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PRAISE FOR ANTHONY DE MELLO



“Even though Anthony De Mello’s approach reaches such vast dimensions, it is one he made available to anyone willing to enter this work of the soul.”

—Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul

“Anthony De Mello is one of my favorite enlightened guys.”

—Adyashanti, Open Gate Sangha and author of The End of Your World

“I will never forget the feeling of liberation; the sense he made of spirituality, of prayer, of the meaning of life; his humor; his marvelous storytelling. And it was all done in such a personal style.”

—J. Francis Stroud, S.J. author of Praying Naked

“This is your wake-up call! You may not have even realized you were sleepwalking. Most of us are most of the time…. Anthony De Mello [is] telling you gently but firmly, ‘It’s time to get up now.’ ”

—Charles Osgood, former host of CBS Sunday Morning
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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR


Years ago, I came across the work of Anthony (Tony) De Mello and it helped me immensely. It reinforced in me a profound way of being, but, like so many of us, I only applied it sporadically. Then, as fate would have it, I was invited to join the De Mello Spirituality Center to assist in its mission to bring Tony’s work even further out into the world. It afforded me the opportunity to delve deeply into Tony’s spiritual philosophy and approach and to understand its power to open our eyes to a profound truth: namely, that all is well. Though everything remains a mess, all is well. Given that this is true, it follows that we are all OK, with really nothing to fix or change in ourselves. We are not a problem to be solved. If there is a problem, it is that we have not yet understood this. As a result, we continue being anxious, insecure, fearful, resentful, unforgiving, and aggressive. In short, we suffer, while, as Tony asserts, all around us there is a divinity within easy grasp that would make our lives meaningful, beautiful, and rich, if we would only discover it. Then these things we struggle to fix would change all by themselves. That’s grace, which is what Tony is pointing to, and grace is at the heart of this collection of his writings.

What Tony did for the world was to show how simple this discovery can be. It just requires being fundamentally aware of what is going on inside us until awareness wakes us up to the truth, which awareness is guaranteed to do.

What Tony did for me was to help me understand the way our society programs people to habitually undermine their own happiness and then to blame themselves for it. Again, like so many of us, I was raised on the old formula that had me believing that if I worked hard, success would follow, and then happiness would come out of that. So, I followed the prescription. I worked hard on changing myself and my situation. Then, around the time I happened onto Tony’s work, I came to the realization that this formula was not the way happiness happened. It actually blocked happiness by producing a chronic condition of always seeking and never finding. Ironically, the first time I opened one of Tony’s books at random, I landed on a page which posed the very question that drives this old formula:

What do you need to do to change yourself?

Tony’s answer to this question astounded me.

He said, you don’t have to do anything; it’s enough for you to simply be watchful and awake. Awareness, he said, releases reality to change you. He asserted that by simply being aware, all that is false and neurotic within you will drop and your eyes will open to the divinity surrounding you. You will suddenly see that all is well; that you are already happy, right now, and always have been; that you are already at peace right now, and always were, but you just did not know it.

That’s where life becomes beautiful, he said, and all we have to do is to be aware of our reactions—positive and negative—and let grace do the work of restoring us to the experience we were born to have. Do that, Tony said, and you will make the biggest discovery in your life.

Beauty and happiness are what every human being wants, so, I recommitted myself to becoming more aware as Tony described. For two weeks I observed the thoughts, feelings, and beliefs that generated the way I reacted to people and events (which mostly were stressful), and how those reactions distorted the way I saw the world. Then one fine day, I experienced the big discovery Tony was pointing to. I discovered that, in that exact moment, I had everything I needed to be happy. The only reason I was ever unhappy or discontent was because I was focused on what I did not have. That discovery happened in New York at Grand Central Station during rush hour. I was late and had missed my train. I was angry with myself, but I managed to step back into awareness. As I stood in the crowd, I observed my angst rattling my nerves, agitating me with anger and self-judging thoughts that were turning into projections, looking to blame someone else. But as I allowed my reaction to be the way it was, getting clear that the reaction was in me and not reality, and refraining from judging myself for having judged myself, the reaction gradually passed. All at once, I was aware of the splendor of Grand Central Station and dazzled by the immense human drama happening all around me. Something wonderful awakened in me and I felt love for every single person in that crowd. It was like a veil had been lifted, revealing the beauty and joy that was always there, free for the taking. Awareness had set me free.

That freedom is what Anthony De Mello is pointing to. Our world needs it more than ever, and you can find your way to freedom in this book.

—Don Joseph Goewey,
 
executive director of the De Mello Spirituality Center




FOREWORD


There is a Tony De Mello story that provides the perfect introduction to this book:


The disciple asks the master, “What is more important, meditation or action?”

“Neither,” says the master. “Seeing is what’s important.”

“But we see all the time,” countered the disciple. “See that the golden necklace you so ardently desire is already hanging around your neck.

“See that those snakes you imagine biting at your ankles are only harmless pieces of rope. See what’s really there.”



If you let that story roll around in your brain while reading this book, you will be able to stop fixing yourself. The stories, narratives, and meditations in each section provide you effortless and enjoyable moments of awareness.

Much as a flame disintegrates a piece of cellophane, these moments will gently dissolve the false, neurotic programming within you.

My life changed is the most frequent sentence uttered by those who have discovered the De Mello magic. Though everything around you may be a mess, you are just fine. There is no need to go anywhere else. In the present moment happiness arises all by itself. So it is with this book. You don’t have to do anything more. Just let it speak to you.

—Desmond Towey,
 
trustee of the De Mello Spirituality Center






INTRODUCTION



As You Read This Book

Spirituality means waking up. Some of us get woken up by the harsh realities of life. We suffer so much that we wake up. Other people keep bumping into life again and again. They still go on sleepwalking. They never wake up. Tragically, it never occurs to them that there may be another way. It never occurs to them that there may be a better way. Still, if you haven’t been bumped sufficiently by life, and you haven’t suffered enough, then there is another way: to listen. I don’t mean you have to agree with what I’m stating. That wouldn’t be listening. It doesn’t matter whether you agree or not, because agreement and disagreement have to do with words and concepts and theories. They don’t have anything to do with truth. Truth is never expressed in words. Truth is sighted suddenly, as a result of a certain attitude. So you could be disagreeing with me and still sight the truth. But there has to be an attitude of openness, of willingness to discover something new. That’s important—not your agreeing with me or disagreeing with me. After all, most of what I’m presenting here is really theories. No theory adequately covers reality. I can speak to you, not of the truth, but of obstacles to the truth. Those I can describe. I cannot describe the truth. No one can. All I can do is give you a description of your falsehoods, so that you can drop them. All I can do for you is challenge your beliefs and the belief system that makes you unhappy. All I can do for you is help you to unlearn. That’s what learning is all about where spirituality is concerned: unlearning, unlearning almost everything you’ve been taught. A willingness to unlearn, to listen.

Ask yourself as you read this book, “Am I listening, as most people do, in order to confirm what I already think?” Observe your reactions as you read. You’ll frequently be startled or shocked or scandalized or irritated or annoyed or frustrated. Or you’ll be saying, “Great!” But are you listening for what will confirm what you already think? Or are you listening in order to discover something new? That is important. It is difficult for sleeping people. Jesus proclaimed the good news yet he was rejected. Not because it wasn’t good, but because it was new. We hate the new, and the sooner we face up to that fact, the better. We don’t want new things, particularly when they’re disturbing, particularly when they involve change. Most particularly, if they involve saying, “I was wrong.”

I remember meeting an eighty-seven-year-old Jesuit who attended a workshop I’d given. “I should have heard you speak sixty years ago,” he said. “You know something. I’ve been wrong all my life.” God, to listen to that! It’s like beholding one of the wonders of the world.

That, dear reader, is faith! An openness to the truth, no matter what the consequences, no matter where it leads you and when you don’t even know where it’s going to lead you. That’s faith—not belief—but faith. Your beliefs give you a lot of security, but faith is insecurity. You don’t know. You’re ready to follow and you’re open, you’re wide open! You’re ready to listen. And, mind you, being open does not mean being gullible. It doesn’t mean swallowing whatever the speaker is saying. Oh no. You’ve got to challenge everything I’m saying. But challenge it from an attitude of openness, not from an attitude of stubbornness. And challenge it all. Recall those lovely words of Buddha when he said, “Monks and scholars must not accept my words out of respect but must analyze them the way a goldsmith analyzes gold—by cutting, scraping, rubbing, melting.” When you do that, you’re listening. You’ve taken another major step toward awakening.


The Parable of the Sannyasi

Sometimes a simple story can say more than a whole day at a retreat. That is because stories speak to the depths within us. I want to tell you one of my favorite stories that speaks to the depth of me. It has to do with true happiness.

It is a story of a villager in India who happens upon a sannyasi. A sannyasi is a wandering mendicant who, having attained enlightenment, understands that the whole world is his home and the sky is his roof. He knows that God is his father, and God will look after him, so he moves from place to place the way you and I move from one room of our home to another.

“I cannot believe this,” the villager exclaimed to the sannyasi when their paths crossed.

The sannyasi responded, “What is it you cannot believe?”

“I had a dream about you last night,” the villager said. “I dreamed that the Lord Vishnu said to me, ‘Tomorrow morning, you will leave the village, and you will run into a wandering sannyasi.’ And here you are!”

“What else did the Lord Vishnu say to you?” the sannyasi asked.

“He said that you possess a precious stone and that, should you give it to me, its value will make me the richest man in the world,” the villager said. “So—do you have such a stone?”

The sannyasi began rummaging through his knapsack and, after a moment, pulled out an object.

“Would this be the stone you saw in your dream?” said the sannyasi, handing the stone to the villager.

The villager could not believe his eyes. It was the same stone—a diamond as big as his fist. He held the diamond in his two hands with great care.

“Could I have this stone?” he asked.

“Of course,” the sannyasi said. “Please, take it. I found it in the forest, and you’re welcome to it.”

The villager took the diamond and went to sit under a tree on the outskirts of the village. He held the diamond close to his heart, and he experienced great joy.

Now, this is the kind of joy most people feel the day they get something they really want. Have you ever stopped to ask how long that kind of joy lasts? You got the girl you wanted, right? You got the boy you wanted. You got that car. You got the degree. You were at the top of your class. You got what you thought was your dream job, right? How long does that joy last? How many seconds? How many minutes?

Eventually, you grew tired of what you got—didn’t you?—and soon you were off looking for something else. Understanding this truth is more valuable than studying the Scriptures because what good is it to you to study the Scriptures if you’ve not understood this? What good is it if you’ve not understood what it means to live, and to be free, and to be spiritual?

So, the villager sat under a tree all day, clutching his diamond, and he became immersed in thought. And toward evening, he returned to the place where the sannyasi was meditating, and he gave him back the diamond.

“I’ve decided that this wasn’t what I was looking for,” he said. “But may I ask you to do me one more favor?”

“What is it?” asked the sannyasi.

“Could you give me the inner richness that makes it possible for you to so easily give away this thing that would have made you the richest man in the world?”







PART ONE NOW IS THE TIME
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“Can you imagine how liberating it is to never be disillusioned again, to never be disappointed again?

You’ll never feel let down again.

Never feel rejected.

Want to wake up?

You want happiness?

You want freedom?

Here it is: Drop your false ideas.”
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THE DIVINE FLAME OF DISCONTENT


Sooner or later, there arises in every human heart the desire for holiness, spirituality, God—call it what you will. One hears mystics speak of a divinity all around us that is within our grasp, that would make our lives meaningful and beautiful and rich, if we could only discover it. But look at the heartache everywhere, look at the loneliness, look at the fear, the confusion, the conflict in the hearts of people. Inner conflict. Outer conflict.

Have you ever felt disgusted with life, sick at heart of constantly running away from fears and anxieties, weary of your begging rounds, exhausted from being dragged about helplessly by your attachments and addictions?

Have you ever felt the utter meaninglessness of working for a degree, finding a job, then settling down to a life of boredom? Or, if you are an achiever, settling down to a life of emotional turmoil caused by the things that you are chasing after?

If you have—and is there a single human being who hasn’t?—the divine flame of discontent has arisen within your heart. Now is the time to fan it before it gets stamped out by the routine chores of life. Now is the Holy Season when you simply must find the time to get away and look at your life, allowing the flame to grow as you look, refusing to let anything distract you from this task.






SEARCH INSIDE YOURSELF


Contrary to what your culture and religion have taught you, nothing—but absolutely nothing of the world—can make you happy. The moment you see that, you will stop moving from one job to another, one friend or lover to another, one place, one spiritual technique, one guru to another. None of these things can give you a single minute of happiness. They can only offer you a temporary thrill, a pleasure, that initially grows in intensity then turns into pain if you lose them and boredom if you keep them.

Think of the numberless persons and things that so excited you in the past. What happened? In every single instance, they ended up causing you suffering or boredom—did they not? It is absolutely essential that you understand this because, until you do, there is no question of your ever finding the Kingdom of Joy.

Search within your heart, and you will find something there that will make it possible for you to understand—a spark of disenchantment and discontent. If fanned into flame, it will become a raging forest fire that will burn up the whole of the illusory world you are living in, thereby unveiling to your wondering eyes the kingdom that you have always unsuspectingly lived in.

People have a vague idea as to what this thing is, and they read books and consult gurus in an attempt to find out what they must do to gain that elusive thing called Holiness or Spirituality. They pick up all sorts of methods, techniques, spiritual exercises, and formulas. Then, after years of fruitless striving, they become discouraged and confused and wonder what went wrong. Most often, people blame themselves. They think, “If I’d only practiced those techniques more regularly, or, if I had been more fervent or more generous, then I might have made it.” But made what? They have no clear idea as to what the holiness or enlightenment that they seek is—but they certainly know that their lives are still unhappy. They still become anxious, insecure, and fearful; resentful and unforgiving; grasping, ambitious, and manipulative of people. Once again, they throw themselves with renewed vigor into what they think they need to do to fix themselves and attain their goal.






STOP FIXING YOURSELF


Suppose there is a way of getting rid of all of that? Suppose there is a way to stop that tremendous drain of energy, health, and emotion that comes from such conflicts and confusion. Would you want that? Suppose there is a way that we would truly love one another, and be at peace, be at love.
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