisfied with how you are, or not? What do you like about yourself and what would you like to change? If you had to rate your self-acceptance on a scale of one to ten, what would your score be? If you had to rate your self-satisfaction what would your score be? If you had to rate your ability to be sincere with yourself and others, what would your score be?

  4. What do you feel when the people around you cast doubts (whether openly or not) on your sincerity, honesty, openness? How do you react? Are you offended, angry, do you shrink back, do you feel misunderstood, or maybe something else?

  5. What was the family atmosphere like when you were an adolescent? Did you feel supported when you were trying to work out who you were? Were there opportunities to talk and discuss things? Were you allowed to make mistakes? Were you encouraged to say what you thought? Did you feel understood and encouraged to be yourself? What sensations and emotions come up as you remember these things?

  Visualization

  Sit down comfortably and close your eyes. Concentrate on how your body is feeling, without trying to exert control over what you are feeling, instead, let your attention wander but stay focused on the body. If you find that you get distracted by something, just go back to concentrating on your body. After a few minutes begin to visualize yourself when you were an adolescent: bring back the images of that time; your family environment and note what kind of emotions are associated with those images, what kind of physical sensations you feel while remembering. Ask yourself: how did I feel about family life then? Let your thoughts flow freely. After a few minutes, try to go further back in time, to when you were seven or eight. Remember the house where you lived, your bedroom, the mealtime atmosphere, how you felt when you looked at your parents. Once again, concentrate on the physical sensations and emotions these memories arouse. Take care not to start judging yourself or your memories. Use your will to let go of these judgments and stay present with the images that are emerging. Don’t force yourself to understand or “adjust” your feelings. Don’t change anything, simply look, listen and feel. Be an observer: just watch, leave everything as it is.

   

  1 I deal in detail with the Inner Judge in my book “Freedom to be yourself. Mastering the Inner Judge”, IBI publications, Sydney 2007

  2 Almaas A.H., The Pearl Beyond Price, pages 55,56


  CHAPTER II

  SELF-IMAGE AND THE IMAGE OF OUR WORLD

  “Your heart is crying and weeping but you keep smiling. You try to hold on to your image. You cannot be natural, you cannot allow your heart, your body, your mind to function in a natural way. You keep manipulating them. You choose: what can be expressed and what must be repressed. That repressed part becomes your unconscious”
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