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“When we strive to be somebody, we are actually striving to be somebody else. This somebody else is the root of all our problems. The key to awakening is being who you already are. But as Lama Marut dares to tell us in this delightfully written and wise book, this authentic somebody is nobody at all. Reading this book is easy, and understanding it is liberating. I invite you to do both.”

—Rabbi Rami Shapiro, author of Perennial Wisdom for the Spiritually Independent

“In his refreshing and compelling new book, Be Nobody, Lama Marut gives us a road map to living life in the realm of an Everyday Joe in order to accomplish great happiness and connectedness and to begin to offer the very best we can access. He gives us a truly clear and vivid understanding of the present-day dilemma of the drive toward ‘I’ and the fact that this drive is leading to depression, isolation, and diseased thinking. And then he outlines a way that leads to joy by showing us how to practice a new thought pattern that encourages focus on anything but self. This is an amazingly powerful piece of work from a truly unique and dynamic nobody.”

—Mary McDonnell, actress

“In his trademark emphatic and no-nonsense style, Lama Marut provides a much-needed critique of modernity that cuts to the root of every problem we currently face on the planet. Be Nobody exposes our culture of narcissism that precludes personal happiness, social equality, and ecological balance. Rather than taking us from our deluded state of alienated self-absorption to some exalted state of equally misguided self-annihilation, Marut guides us through an inner transformation and re-emergence as awakened altruists contributing to a sustainable future for all.”

—Dr. Miles Neale, Buddhist psychotherapist and assistant director of the Nalanda Institute for Contemplative Science

“Here’s some help in kicking your ego’s butt so that you can create a genuine spiritual life. Instead of endless self-improvement, you’re invited to let go of your self. This really is the only way to be happy. Lama Marut is brilliant, a Chögyam Trungpa for new generations mixed with a little Louis C.K.–style humor.”

—Lisa Selow, life coach and author of A Rebel Chick Mystic’s Guide

“Lama Marut’s Be Nobody fiercely examines our preoccupation with the ‘I,’ revealing how living on the ‘Me Plan’ can never satisfy the hungry ego. The antidote he offers is truly liberating, not only for oneself but for all sentient beings.”

—Michael Bernard Beckwith, author of Life Visioning

“Writing with great sensitivity to the stress we all feel, Lama Marut helps us see that we strive to be valued by trying endlessly to be more and more special. We aim to be somebody, but only find tension and loneliness as we never reach the bar. What good is getting star billing if you never feel like a star? Laying out a clear spiritual alternative, he dares us to become nobody: a state of complete authenticity, where we are present to our lives and joyfully connected to all. This is no mystical pipe dream; the ideas in this book point to something every one of us can do. All of us want to be happy. We owe it to ourselves to become nobody. Put this transformative book by your bed, and read it again and again.”

—Lindsay Crouse, Academy Award–nominated actress

“Be Nobody is a great spiritual guide for people of all faiths. Lama Marut’s description of our bondage to our egos is both entertaining and sobering. After providing an incisive diagnosis of the human condition, he not only offers an understanding of how to leave suffering behind, but also provides practical and achievable steps for doing so. I am recommending this book to all my friends and parishioners.”

—Rev. Dr. Brian Baker, dean of Trinity Cathedral, Sacramento, CA
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The moment you want to be somebody, you are no longer free.

—Jiddu Krishnamurti


This book is dedicated to Cindy Lee, true companion, partner, muse, and the best friend I could have ever hoped for.



Preface:
Don’t Give Me That Old-Time Religion!

Traditions are group efforts to keep the unexpected from happening.

—Barbara Tober

A gospel song I was taught in church as a kid advises us not to be all newfangled when it comes to our spiritual life. Instead of getting caught up in the modern world and its trappings, we should just stick with “that old-time religion”:

Give me that old-time religion

Give me that old-time religion

Give me that old-time religion

It’s good enough for me

Well, it wasn’t good enough for me as an adolescent, and it’s not good enough for me now either. A religion that isn’t relevant to the current conditions under which we live is by definition irrelevant, isn’t it?

My own spiritual life has been shaped by a variety of influences, and I suspect that this is the case for many of us. I was brought up a Christian (my father and grandfather were ordained Baptist ministers), was baptized and steeped in that tradition through many years of religious instruction (including formal graduate study in a divinity school), and to this day have a deep and abiding connection to the Christian faith.

In addition, for over thirty years of my life I was employed in the academic study of comparative religion with an emphasis on Hinduism, visiting India many times for my research. In the most extended of those sojourns, I made a deep connection to a learned and devout Hindu teacher who helped me not only with my Sanskrit but also with how to live a life guided by spiritual principles. My personal religious sensibilities have been profoundly enhanced by this teacher and by my acquaintance with Hindu Sanskrit classical texts that I have had the opportunity to teach to students in both academic and spiritual contexts over the past three decades. As will be evident to readers of this book, I have integrated the wisdom found in Hindu scriptures like the Upanishads, the Yoga Sutra, the Vijnana Bhairava Tantra, and the Bhagavad Gita into my overall understanding of the spiritual life.

And in 1998, I began an intensive study and serious practice of Tibetan Buddhism, eventually taking ordination as a Buddhist monk and teaching the philosophy and training offered in that tradition. I have had a lifelong attraction to the Buddhist tradition and its emphasis on compassionate and mindful living as well as its mind-expanding teachings on the true nature of reality. And upon deeper study I discovered to my delight that in Buddhist texts there are oft-repeated directives encouraging the student to think for him- or herself; to not blindly accept on faith anything that one hasn’t tested in practice; and to remain intellectually and spiritually open to what is useful and beneficial no matter where one encounters it. It seems to me that it is a Buddhist dogma to not be overly attached to any particular dogma. If I have correctly understood what is meant by the term “Buddhist,” I am proud to identify myself as one.

So the question of what or who I am when it comes to religion is not entirely clear—even, or especially, to me. Am I a Christian, a Hindu, or a Buddhist? Is it important or even necessary to pick just one? How could I just erase years of experience with any one of these three main influences on my personal spiritual life?

Many readers are probably at least as religiously complicated as I am. So many of us nowadays are religious hybrids, blended composites and combinations of a number of religious and philosophical traditions—spiritual mongrels, if you will. Even those of us who closely relate to one or another of the world’s religions have been exposed to and influenced by other religions in ways that are unprecedented in world history.

In the days of yore, most people lived in closed societies and were more excusably parochial, provincial, and unaware of the whole range of religious and cultural alternatives. Our world is a much bigger and more diverse place. We live in a global community of instantaneous communication and the World Wide Web; we reside in nation-states that are increasingly multicultural and religiously heterogeneous. The containers in which we once kept ourselves are now leaking all over the place.

We know way more about each other than ever before, and none of us is left unaffected by the mutual influencing and syncretistic blending that’s occurring on all kinds of levels. There are significant ramifications of such intermingling when it comes to a spiritual life that isn’t futilely trying to stay cloaked in “that old-time religion.”

These days, claiming a religious identification (or refraining from doing so) is an option, not just an unalterable accident of birth. While we may have been born and brought up as one thing or another (or without any religious training at all), we now exercise more choice than ever before about our personal beliefs, identities, and spirituality.

Fully 44 percent of Americans currently say they have a religious affiliation different from the one they were born into.1 No matter which religion our parents or guardians identified with, we spiritual crossbreeds now easily slip out of one category and into another.

And in addition to all of us spiritual mongrels, there are increasing numbers who disavow any religious affiliation whatsoever. This trend toward religious nonidentification is growing. One recent study has predicted that organized religion is an endangered species—probably “set for extinction”—in no less than nine of the world’s developed nations: Australia, Austria, Canada, the Czech Republic, Finland, Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Switzerland.2 Another poll indicates that nearly two-thirds of those living in Great Britain no longer regard themselves as religious.3

Even in the United States, a country that is statistically much less disenchanted with institutionalized religion than most of Europe and other parts of the developed world, thirty-three million Americans now claim no formal religious association. According to a recent survey conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, the “nones” (“none of the above,” the religiously nonaffiliated) are the fastest growing group in America—increasing by 25 percent in just the past five years—and they're the only demographic that is expanding in every state. And the numbers are largest among younger people. According to the poll, 30 percent of the “older millennials,” born between 1981 and 1989, are counted among the “nones”; among the “younger millennials”—those born between 1990 and 1994—34 percent are religiously unaffiliated.4

Nonaffiliation with any particular religion does not necessarily mean a disinterest in living a spiritually oriented life. Sixty-eight percent of the “nones” in the United States say they believe in God, while 37 percent describe themselves as “spiritual” but not “religious.” One in five said that they pray every day.5 In Canada, according to a Forum Research poll, two-thirds of the population claim to be “spiritual” while only one-half say they are “religious.” But a quarter of those who say they adhere to “no religion” still profess a belief in God.6

In addition to the religiously affiliated, the spiritual mongrels who have been shaped by several traditions, and the “nones” who prefer to remain religiously unidentified but spiritually alive, there is another category of those trying to live the good life in today’s changed world. We can call them the “undos.”I

“Undos” are those of us who are trying to break free from the confines of religious labeling without jettisoning the helpful teachings and methods found in those traditions. Being an “undo” is not quite the same as being a “none.” Divesting oneself of a particular religious designation presumes that you have had one to begin with—that one has been trained in one or another of the world’s spiritual traditions. To be an “undo,” a person must first have been a Hindu (or a Buddhist, Christian, Jew, Muslim, Sikh, or whatever). But having steeped him- or herself in this or that tradition, the “undo” chooses to drop the shell of religious identification in order to try just to be a good human being rather than an upstanding, card-carrying member of any one particular faith.

Whatever the label—affiliated, mongrel, none, or “undo”—growing numbers of people are seeking a meaningful existence outside the confines of the traditional religious identities associated with “that old-time religion.” In light of such trends, the Dalai Lama recently declared (on his Twitter stream, no less!) that he is “increasingly convinced that the time has come to find a way of thinking about spirituality and ethics beyond religion altogether.”7 In his recent book Beyond Religion: Ethics for a Whole World, the Dalai Lama outlines a program for how to live the good life that presumes “religion alone is no longer adequate” for the task:

One reason for this is that many people in the world no longer follow any particular religion. Another reason is that, as the peoples of the world become ever more closely interconnected in an age of globalization and in multicultural societies, ethics based on any one religion would only appeal to some of us; it would not be meaningful for all. . . . What we need today is an approach to ethics which makes no recourse to religion and can be equally acceptable to those with faith and those without: a secular ethics.8

Living an ethical life—a life of selflessness rather than unbridled egoism, of integration and interconnection rather than alienation and myopic narcissism—is not just for those who choose to follow one or another of the established religions. It is the key to true happiness for any individual, and the foundation for creating a better world. For “when you have ‘isms,’ ” as Lama Surya Das once said to me, “you have schisms.”

Too often, however, the identification with one or another of the institutionalized religions has become just another excuse to rehearse the need to be somebody in the ego’s never-ending appetite for self-aggrandizement. When, in truth, the founders of the different religions of humankind become founders only retroactively. They weren’t teaching “isms,” they were only conveying their understanding of life, of what is.

And if there’s one thing we know about the great spiritual exemplars of history, it’s that they were humble. We don’t admire and canonize people who pose as self-important and superior. There is no “Saint Barry the Arrogant” or “Saint Tricia the Pompous.” Our paragons of the past, as well as the present, are those who seem truly willing to be nobody, to be the servants, not the masters, of others.

The point is not to be a Buddhist but to learn how to become a Buddha; not just to identify with the label “Christian” but to live a Christlike life; not simply to join a religion as a way to strengthen one’s sense of self but to actually live a good life, a life characterized by egoless concern for others.

“I am not a Hindu, nor a Muslim am I!” declared the fifteenth-century Indian mystic Kabir. “I am this body, a play of five elements; a drama of the spirit, dancing with joy and sorrow.”9 Saint Paul similarly asserted in Galatians, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”10 The Buddha, it is said, “did not teach any religion at all.”II The practice of any spiritual path—whether or not it is designated as such by one or another of the usual trademarks—should lead not toward the elevation of the ego but rather to the self-negation and destruction of vanity that’s entailed in being nobody.

What? Be nobody? I’ve spent my whole life trying not to be just a nobody!

Before you throw this book off the nearest bridge, let’s be clear about our terms. First off, there is a difference between the egoistic “somebody self” who regards itself as worthless—a nothing, a complete zilch—and being nobody. The latter does not refer to our sense of personal, individual identity that can and should be improved—especially if it is insistent on its worthlessness. Somebody who thinks they’re a nobody is self-consciously defining themselves as such, whereas somebody who has become nobody is unselfconsciously absorbed in something much greater.

“Nobody,” as we use the term here, refers to our deepest nature, our “true self,” which is ever-present and in no need of improvement. It is our highest source of joy and strength, the eternal reservoir of peace and contentment to which we repair in order to silence the persistent demands and complaints of the insatiable ego.

Letting go of our preoccupation with being important and significant will not be easy. Laboring at being somebody for so long digs deep ruts of habit, and some ingrained part of us will surely resist the required “ego-ectomy.” But there’s a great relief in dropping the ego’s restrictive inhibitions and demands for affirmation and magnification. We know this instinctually, and we crave such relief. Our deepest need is to identify not with something small and particular but with that which is greater, universal, and transcendent.

With the rise and vapidity of social networking and “reality” television, the veneration of the ego, celebrity, and instant fame, and the closed-minded arrogance of religious fundamentalism and fanaticism, the questions revolving around the nexus of spirituality and identity have never been more pressing, even as the quest for authenticity and genuine happiness remains perennial.

We all have the capability to be completely self-possessed and truly happy rather than neurotically self-obsessed and continuously discontented. We all have the potential to be the ocean and not just a wave, the clear blue sky and not merely a cloud passing through, the silence and not some particular name or label.

So before you burn this book or toss it in the can—This is complete rubbish! Nonsense! I really am somebody, and the meaning of life is to be more of a somebody, not less!—give that “somebody self” a bit of a rest and see if there isn’t something to all this. If we lay aside our knee-jerk resistance, we’ll soon realize that the happiness and self-satisfaction we all seek cannot be found through perpetually attempting to supersize our insatiable egos.

They say that nobody’s perfect.

So why not be nobody?

Notes:

I. My use of the term “undo” is inspired by Swami Satchidananda, who writes the following in his book Beyond Words: “People often ask me, ‘What religion are you? You talk about the Bible, Koran, Torah. Are you a Hindu?’ I say, ‘I am not a Catholic, a Buddhist, or a Hindu, but an Undo. My religion is Undoism. We have done enough damage. We have to stop doing any more and simply undo the damage we have already done.’ ” (Yogaville, CA: Integral Yoga Publications, 1977), 85.

II. In chapter 13 of the world’s oldest printed book, the Diamond Cutter Sutra, the Buddha asks one of his disciples, Subhuti, this provocative question: “What do you think, Subhuti? Has the Buddha taught any religion at all?” We imagine that good old Subhuti might very well have suspected this was some sort of joke, maybe a trick question. (What the hell, man? Why are you asking me this? What else have you been doing for all these years here in northern India except for teaching us religion? You weren’t instructing us in better agricultural methods or how to yodel, now were you?) Instead, Subhuti gives the right answer: “No, Lord. The Buddha has not taught any religion at all.” In the passage cited here, the word I’ve rendered as “religion” is dharma—admittedly not exact, but probably as close to our concept of “religion” as one gets in the Sanskrit texts. A very similar assertion is found in Nagarjuna’s Root Verses on the Middle Way: “Peace is the pacification of all perception and all conceptualization. No religion (dharma) whatsoever was ever taught by the Buddha.” (24–25).



Introduction: Living in the iEra

Humility does not mean thinking less of yourself than of other people, nor does it mean having a low opinion of your own gifts. It means freedom from thinking about yourself at all.

—William Temple

We’re all desperately trying to be somebody. No one wants to be a loser, a small fry, a big zero, a washout, a nonentity. Nobody, it seems, wants to be just a nobody.

We’re all en masse, and in pretty much the same ways, struggling to be unique individuals. This obsessive quest for distinctive identity drives us all equally, for we all believe that happiness and fulfillment will come through distinguishing ourselves, through being “special.” Our contemporary culture of consumerism, materialism, narcissism, and the worship of fame encourages the idea that we will be happy only when we become exceptional.

But maybe we’ve got it wrong—exactly wrong.

Maybe our deepest and most authentic happiness will be found only when we finally lay down this heavy burden of trying to be a somebody, of perpetual ego-enhancement and compulsive self-consciousness. Perhaps it is precisely in a state of egolessness, in an utter lack of self-preoccupation, that we will actually become nobody and thereby access something much larger, much more amorphous and less exclusive.

Maybe true fulfillment in life requires an emptying, not a filling.

FROM THE “ME DECADE” TO THE “IERA”

Selfishness and self-indulgence have always been with us. For thousands of years, the sacred texts of the world’s great religious traditions have warned us of the danger of inordinate preoccupation with ourselves, just as they have also provided the most potent tools we have for overcoming it.

But arguably, over the past few decades, at least in the so-called developed nations, we’ve seen a dramatic rise in—and a cultural validation of—an all-too-human tendency toward self-indulgence. Now more than ever before, we seem to be increasingly preoccupied with “me”—so much so that it seems no exaggeration to describe the whole zeitgeist as an obsession with the self. This excessive self-concern, now pervading virtually every aspect of our lives, is an example—perhaps even the most salient example—of a real “First World problem.”

More than thirty-five years ago, journalist Tom Wolfe dubbed the seventies the “Me Decade.”1 The social and political concerns and upheaval of the sixties had given way to a culture of individual self-centeredness. And in 1979—at the tail end of this decade of self-preoccupation—Christopher Lasch published The Culture of Narcissism, a scathing critique of “the culture of competitive individualism, which in its decadence has carried the logic of individualism to the extreme of a war of all against all, the pursuit of happiness to the dead end of a narcissistic preoccupation with the self.” Lasch’s book remains one of the most accurate portraits of the world we still inhabit.2

Lasch argues that every age produces a typical personality structure that accords with that particular society’s characteristic patterns. “Every society reproduces its culture—its norms, its underlying assumptions, its modes of organizing experience—in the form of personality.”3 And the personality definitive of our time and culture, Lasch identified as “narcissistic”:

Narcissism appears realistically to represent the best way of coping with the tensions and anxieties of modern life, and the prevailing social conditions therefore tend to bring out narcissistic traits that are present, in varying degrees, in everyone.4

Such traits revolve around an all-encompassing fixation on the self:

[image: Images] The insatiable greed, extravagance, sense of entitlement, and demand for immediate gratification that are the hallmarks of rampant consumerism

[image: Images] The end of the work ethic and its transformation into an ethic of leisure and hedonismI

[image: Images] The short-sighted exploitation of resources, personal and shared, without regard for future consequences or posterity

[image: Images] The total dependence on others for validation of one’s self-esteem

[image: Images] The cult of celebrity and our vicarious fascination with the glamorous “lives of the rich and famous”

[image: Images] The “culture of spectacle” and entertainment that has infected just about everything, from politics to sports to religion

These defining trends, already recognizable in the late 1970s, have been magnified and multiplied in the years since. The culture of narcissism has mutated and grown in all kinds of ways.5 Among its many other expressions, it now saturates every aspect of popular culture.

We watch television shows and YouTube videos that revolve around the ennoblement of ordinary people into the suddenly famous: American Idol, The Voice, and the whole array of so-called reality shows on television; or viral YouTube footage that places a previously unknown talent into instant stardom (think Justin Bieber).6 We bob our heads to the lyrics of popular songs, many of which revolve around how totally awesome the surrogate singer is, not to mention the products he or she wears, drives, and consumes. We read magazines endowed with such revealing titles as Self (as if we need to be coaxed into thinking about ourselves even more than we already do!).

The narcissistic worldview informs the way we view politics as a popularity contest or “race.” It transforms news into another “show” to entertain us. Journalism today often centers far more on the journalist than it does on the subject matter of the report.

And, of course, many advertisers shamelessly exploit our narcissism when creating our desire for cool new products: iPhones, iPads, iPods—all the “i” gadgets pitched to the “I” and its insatiable hunger for attention.

It is also predominantly the neediness of the self, and not really an interest in others, that is reflected in our present addiction to nonstop communication. There are now 3.14 billion email accounts worldwide, from which we transmit millions of emails each day. We call each other all the time; we send each other nearly 200,000 text messages every second from the over six billion mobile phone subscriptions worldwide; and half a billion of us worldwide have Twitter accounts.7

All of this emailing, calling, messaging, and tweeting is not so much to “reach out and touch somebody,” as a phone company slogan once had it. It is mostly about reaching out so that others will acknowledge and affirm us.

And then there’s the exponential increase in usage of the social networks, Facebook being the behemoth of them all, with well over one billion participants, or nearly 20 percent of all the earth’s inhabitants.8 With Facebook, it’s all about the thumbs-up “likes,” isn’t it?

Do you like what I just said? Do you like this photo of my cat?

And beneath it all, the real question:

Do you like me?

Social networks are amazing communication tools that can be (and occasionally are) employed for very beneficial purposes. Unfortunately, most often the postings are of the narcissistic order, some more blatant than others. It’s sad, but it’s also typical of our self-possessed times, staring at our monitors, that we peg our self-worth on how many Facebook friends give us a thumbs-up, with our Instagram hearts throbbing for more notches on the proverbial post. Like Narcissus, we are enamored of our own reflections in the (now digitized) mirror. When will we realize that we’ll never get enough thumbs-up to satisfy the ego, no matter how many photos we share, no matter how many witticisms and observations on life we contribute to the Web’s global conversation?

Facebook doesn’t have a “don’t like” option, and that’s definitely not an oversight. It’s only the “likes” that any of us is really interested in. But it’s disingenuous to think that the “somebody self” will ever feel like “somebody enough” by resorting to methods like this.9

•  •  •

Yes, the “Me Decade” has stretched out into what I call the “iEra,” an epoch not just dominated by the glut of information but also by the magnification of the “I” who is situated at the nexus of this flurry of communication. But while we have been encouraged to maintain perpetual self-absorption and are inundated with “iProducts” and “iMedia,” the “iEra” can never wholly satisfy the “I” it ceaselessly entices. We remain unhappy and dissatisfied, now more than ever before.

In light of this unprecedented exaltation of the ego and its insatiable need to be acknowledged, fulfilled, pampered, and “liked,” it’s worth reminding ourselves: There is not a single authentic spiritual tradition that enjoins us to be more self-preoccupied, more full of ourselves, or more narcissistic than we already are. When it comes to achieving happiness in life, obsession with the self has traditionally been identified as the problem, not the solution.

As C. S. Lewis wrote way back in 1952, “Men have differed as regards what people you ought to be unselfish to—whether it was only your own family, or your fellow countrymen, or every one. But they have always agreed that you ought not to put yourself first. Selfishness has never been admired.”10

Until now, perhaps—and much to our detriment.

PROSPERITY, NARCISSISM, AND PANDEMIC DEPRESSION


Is it just coincidental that, with the narcissism and self-obsession so enshrined in our society, we’re simultaneously witnessing an equally breathtaking increase in the rate of mental illness?

Take depression as just one example. Depression is a debilitating disease—I know! I was hospitalized with a clinical case of depression when I was in my early thirties. I was a complete mess, incapacitated by the inner voice that repeatedly told me I was worthless and that there was nothing I could do to change that. And even run-of-the-mill self-esteem problems, as most everyone can attest, are no picnic in the park.

The statistics tracking our current condition are alarming: The US Department of Health estimates that over twenty million Americans currently suffer from depression. Another source claims that 15.7 percent of the population is depressed.11 Prescriptions for antidepressants have skyrocketed, rising 400 percent over the past twenty years, with more than one out of ten Americans over the age of twelve now taking these medications.12 In many places, depression has now become one of the leading causes of absenteeism from work.

It is not an exaggeration to say that depression has become pandemic. The World Health Organization has predicted that by 2020 it will be the second most fatal illness, trumped only by heart disease.13 Perhaps most shockingly, depression is increasing at astounding rates among young people. In the last thirty years, the United States has seen a 1,000 percent increase in the disease among adolescents.14

And it’s not accidental that the precipitous rise in depression has occurred concurrently with two other modern trends, which themselves are interrelated: the dramatic increase in material prosperity in the developed nations, and the parallel obsession with the self, which consumerism encourages, aggravates, and excites.

•  •  •

The rates of depression—as well as associated ailments like anxiety and stress, and mental illnesses such as bipolar disorder—have risen precisely in those places where material prosperity has also substantially increased. In little more than a generation, we have gone from a society in which expensive consumer goods, once only available to the elite, are now readily purchasable by the masses: cars (now regularly equipped with cameras, computers, and talking GPS), televisions (now, like the movies, in realistic high-definition or 3-D), telephones (they’ve gotten so “smart”!), and computers (formerly only possessions of the government and large research universities, now standard issue, in constantly updated better, faster, and more compact versions). And leisure activities formerly reserved for the mega-rich—including exotic holidays now made possible by nearly universal access to air travel—are currently enjoyed by most of us commoners.

You can’t afford to be depressed if you’re just trying to stay alive. Depression is itself a kind of luxury good, available only to those for whom the material necessities of life are a given. It may not only be one of the entitlements of the economically privileged but also one of the entailments.

In the post–World War II era, we were promised happiness through acquiring and consuming, and for sixty-plus years now we’ve dutifully been acquiring and consuming. We all got cashed up and started amassing all kinds of stuff. We began buying ovens and refrigerators even before they became self-cleaning and self-defrosting. We’ve obediently purchased pretty much everything they’ve brought into the marketplace, from transistor radios (remember those?) to iPods; from clunky black-and-white televisions to the sleek fifty-two-inch plasma flat-screens; from pocket calculators to handheld supercomputers.

Maybe by now it has dawned on us that we’ve gotten everything they promised us and much, much more. And isn’t it just as obvious that desires are being created and implanted in order to get us to buy more?

Yeah, so you already have the big black iPod, but now we’ve come up with this white itsy-bitsy model! Last year’s car? It may still run fine, but it’s so outdated!

Either we got everything and are still not satisfied, or we had our expectations raised so high that we feel it’s our right to have everything and then, when we don’t get something, we feel cheated. In either case, since we’ve placed all our hopes for happiness on self-fulfillment through consumerism, when it doesn’t bring us what we expected, well, then there’s a big crash.

Once we have staked our claim on owning everything, we are left with not much of anything when it comes to inner peace and contentment.

IT’S NOT SELF-HELP IF IT’S ALL ABOUT YOU


It seems quite likely that many of us feel so bad not only because we are encouraged, at every turn, to remain dissatisfied (so we will buy more) but also because of an insistence that we continually brood about how we’re feeling. We’re all constantly keeping our fingers on our own pulse:

Am I OK? Are my needs being met? Am I recognized and appreciated enough? Am I somebody enough yet?

This obsession with the self emanates not only from egocentrism but also from deep insecurity. There’s a dark side to the culture of narcissism—in fact, maybe there’s only a dark side. According to the ancient texts, as we shall see in chapter 2, one of the karmic causes of depression is an overweening interest in oneself at the expense of thinking of others. In a time and place where “it’s all about me”—where the promotion of the first-person pronoun demands a “me first” attitude—it’s no wonder that we’re plunging into depression in unparalleled numbers.

The self, as we’ll see below, is both our best friend and our worst enemy. And it’s only the “best friend self” that can save us from our own self-destructive tendencies; it’s only by improving ourselves that we’ll feel better about ourselves.

Trivializing the pain and suffering that is associated with the mental afflictions brought on by the “somebody-self” mentality is neither compassionate nor fair. But neither is offering panaceas that don’t get at the real root of the problem or, worse, aggravate it by promoting as the cure that which is in fact the cause. After all, there are effective and ineffective methods of self-improvement and self-help.

It’s not self-help if it’s all about you. It’s not genuinely self-serving to live only in the service of the ego instead of in the service of others. It’s only through cultivating real humility and an unselfish spirit, and not through indulging in yet more self-absorption, that a healthy and deeply felt self-esteem can emerge.

It’s important that we not mistake humility for self-abasement or confuse depression with self-forgetfulness. An individual with low self-esteem who feels like a “real nobody” is not actually being nobody as we’ll be using the phrase in this book. Rather he or she is somebody posing as a nobody—and that’s a very different thing.

There’s a kind of perverse pride in the “somebody self” who feels special and exceptional in feeling so bad. And if we imagine that we can help ourselves through more, and not less, self-centeredness—and that includes obsessing about how lousy we feel all the time—our efforts to improve our self-image will inevitably backfire.

As stated in the preface, there is a difference between the egoistic “somebody self” who regards itself as worthless—a nothing, a complete zilch—and being nobody. Our limited, personalized, and individual self—which may regard itself with healthy self-esteem or unhealthy self-debasement—is distinct from the unlimited, shared, and universal “nobody self.” Identifying with the latter is quite different from identifying with something contemptible. “Nobody” refers to our ever-present “true self,” our greatest source of joy and strength, the eternal reservoir of peace and contentment to which we repair in order to silence the persistent demands and complaints of the insatiable ego.

Consider this: We all know that it is in those moments when we completely lose ourselves—engrossed in a good book or movie, engaged in an all-consuming task or hobby, or immersed in our child’s or lover’s gaze—that we are truly happy. These experiences point to something extremely important: Our greatest joy comes when we vacate ourselves and give ourselves over to something or someone else. It is when we manage to “stand outside of ourselves” (exstasis) that we experience ecstasy.

True and deeply felt self-esteem comes not through the exhausting quest for more and more ego inflation. It comes only when the ego and its endless demands are quieted and quenched, when the lower self is emptied and the fullness and plentitude of the Higher Self arise.

It is only when we stop narrating the play-by-play of our lives and actually start living in an unmediated and direct way that we become really present and fully engaged. It is only when that little voice inside our head finally shuts up that we become wholly assimilated with what’s actually happening, and become truly happy.

It is important to have a good, healthy sense of self-worth, and the point of being nobody is certainly not to become servile, a doormat on which others can trample. But thinking that we will feel fulfilled only if we become more special than others leads to an increase, not a diminishing, of anxiety and dissatisfaction.

Wanting to be somebody unique—or somehow “more unique than others”—is actually quite common: there’s nothing special about wanting to be special. But it is this very drive for radical individuality and superiority that keeps us feeling isolated and alone. In the end, the willingness to let go and be nobody is what’s really extraordinary, and it is the only means for real connection with others and communion with what is real.

•  •  •

As the successor to A Spiritual Renegade’s Guide to the Good Life (Beyond Words, 2012), Be Nobody takes the quest for real happiness into new territory. As with its predecessor, this book draws upon the universal truths of the world’s venerable religious and philosophical traditions and distills them into an accessible, practical handbook for finding happiness and fulfillment in our modern, everyday lives. The principles may be ancient, but the presentation is up-to-the-minute.

It is a spiritual truism that only by loosening our grip on the lower, egoistic self will we discover our real potential. Be Nobody maps out this journey from egoism, selfishness, and the obsession with individual identity to the spaciousness and freedom of abiding in one’s true and authentic nature. Such a goal—living one’s life fully and happily in the here and now—is not just for the spiritual elite or the mystic but is achievable by anyone (“religious,” “spiritual,” “secular humanist,” or “none of the above”) who understands and implements the right ideas and practices.

The desirability of such self-transcendence has been recognized for millennia by the world’s spiritual traditions. The mystics have all encountered this blessed state, and acquiring a deep familiarity with it on a permanent basis seems to be what is meant by the Eastern terms satori, samadhi, nirvana, moksha, mukti, and so on.

In Christianity, too, one finds the concept of kenosis (from the Greek word for emptiness)—the “self-emptying” of one’s own ego in order to become entirely receptive to the divine will. As the great theologian of the last century, C. S. Lewis, writes in Mere Christianity,

The terrible thing, the almost impossible thing, is to hand over your whole self—all your wishes and precautions—to Christ. But it is far easier than what we are all trying to do instead. For what we are trying to do is to remain what we call “ourselves” . . .15

The goal of a spiritual life is to bring true happiness to the practitioner. To that end, the purpose of spiritual cultivation is not to learn to become better than others, but rather to become better for them. The religious traditions, as opposed to the modern secular sensibility of narcissism, consumerism, and greed, have always recognized that the inflation of the egoistic self is not the solution; rather, it is the problem.

Be Nobody unfolds in four sections:

In part 1, “Desperately Seeking Somebody,” we review one of the main sources of stress and anxiety in our lives: the interminable search for personal identity in what are only temporary and ever-shifting roles. We are forever trying to find some stable self in the guises we assume: “I am a father/mother/son/daughter/friend/lawyer/doctor/teacher/surfer/blogger/Christian/Buddhist/secular humanist,” and so on. Whether these roles are chosen by us or given to us to play, when we wholly identify with one or another of this cast of characters, we lose touch with our deeper, changeless nature. And when we take excessive pride in one or another of these individual or group identities, we not only separate ourselves from those who are not like us, we also imagine we’re superior to them—and by doing so, set ourselves up for a big fall.

Part 2, “Making a Better Somebody Out of Nobody,” begins with a “Where’s Waldo?” search for the self we are so sure we have—a quest that leaves us clutching at straws and chasing shadows. We are not who we think we are, but by the same token we are nothing other than who we think we are. And this realization is the key to true self-improvement: the development of a better self-conception. Here we learn how karma really works to upgrade the “somebody self” into a happier, more self-satisfied model. And we also learn that it is by changing our sense of who we are that we change the world around us.

Part 3 is entitled “Losing the ‘Somebody Self,’ ” and in this section we explore the joy we feel when we drop our inner narratives and self-conscious facades and truly experience life as it is. We are happiest when we lose ourselves—in empathetic love and compassion for others and in really “getting into the zone” when we are fully engaged in an activity with mindful unselfconsciousness. It is in these moments of self-transcendence that we find the real heart and soul of what it means to be alive.

We conclude with a return to the pressing question of self-identity in part 4, “Everybody Is Nobody.” Who or what is this “nobody self” that lies at the base of our being and that all of us somebodies universally share? And how can we live in a way that integrates more of our true nature into our daily lives? Posing less as a “special somebody” and being more of just an “Ordinary Joe” infuses our individual existence with more humility, more of a sense of connection to the world and the people in it, and much more true and abiding contentment and joy.
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