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“Busting all categories and conventions, Angel Millar creates a new code of masculine development by uniting contemporary needs with esoteric wisdom to reintroduce honor, purpose, accountability, ethics, and effort into a culture that has astoundingly degraded or forgotten these ideals. As steeped in magic, rite, and hidden history as he is in good sense, Angel delivers the book on positive manhood for which our culture has been yearning. Cynics will never forgive him.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA  AND THE MIRACLE CLUB

“In his impressively researched book, Angel Millar takes us step by step on a journey to authenticity. Citing images and examples from myth, art, and religion, he shows us men how to grow into our highest expression as males of both strength and uncompromising insight.”

WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF RUMI’S FOUR ESSENTIAL PRACTICES, BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY, AND EYES WIDE OPEN

“Throughout the ages, and in most traditional civilizations, there exists a masculine ideal: that of the warrior-poet, or warriormystic, who has been initiated into both the worlds of action and contemplation—the harmony of pen and sword. However, during our age of chaos, masculinity as an ideal is no longer recognized but actively demonized by the forces of deconstruction and distraction, and hence, many modern men are lost in a wasteland devoid of meaning, balance, and higher ideals. Angel Millar has taken upon himself the noble task of helping to restore this lost balance, and his book offers both traditional wisdom and sage practical advice specific to our time on how to re-embrace the heroic, perennial masculine ideal.”

AKI CEDERBERG, AUTHOR OF JOURNEYS IN THE KALI YUGA

“A comprehensive and intelligently written book on a topic of vital importance: the development of psychologically and spiritually healthy men living in the complex age of the early twenty-first century.”

P. T. MISTLBERGER, AUTHOR OF THE WAY OF THE CONSCIOUS WARRIOR
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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK IS A JOURNEY. And though the pathway lies before us all, only a few will see it, and only the braver souls will take it. Only those for whom this world is not enough. Only those who have begun to sense that there is something illusory about the way we live and have begun to feel uneasy about the propaganda that, though ever-changing, cannot be questioned. The pathway will be different for each of us. Perhaps for some it will lead to the mountains or into the forests, while for others it may lead into the busiest of cities. But for all of us, it leads within—away from comforting, disquieting, or addictive distractions and toward beliefs, ideas, practices, and the mental fortitude that sustained probably every culture and civilization prior to the modern world.

On this journey, you will begin to understand the ancient and classical conception of what we each can be: the warrior who cultivates mind, body, and spirit; the mystic with a vision for his life; or what the Confucians call Chun Tzu (the superior man or superior person). You will begin to discover who you are and what you can be. You will begin to glimpse your Higher Self.

Such a journey is an ancient one. It is that of Jason capturing the Golden Fleece. It is the journey of the shaman who, in dreams, finds his soul being led to distant mountains and given the secret of healing.1 It is the journey of the Zen Buddhist monk who goes to the city to see if it will conquer him or he will conquer it. And it is the journey of the artist, martial artist, author, inventor, and innovator who struggles against childhood illness, accident, or poverty to change the world.

Although we will look at different myths along the way, we will periodically return to the legend of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Written in England, probably during the late fourteenth century, it has some similarities to many other myths of cultures both East and West. To describe it very briefly, one Christmas, when King Arthur’s court is feasting, the celebration is disturbed by the appearance of a mysterious green knight. The stranger enters the banquet hall and challenges a knight of the court to cut off his head, on the extraordinary condition that the knight will allow him to do the same to him a year later. The knights aren’t keen to take up the strange bargain, but upon seeing their hesitation, Sir Gawain volunteers. The Green Knight hands over his ax and bends his head so that Gawain easily decapitates him. To his amazement, however, the Green Knight picks up his severed head and tells Gawain to seek him out at the Green Chapel in one year’s time.

Though he must surely believe he will die at the hands of the Green Knight, Gawain soon leaves the comfort of the court and goes into the forests, where there is no shelter and where wild animals roam and bandits lurk. After almost a year in the wilds, Gawain comes across a castle, where he is given shelter but also finds his character tested. And finally, he arrives at the Green Chapel and faces the Green Knight—and his own mortality as well.

Increasingly, today, the newly born human being is regarded as a mere blank slate, and the role of education, it is believed, is to instill the “correct” information in the child so that he or she will grow to be a “productive” and nonthreatening member of society. But society itself constantly changes, believing one thing, then another that is contrary to the first. Yet the modern*1 human being must keep up. Consequently, for all his confidence and for all his technology and sophistication, the modern human being is essentially passive, constantly absorbing the latest beliefs and shedding the old ones, so that each person is able to continue to live in relative comfort, though never really knowing who he is or what he could be.

The classical understanding was different. The individual was fundamentally not a blank slate. He already had a soul. And that meant that he already had a “nature” or an inclination toward some things and away from others, even if, as a child, he was hardly aware of his own nature. Indeed, how many of us have stumbled across something in later life—a movie, a painting, a photograph, a novel, a martial art, a religious faith—that seemed to embody exactly who we were but had, yet, not become? Such an experience is emotional. Our heart jumps. We imagine ourselves—see ourselves—as a superior form of who we are now: more confident, more skilled, calmer, stronger, dressed differently, and living a different life.

We have mentioned the legend of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. In another Arthurian legend, after the death of his father, Percival is taken to a forest by his mother and raised there. Although he is of noble blood, she fears that he might become a knight and keeps him ignorant of his nobility and of knighthood. But then, at fifteen years of age, Percival catches sight of some knights passing by and, sensing his destiny, immediately leaves his home and travels to King Arthur’s court.

There is much in this little tale. Percival’s mother tries to shield her son from the world, to keep him from putting himself in danger. Yet once he catches a glimpse of who he could be, Percival leaves the shelter of his mother and seeks out his destiny, even though it is dangerous. Today, as if infused with the spirit of Percival’s mother, Western society is increasingly preoccupied with trying to create a world that is safe—safe from confrontation; safe from ideas and opinions considered wrong, hurtful, or dangerous; safe from physical threat, accident, or viruses; and safe from risk itself. Doubtless, for many, a world in which the experts or the politicians tell us what we can and cannot do, say, or think in return for personal safety is a welcome trade. Yet for this we will have to sacrifice not only our freedom but also our spontaneity, self-reliance, risk taking, adventure, our will to push beyond our limits (or what we thought our limits were), and ultimately, our own nature. For the safety of a world that looks after us, we will have to sacrifice who we are and what we could become. And we will discover, too, that a life lived safely will leave us vulnerable to new and unimagined dangers.



[image: image]

1

THE DUAL QUALITY OF THE WARRIOR

MAN IS A DIVIDED CREATURE. He compartmentalizes his life, thinking and behaving one way at home, another with friends, and another at work. The character he manifests is determined in part by the demands subtly, or not so subtly, placed on him. Coworkers, friends, and family members suggest what he should feel and how he should act. Even objects inform his decision and personality: a couch as opposed to an office chair, for example, or an ad for a vacation as opposed to one for a smartphone.

He moves through his day, beginning as one individual, then morphing into another, and then another. Some part of him is kept secret. His character at one time of the day is in conflict with it at some other time. He presents himself as a peaceful, saintly individual but fantasizes about revenge and violence against someone who crossed him, cheated him, or made him feel insignificant. He is a man of high ideals who thinks it permissible to swindle and cheat. He is a humanitarian who would think nothing of putting a bullet in the head of his neighbor if it benefited “humanity.” He is a doting father and loving husband, but upon seeing a woman across from him on the subway for only a few seconds, he dreams of leaving everything behind, of starting a new life with her somewhere he has never been. He wants to rid himself of himself because he feels it—his “self,” his life, his attempts to conform—to be an illusion. He is a contradiction that he has never attempted to resolve but only to disguise.

This contradiction lies deep in our bones. As zoologist Desmond Morris pointed out half a century ago in The Naked Ape, in his evolution, man went from a forest-dwelling, fruit-eating primate to a hunter and meat eater—a wolf with a more complex brain and an ability to make and use tools in the hunt.1 And in this evolution, everything from his eating and sexual habits to his relationships had to adapt and change.

Yet in the contemporary era, through an emphasis on specialization—and on carving out a niche within a specialization—education and employment have encouraged our compartmentalization. We are not expected to know how the dots connect but only to focus on one dot—and to make it our life. We do not make the whole of anything, but only one part of something. The factory worker does not make a whole car, for example, but is employed in the area of the engine, the tires, or the paint. Nor does a garment worker sew together an entire pair of jeans, but is allocated only one part of the jeans (sewing on the same pockets endlessly, or sewing the sides, etc., but never the whole). Even at far higher levels of education and sophistication do we also find such disconnection.

We do not bridge different disciplines but endeavor to remain in our own. And we want to find the smallest niche within it so that we can be the “expert.” When it comes to our identity and lifestyle, independent of our occupation, it is little different. We know to stick to one thing and to make sure we conform to one group, whether inherited or chosen. We are a registered Democrat or a registered Republican. (And we toe the party line.) We are a vegetarian or a vegan, or we are on the carnivore diet. And we are spiritual but not religious or religious—and political—but not particularly spiritual.

Yet the fundamental split in our culture is that of the intellect from the physical body; hence, our image of the intellectual man as physically weak and our image of the physically strong man as anti-intellectual, brutish, and primitive—“a knuckle dragger.” Even this might have some basis in our physiology, for as Morris notes, man has both the largest brain and the largest penis of all primates, though we prefer only to acknowledge the former.2 Yet while our evolution and even our physical body—with its oft-competing advanced brain and easily stimulated sexual organs—might play roles in our contradictory lives, the compartmentalization in our private and professional lives betrays a lack of a sense of oneness, practically and spiritually. We are not integrated beings.

There is a lack of curiosity and a lack of wonder at existence. In place of the mystical and in place of that sense of the profundity of being, we have fostered a siege morality—the weaponized morality of those who are “against.” Every culture needs a code of morals, ethics, virtues, and values. But such a morality can’t serve as a guide to elevate our actions and to integrate all aspects of our life. Rather, like conspiracy theory, religious fundamentalism, and popular occultism, it urges the individual to see everything through a simple formula that has been so arranged as to make disproving it impossible, even though it ultimately obscures the truth rather than illuminates it. But to those who have no real understanding of culture or who cannot create anything meaningful, it provides the perfect escape from engaging in a strange world and from having to look at one’s own very real limitations in relation to it.

Nevertheless, siege morality has real-world consequences. It is used as a weapon against those whom the moralist disagrees with or feels threatened by and against those who act in accordance with their Will, since the moralist feels incapable of doing likewise. At its most pathological, siege morality becomes a kind of compulsive game, in which ever more microscopic faults are detected and the most innocent action or statement is held up as an example of heresy. But more than that, it locks the moralizer out of the realm of being. It always focuses him on others and what they are doing. It is as if the modern human being has imprisoned himself in a glass box of his own making. And he recognizes that only those outside the glass prison are truly capable of acting, capable of good and evil, capable of becoming themselves. Unable to bear the sight of it, he bangs on the walls, shouting and trying to get others to stop what they are doing. In a single, explosive moment, the walls are torn down and the glass is shattered.

In contrast, in classical societies, both East and West, the arts and sciences were seen as making up a whole. The educated gentleman had to know and to practice the arts of war and the arts of peace. Despite the brutality of battle, the higher type of warrior lived by an ethic. The weak were defended rather than exploited. He possessed a sense of the sacred and even an appreciation for the beautiful and the transient. In Japan, this type of warrior emerged as the samurai and in China as the youxia. Under Islam, such a warrior lived by the code of futuwwa (“young manhood”), and in medieval Europe, he lived by the comparable code of chivalry. Yet, even before this, in the Volsunga Saga, written in Iceland during the thirteenth century, though based on older legends,3 the hero Sigurd is praised for being adept with the sword, spear, and other weapons, for learning “many courtesies”4 or “good deeds”5 as a young man, and for being wise.

Yet, claimed C. S. Lewis in 1940,6 in the modern era, we live “among the ruins”*2 of the chivalric code. No longer associated solely with the medieval knight when Lewis was writing, the term chivalrous, in a practical sense, meant little more than politeness toward women. We can detect a similar transformation in our word virtue, which is derived from the Latin term virtus, meaning manliness, valor, bravery, strength, and so on. The vir in virtus means “man” or “a hero” and is related to the word virile.7 But later, virtue, or to be virtuous, meant the opposite. It meant to be feminine, polite, to consider the feelings of others, and to keep oneself at an emotional and a physical distance. The virtuous were those who did not experience but remained somehow virginal to the world.

For Lewis, though, the essential and true quality of chivalry is that it places a “double demand” on the individual. It, in other words, acknowledges the dichotomy of man and requires the chivalrous to be fierce in battle but meek in situations of peace. In a sense, the chivalrous man is one of extremes, not merely being fierce now and polite and courteous then, but also being maximally fierce and yet detached, meek, gentle, or polite. But he is so only as appropriate. And in this sense, he is a man who is self-contained and self-controlled, a man of energy, ready for any situation and ready to give all of himself.

Our vague cultural memory of chivalry and this conception of the meekness of the knight mean that we tell ourselves that the brave man is always gentle and that the bully is always a coward. But Lewis denies this, pointing out that there are men who are courageous in battle who cannot easily find a place in society during peacetime and who might, perhaps, only find a home in an asylum for the criminally insane. The warrior is not the only type of individual who finds it difficult to fit into society, of course. As with an adult who claims to see spirits, a child who daydreams or who dreams too vividly, has too much energy, or has imaginary friends is no less likely to find himself at least heavily medicated during some period of his life, though in the ancient world, he might well have found himself initiated into the vocation of the shaman. The uncompromising and visionary artist is another figure who has often found adjusting to convention to be a challenge.

Men, in general, face a particular challenge today. Whether we like it or not, the capacity for violence has been associated with masculinity and has been prized in men by all premodern cultures, whether those cultures were European, Native American, African, Arabic, or Asian. The capacity for violence meant that a man could hunt and kill an animal for food and could, and would, if necessary, fight and defend his family, friends, tribe, or people. His capacity for violence gave him, as well as those he was bound to in some way, a better chance of remaining alive and free.

The man who was able to perform extraordinary acts of violence in service of his family, tribe, or people (or sometimes religion) was eulogized in myth and tales: the dragon slayer, the man who enters a ring of fire, the man who wins back the Golden Fleece, all with more than a splash of blood along the way. Such myths are still with us. They may be remodeled and are often given a modern or futuristic look for the movies or television, and the hero might be fighting for democracy, equality, or human rights, or fighting against inequality, sexism, or xenophobia, but the hero remains one who is capable of violence and who uses it. We have not changed much over the last few hundred thousand years or more. Though we like to tell ourselves that we are civilized, loving, caring, and altruistic and believe all people are special, we nonetheless find ourselves attracted to the woman with childbearing hips; a small waist; and large breasts, eyes, and mouth, and to the man with physical strength, confidence, presence, and a capacity to eliminate any threat to our security.

Some men, of course, have found a solution to the problem of knowing how to be a man in modernity by turning purely to the intellect. Such men are often physically weak, soft, and nonthreatening in appearance but very knowledgeable about a range of obscure and specialist subjects. They might even reject “masculinity,” ostensibly out of political conviction, though perhaps also with a twinge of fear. And although incapable of physical violence, such men will often be more than capable of intellectual violence, denouncing and degrading those whom they regard as the political enemy or those whom they recognize as more physically impressive and more sexually attractive to the opposite sex.

Lewis pointed out this essential quality of the modern West, which we have already touched on: the intellect and body have been separated, with those who privilege the intellect disdaining the body—especially physical strength or physical beauty—and those who privilege the body looking down on the soft and intelligent. There is a fairly well-known saying—often wrongly attributed to Thucydides—from Sir William Francis Butler’s biography of Charles George Gordon. He says, “The nation that will insist upon drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking man is liable to find its fighting done by fools and its thinking by cowards.”8

Now that such a society has come into existence in many parts of the West and perhaps elsewhere, we can see what happens when a culture separates the body and the intellect—and, by extension, the warrior and the thinker.

We are aware of the brutality of war—the torture of captives, the raping of women, and the acts of violence by the soldier, who then cannot integrate back into civil society. But this has doubtlessly always occurred. For millennia, the taking of slaves, the ritualistic killing of civilians, and the rape of women were all seen as part of the spoils of war. The Norse were known to splay open a defeated enemy’s chest, sacrificing him to the god Odin. But the Aztecs were far more imaginative. Their prisoners of war were considered to make the best sacrifices, and they were treated with great respect prior to being brutally killed. But at some point, they would be taken and their heart would be cut out while it was still beating. Then their corpses would have been ripped apart, cooked, and eaten.9

More novel is the man whose thinking need not be tested by physical reality or who feels he does not need to be capable of defending himself, or even willing to. With an almost willful lack of understanding of human nature, modern man insists that the government should be omnipresent and powerful enough to protect him, yet benign enough not to use that power against him, even when he himself stands against the government.

When mind and body have become split, culturally speaking, society begins to equate physical strength with moral weakness and beauty with ugliness. But how does a society arrive at this point? As Lewis warns in his essay on chivalry, societies go through cycles. Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), the great historian of Arab culture, had observed this six centuries earlier. In his lifetime, he had watched as dynasties ascended, only to flourish for a short time and then collapse. According to Ibn Khaldun (who appears to have influenced Lewis’s essay on chivalry), the life of a dynasty would last only three generations or, we might say, would have three stages.10

In the first stage, a band of warriors would conquer an existing dynasty and would begin to rule it. This new elite was fierce. Its members remained loyal to each other and exalted physical prowess and glory. Hanging on to their harsh “desert values”—or what, in America, might be called “frontier values”—they cared nothing for luxury.

In the next stage, the following generation would adopt the trappings of civilization. They enjoyed luxury. But they also retained a respect for strength and glory and hoped that the old values would return.

In the final stage, however, the third generation would forget the desert values and would think only of luxury and safety. Unable to fight, those of this generation would demand protection from the ruler. But since his people no longer had the ability to defend themselves, the ruler would be forced to look outside to find and hire fighting men who could maintain the peace. Eventually, recognizing that the dynasty was weak and dependent on them, these fighting men—who lived by the old desert values—would swoop down and take over.

Although Ibn Khaldun was writing about Arabic and North African society, it is notable that we find a cultural sifting away of physical mastery elsewhere. In Greece, before the fifth century BCE, the notion of aretē (excellence) was associated with the courage and physical strength of the warrior. Afterward, despite the fact that they themselves were associated with both morally questionable behavior and the intentional use of fallacious reasoning to win any argument,11 the Sophists began teaching young men in aretē, though they associated it with moral virtue. And of course, Lewis had pointed out something similar with the notion of chivalry.

A similar, cultural shift from the physical to the intellectual occurs through the work of one of the more influential philosophers of the last few centuries, Georg Hegel (1770–1831). Hegel, who had a significant influence on Karl Marx, came to believe that philosophy had advanced so far that it—or reason or dialectic—had surpassed theater, art, and music, rendering most of culture obsolete. “What is rational is real; And what is real is rational,”*3 declared Hegel.12 The nonrational, it is implied, is unreal.

Part warrior, part philosopher, we must cultivate rational thinking. But we cannot withdraw from the world and into the intellect, neglecting the body. The real, after all, is mostly experienced in the nonrational: the physical body, our family, friendships, brotherhood, love, sex, a sense of exertion during physical training, a sense of wonder in looking out into the natural landscape, and so on. The essence and Mystery of life has been expressed, and deep meaning found, in poetry and literature, in the simple act of sharing a meal, in tradition and custom, in painting, in music, and in the arts more broadly. Though the intellect is necessary, mere intellectualism does not satisfy us deep down.

Since Hegel, there has emerged an industrial-type use of language for criticism that is unnatural to us. It has a conveyor belt–like—even hypnotic—quality to it. It is draining, soulless, and predictable. As the philosopher Ernst Cassirer observed, since the most ancient times, words have had both an everyday “semantic” function and a “magical” function. While the former type of word describes things, the same word can be used, magically, by the shaman to “produce effects and change the course of nature.” But, says Cassirer, in modern propaganda, the same phenomenon has reappeared. There, we find not only the transvaluation of values but also the transformation of human language. Most particularly, we find that in propaganda—and, we could add, in criticism and cynicism—the “magic word takes precedence of the semantic word”13 and is used against reason itself.

Yet the critic, the intellectual, is consumed by his own words. Japanese literary author Yukio Mishima (1925–1970) claimed that, in his own life, words had taken hold of his consciousness long before he had acquired a consciousness of the body. As an author, his understanding of language served him well. At twenty-four, his controversial novel Confessions of a Mask was enthusiastically received by the Japanese public, launching him to literary stardom in his home country. Soon, Mishima would become the best-known Japanese author in the West, and later, he would be considered for the Nobel Prize in literature. Nonetheless, for Mishima, words were “corrosive.” They made reality abstract (for the purpose of communicating facts, ideas, and feelings), but this had the effect of eating away at reality itself—like ants feeding on a pillar of wood, Mishima would say.14

There is another type of spiritual corrosion that the sensitive male feels today. Plunged into a world without a tradition, one that demands neither that he become heroic nor that he surrender himself to the Divine but asks him merely to settle for a life of consumption, fitting in, and being the same as everyone else (while being told that he is special), the individual attacks himself. He criticizes himself. He knows, or feels, that his personality is a mere mask and that behind his niceness, his sociability, his placating smile, lies a dark and terrible desire to conquer or to be conquered, to push beyond all limits and pull back the curtain to see life in its absolute nakedness—its essence, cosmic patterns, and plan revealed to him—even if it, Medusa-like, might paralyze and destroy him.

But he has been born into a time in which men are tame, and he, as a man, must seek a respectable profession and must follow the rules. He must not, at all costs, probe his primal instincts and become a wild man, a man on the margins—an artist high on drugs and dreams, seducing his models, or a poet torn between sex and heroic death. In his criticism of himself, he takes on society’s criticism of manhood, partly to reject its most barbarous aspects and partly to feel it—even as something wholly negative, something demonic—within himself. He wants to destroy himself so that he can search through the rubble and ash to find a small seed of gold. He wants to be thrown into an experience that might destroy him in order to discover who he really is.

For Mishima, as for us, split from each other, the mind or the body can plunge itself into its own world so that the individual becomes too intellectual or too physical, but not peaceful in himself.15 Recognizing the problem, the Japanese author devoted himself to bodybuilding and kendo, acted in gangster movies, and starred in a photoshoot called Barakei (Ordeal by Roses) by Eikoh Hosoe, where he posed nearly naked. Mishima scandalized Japan, but like a dancer, he thought his ideas out through the body as well as through the written page, placing the mental and the physical on the same level and reuniting them with each other.16

Traditionally, the physical world was regarded as the world in which the spirit is manifest. Things themselves express a transcendent meaning. In the church, the scenes depicted in the stained glass windows, like the paintings of the illuminated manuscript, could be read by the illiterate. They told a story. Prior to the invention of the Gutenberg printing press, books were written out and painted by hand. The expense of producing a book meant that what was recorded had to be of value to the owner, not just for a few days but for a lifetime. And prior to the invention of writing, the myths, rituals, and morals of cultural and religious traditions were memorized. The brahmin, the village elder, the storyteller—all of these sustained society by recalling its tradition, which itself aimed to keep a careful balance between the world of men and the world of the gods.

Language was mystical and creative, and those skilled in it—the philosopher, the enchantress, the sorceress, the poet, the priest—were believed to occupy a place somewhere between the ordinary human and divinity. With their words, they could reveal the hidden yet essential truth of existence, appeal to the gods and goddesses for their favors, or reveal or shape the destiny of the individual or the tribe. Their words—their spells—could change the physical world itself, bringing rain or lightning, causing healing or sickness, or making someone fall in love or perhaps out of love. And they could read nature as if it were a book, predicting future events upon seeing a flight of birds or the appearance of an unusual animal.

Words, language, and, later, writing and even individual letters were regarded as partially otherworldly. The gods (e.g., the Egyptian god Thoth and the northern European god Odin) invented or discovered writing. According to Kabbalistic theory, God created existence through the use of the Hebrew alphabet. And in Christianity, the Word (Logos) of God was believed to have become flesh in the person of Christ. Far from being mere stories, the myths of the world’s cultures described the process of Creation, the nature of existence, and the attitude and behavior of the heroic individual.

But uncreative and unable to take the same kind of risk as the creator, the modern critic always keeps himself at a distance from the physical. The theater critic has never put on a play. The music critic is not a musician. And the art critic cannot paint. We might think that this makes their opinions worthless, but at the foundation of such criticism is the assumption that the intellectual is able to view and to know more than the creator precisely because he does not sully himself with the dirty business of actually creating something. In academia, too, there is the belief that a scholar should write about things that he does not practice because this will ensure that his opinion is fair and unbiased. But a non-Christian writing about Christianity or a non-Muslim writing about Islam is as likely to be as biased as a Christian or a Muslim writing about his respective religion, though the bias might be different or opposite. And the same goes for probably every other subject.

When we talk of the intellectual and the critic, however, we are speaking not of a profession, per se, but of someone whose understanding and capacity have withdrawn to the intellect alone. While the critic is concerned with the lives of others, another type—the pessimist—is concerned with his own life and with the lives of those who he believes share his fate. A kind of inner, preemptive surrender, pessimism is a strange luxury, and it is indulged in either by those who believe that optimism, by tempting fate, will be proven wrong (and so, they secretly hope, might pessimism) or by those who wish to appear serious, hardened, and uncompromising in a world that strikes them as compromised. But pessimism is itself the ultimate compromise. Settling for fate rather than striving toward destiny, it is unheroic and anti-initiatic in spirit. And it must be discarded at the outset.

Similarly, though they often go together, we should not make the mistake of conflating the creative with the artistic. Someone painting landscapes in the French Impressionist style may well be highly artistic but merely imitating; he is not creative. Creativity is about solving problems, while criticism is about pointing them out or, if they do not exist, making some up. But more than that, creativity is also about seeing—and acting on—possibilities. And at its best, it gives us something new, aesthetically inspiring, and meaningful, expressing the perennial anew and awakening our own deep sense of purpose.

The shift in vision from the critical to the creative is a shift in consciousness from seeing oneself as the passive victim of circumstance, as someone who has things done to him, to seeing oneself as someone in control of his life and actions—as, in other words, someone who acts in the world. This shift can be extremely difficult, and some will resist no matter the cost. But such a shift in consciousness must be made and, perhaps, must be made several times in the course of a lifetime as one is assaulted by loss and periods of struggle.

To give up our sense of victimhood may seem an obvious step, but as the Armenian mystic and spiritual teacher G. I. Gurdjieff observed, a person will often give up pleasure, but he will not easily let go of “his suffering.”17 We see this most obviously in the religious devotee, ideologue, or critic who has renounced normal pleasures yet uses his belief system to justify his hatred of others, which festers over many years. Such an individual has come to see himself as—and finds his importance in being—a victim. In his own mind, he is a kind of cosmic or “heroic” victim. He alone has taken on suffering as a self-sacrifice. He alone is wounded by the vicissitudes of life. And naturally, he believes, he would be happier, more successful, and more fulfilled—all of his dreams coming miraculously true—if he had not been forced by fate (and by some particular group that can be blamed) into such a role.

But as composer Jean Sibelius once remarked, no statue was ever erected to a critic.18 And if we are to move toward becoming the kind of man who is remembered for his heroic struggle toward the good—even in his own life—then our first task is to kill our inner cosmic victim. In premodern societies, this would have been done with the aid of the village elders in an act of ritual initiation. The boy, when he had reached the age of manhood, would have been put through some ordeal, some ritual of transformation or of a symbolic death and rebirth, or some test that would push him out of the realm of childhood.

We can enlist the help of others once we have reached the point where we know we must kill our inner victim. Though less common than ever, this might well mean being initiated into a brotherhood that offers community, healthy challenge, and guidance—formal or informal. And certainly, being part of a group is invaluable. But you must do the necessary work on yourself. And the first task is to refocus, aiming your mind and actions toward the good.

In Body, Mind, and Spirit, Elwood Worcester and Samuel McComb describe how a prominent “man of science” transformed his life by transforming his thinking. The unnamed scientist was “unhappy, ineffective and obscure.” He had read about positive thinking but had dismissed it. Then he decided to put it to the test for one month. He stated,

During this time, I resolved to impose definite restrictions on my thoughts. In thinking of the past, I would dwell only on its pleasing incidents. In thinking of the present, I would direct attention to its desirable elements. In thinking of the future, I would regard every worthy and possible ambition as within reach.

The scientist felt more content, his colleagues were soon more cooperative and helpful, and, more peculiar, having craved the recognition of certain eminent figures in his profession, the scientist suddenly got a letter from the “foremost of these,” asking him to become his assistant.

Can we say for sure that there is no embellishment or exaggeration in his account? No. But the central claim that the “personality seemed to attract, whereas before it had repelled”19 is to be expected in the shift from critic or cynic to creator, from cosmic victim to a man of energy, enthusiasm, and positive action. Moreover, such a shift in thinking is absolutely necessary for each of us.

Today, not only is society divided into those who are dominated by thinking and those by the physical, but it also is divided into factions of worldview, with those adhering to one worldview regarding themselves as the victims of the other, and vice versa. It is normal to identify with a group of some kind. With factionalism, however, people are almost permanently in a state of stress and feel under siege. Their overarching concern is to feel “safe” even as they attack others. Consequently, they defend, downplay, or ignore bad ideas and ignoble behavior when they come from their side and attack, condemn, mock, and even intentionally misinterpret good ideas—so that they can claim to be morally outraged—when they come from an opponent.

As you are concerned with laying the foundation for initiation, self-discovery, and the discovery of the sacred in your life, your identity must not be a matter of conforming to ideas or to the morality, theory, or ideology du jour (all of which were thought up by others and are parroted to the point of meaninglessness). You are not what other people say or do, no matter how much attention they may receive. You are not the latest social theory. You are not the ideology thought up decades or a century or so ago. Nor are you what you stand against. No, your identity must emerge out of your lifestyle. You must conceive of yourself as what you do and where it is likely to take you. And if you are unhappy with that, then you must begin to strive toward doing something different and better.

The Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius said that a man should adhere to two rules in his life: first, to use reason as his guide, and second, to be ready to change his opinion.20 Instead of identifying with a faction, you must identify yourself with quality—both of thought and of the character of the individual. This means that you will be critical of—or at least you will not identify with—reprehensible behavior just because you are on the same “side” as the perpetrator and that you will not knowingly perpetuate lies even though others might be and even though those lies might work to your advantage.

In associating yourself with quality, you will listen only to those who are intelligent and thoughtful, who display good character, and who attempt to understand and to speak the truth. Rather than dismissing others, you will test your ideas against theirs. However, precisely because you associate yourself with quality, you will not engage in arguing with the unintelligent and vulgar. Instead, embody your higher ideals—strength, dignity, composure, thoughtfulness—so that your superiority of character is evident.

Instead, you should seek out the opinions of the most intelligent representatives of views you disagree with and earnestly seek to understand their positions. Take, for example, the third Mughal emperor of India, Abu’l-Fath Jalal-ud-Din Muhammad Akbar. Though a practicing Muslim himself and a ruler who was not obligated to listen to anyone, Akbar opened religious dialogues with Hindus and Jains and was influenced by some of their customs and ideas. Like Akbar, your aim is not to find something to convert to. It is to learn, to understand, and to feed your mind and heart. In a sense, it is to know and to become more your real Self.

The terms thesis, antithesis, and synthesis are often used to describe the dialectic or thought of philosopher Georg Hegel, whom we mentioned earlier. Here, your perspective is the “thesis.” The opposite point of view is its “antithesis.” And the new perspective that emerges from the clash of the two is the “synthesis.” However, this new perspective is also a new thesis, or a new starting point, and it, too, will be confronted and transcended. And so on, and so on, with your understanding of life continually expanded and refined.

However, your aim is not only to continually discover the synthesis of your convictions with other perspectives, which are embodied in different traditions or arts, but also to create a synthesis in different areas of your life and different aspects of your consciousness: fierceness with meekness, intellect and body, tradition and invention, the desert values or frontier values with an appreciation for culture, spirituality combined with an appreciation for the material world, and positive thinking with the ability to acknowledge and cope with challenges.

In our own time, it is especially important to cultivate a healthy relationship with the physical. Technology has not only amplified the voice of the critic (including our own inner critic), but over the last century, it also has increasingly reduced the role of the physical. We drive instead of walking, text instead of writing with a pen and paper, and call on the phone instead of meeting to talk in person. Moreover, increasingly, we do not feel the need to be part of a physical community and prefer to join “communities” online, even where the members are anonymous or semianonymous.

Although, in modernity, new technology has generally been introduced as laborsaving or as a new form of entertainment, such technology (car, smartphone, computer, etc.) invariably becomes obligatory for work and employment. Instead of using technology for pleasure, we must keep up with it to survive. And the more laborsaving devices we use, the less time, it seems, we have for anything.

We have already looked briefly at the mental importance of cultivating a positive attitude, creativity, and the ability to contemplate different ideas of quality. But it also is essential for you to return to and to cultivate the physical. First and foremost, this should mean training in some kind of physical discipline, such as a martial art, self-defense, or weight lifting, depending on your age and health. Check with your doctor to make sure you are healthy enough to begin a physical training regimen. If you genuinely are not, take up a gentler exercise such as tai chi or qigong. If you can, learn and practice an art such as painting or playing a musical instrument or learn something else that requires the use of your hands. Walking should become a part of your daily routine, and so should cooking. If you can’t already, learn to cook and make your own meals each day or make cooking a part of your family activity.

Do not make yourself into a cliché. Defy easy categorization. Strive to cultivate what is uncomfortable to you. If you are a daydreamer and a romantic and consider yourself “soft,” passive, intellectual, or artistic, cultivate skills of action, such as martial arts or an intense, physical sport. If you consider yourself to be “hard” or a man of action, take up meditation, write poetry, or take up painting. Learn from a master. Cultivate the different aspects of your being to become more three-dimensional, more fully present, more alive, and more difficult to classify. Cultivate a deeper and wider sense of your own being.

Take control of your life. Make things. Develop your body. Respect the great martial artists and the great poets. When men have nothing that they are passionate about, nothing concrete that they love and find engaging, nothing they can mold with their own hands and through their own sweat, they become fanatics about ideas, ideologies, and theories, which, although filling them with a sense of purpose, slowly drain the life out of them.
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