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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT




  ENLIGHTENMENT AIN’T WHAT IT’S CRACKED UP TO BE




  Enlightenment Ain’t what it’s cracked up to be is a bone-deep description of the decades-long spiritual journey of Robert K. C. Forman, one of America’s most respected spiritual teachers. If ever a book was written from the heart, this is it. It is both a summation and an update of a work in progress. Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up to Be describes the dazzling heights of spiritual awareness, but it also lays bare the twists, turns, and surprises of spiritual maturation, warts and all. Beware: If you need your spiritual guide to be serious, elevated, reserved, and pious, go elsewhere. But if you want eye-ball to eye-ball honesty, integrity, and humor super-charged with compassion, love, vulnerability, and deep wisdom, this is your book.




  Larry Dossey, MD. Author: Healing Words and The Power of Premonitions




  This book is more than a memoir of a profoundly revealing spiritual journey. It is a deep invitation to be your authentic self--to fully own, embody and express every aspect of yourself. The honesty, openness and transparency of Robert’s spiritual journey instantly captivated me. I read the book in one long, joyous sitting. I literally could not put the book down. It is illuminating, entertaining and impactful. If your looking for guidance as to what is truly spiritual and enlightening, then read this book.




  It is definitely chicken soup for the spiritual seeker's soul!




  Jack Canfield, Co-creator of the New York Times #1 bestselling Chicken Soup for the Soul series




  Bob Forman’s Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up to Be is especially recommended for its honesty, openness, insight, wisdom, and significance. Points he brings up—in a thoroughly enjoyable memoir-type format—are absolutely central to the furtherance of this dialogue. Pick it up, give it a read, and ponder deeply its points—you won’t regret it!”




  I loved it.




  Ken Wilber, Author of Integral SpiritualityKen Wilber, Author of Integral Spirituality




  What Robert Forman has learned about and accomplished in spiritual growth is inspiring. But even more than a touching personal memoir, Forman opens our thinking to new ideas of what ‘enlightenment’ or spiritual growth could actually be in the modern world. This is a vitally important issue: we have more to do in saving our world and our selves than learn to sit around in a cave feeling good and looking holy like the ancients did. Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up to Be is a great book.




  Dr. Charles T. Tart, Author States of Consciousness, and The End of Materialism: How Evidence of the Paranormal is Bringing Science and Spirit Together.




  Robert K.C. Forman offers a touching, humorous, and honest account of ordinary and extraordinary spiritual events. Relevant to anyone interested in the scientific exploration of what still remains mysterious.




  Angeles Arrien, Ph.D, Cultural Anthropologist, Author of The Second Half of Life: Opening the Eight Gates of Wisdom




  Some spiritual memoirs are so authentic, honest and well-told that they stir the soul. Others offer trenchant observations and wise commentary about the modern spiritual scene. This is one of the rare books that do both. Compelling, intriguing and thought-provoking, it is a graceful exposition of one man’s journey, but it illuminates the path that millions are embarked upon.




  Philip Goldberg, Author of American Veda: From Emerson to the Beatles, How Indian Spirituality Changed the West




  Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up To Be is a powerful breath of spiritual fresh air! It is one of the most refreshingly authentic accounts of the spiritual life I’ve ever read. In its clarity, honesty and depth, this book is the real deal. From the first page you are in conversation, encouraged to encounter and re-examine your own journey into how to integrate your spirituality with the rest of your life. Forman’s extraordinary blend of personal courage, psychological awareness, formal cross-cultural philosophical training and direct spiritual experience is as unusual in the spiritual marketplace as it is helpful.




  Melissa Gayle West, M.S., LMHC, Author: of: Exploring the Labyrinth: A Guide for Healing and Spiritual Growth




  Robert K.C. Forman does a beautiful job of linking spiritual autobiography with discussion of what it means to be on a spiritual path and engaged in personal development. Self-revealing and extremely well-written, it takes on the hard issues of the spiritual path and treats them with wisdom. This is definitely a book that I’d buy, for it makes the case that our conventional spiritual understanding is too simple for the complex lives we now lead. Enlightenment Ain’t What It’s Cracked Up to Be stands head and shoulders above most other spiritual writings.




  Paul Ray, Ph.D. Author, The Cultural Creatives
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  In the end what matters most is




  How well did you live?




  How deeply did you love?




  How much did you give?




  And how well did you learn to let go?




  To Avram Michael Kraus Forman




  son of




  Robert Kraus-Conrad Forman




  son of




  Leonard Forman




  son of




  Morris Robert Forman




  son of




  Isaac Forman




  son of…




  May you be the first in your lineage to live jazz in the soul on the


  settled ground of spiritual spaciousness
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  Prologue




  This is the tale of a man who got the pot of gold—of the spiritual persuasion—for which he had longed, and discovered that it wasn’t what it had been cracked up to be. But who, over decades, realized that he had indeed been given a pot of gold, only it was of a kind and nature wholly different than anything he could have known to wish for.




  It is also the ruminations of a lifetime of coming to understand what he had been given and the nature of the path to it that he, and perhaps all spiritual seekers today, are actually after.




  And through it all, it is an effort to tell the truth. We live in an age of memoirs. Often when people tell of spiritual journeys like mine, or of others who undertake such journeys, they tend to idealize or demonize the tale, making it seem bigger or smaller than it was. Doing either squeezes out the sweaty ambiguity that soaks the fabric of every life. Confusion and pride and paradox and disappointment and unexpected possibility always, I suspect, come with this sort of journey. A spiritual life, even a so called enlightened spiritual life, is much less—and much more—than any self serving or bitter account could ever portray.




  For spirituality is a field of grand illusions, peopled seemingly by angels or demons. Men and women undertake its rigors in part because of its promise, the utterly perfected life. It turns out that such a promise of perfect illumination is dishearteningly false. Yet we undertake such paths because there’s also gold in them, we sense—something real, long term, and important. But once we step beyond the self talk and the hype, it’s not clear just what that real gold might be: What is real human fulfillment? What is the good life? What gold, really, are we after in the complex lives we live? And how do we get that?




  Such questions are far too important to be debated on the basis of highly inaccurate sound bites or mythologized hagiographies.




  And so it is my goal here to tell the truth, the real truth, about the spiritual life: glories, warts, ecstasies, struggles and all. I want to share my research, my experience and my discoveries with you, as simply and as clearly as I am able.




  Sometimes this means I will relay personal stories in ways that are anything but self-serving. Sometimes, frankly, they are embarrassing. Occasionally I will also tell of others in ways that may be less than complimentary. Those names I could change, I have. Some identities I cannot hide. If, in my efforts to tell the truth, I have hurt someone’s feelings, I sincerely apologize.




  On the other hand, telling the truth will also occasionally mean that I will describe certain of my and others’ experiences and insights in ways that some may see as self-glorifying or exaggerated. Let me only say that, here too I have tried to write the truth as simply and as clearly as I am able. My goal throughout will be to tell my story and to share my conclusions about the spiritual path and goal as I have come to know them, and to speak of the promises, dangers and possibilities of a spiritual life as honestly as I am able.




  In the spirit of such honesty, however, I am terribly aware that, from the title of this book through every page, I am challenging something that is, for many millions, a much beloved and central hope. Terms like enlightenment, heaven, Christ consciousness, nirvana and salvation, as I know first-hand, offer a telos, a spiritual aspiration. They say a perfect life is possible, that we can transcend our own egos, that we can live without pain and that our days can be filled with ease and love. Such hopes served to magnetize me, and many millions, towards self-transcendence. They hold out a powerful promise and life-compass.




  There are such things as enlightenment, Christ Consciousness, nirvana and the like. These are worth working towards, are better to have than not. This is half of my life’s conclusion. But they are not the panacea towards which I and so many have staked our lives. This is the other half. Enlightenment ain’t what it has been cracked up to be.




  Enlightenment is also far deeper, touching on the metaphysical, than we’d expect from the kind of positive thinking, be in the moment, personality-shifting teachings that dominates the spiritual marketplace today. Tools that are designed to change one’s thought patterns and habits of character are useful; they can help us be more happy, stable or content. They work well for many. But they do not point to the kind of metaphysical shift that takes place beneath what we can know or how we know it which enlightenment does. The peculiar silence into which enlightenment shifts us is that for which there is self talk and personality changes, remembering and forgetting. Transformations at this level come by grace, not by self-adjustment. And it is time we stopped mistaking the content for the awareness that beholds it, the food for the tray.




  Yet to say this, I know, is to challenge the existential orientation of many lives, some very deep shibboleths, and, to be realistic, perhaps the income of many spiritual teachers. I am fully aware of the gravity of the challenge I am hereby issuing. I do so humbly.




  But the thought that you can be utterly ego-less, that you can remember to attend to your thought processes often enough to change them, that your guru is utterly egoless, that your everyday life is or will be both complete and entirely easy and that these are or should be our goals, has been a damaging fantasy, at best, and counter-productive at worst. I have written his book because it is high time that we turned around and looked squarely in the maw of our own daydreams. Here too the truth can set us free.




  Part I.




  Discovering It, Dismissing It




  Chapter 1




  Engaging [image: ]





  Both / And It




  I am writing from my meditation hermitage in the Catskill Mountains of upstate New York. I’ve never come in winter before. It’s blazing cold. I’ll be here longer than I’ve ever stayed. And I’ve never had to regulate the wood burning stove that dominates the downstairs. Even worse, I had the foolish idea that I should come here to write a book, but I’m scared that I will have nothing to say and that I will fail—miserably, embarrassingly, fail. So much for being the noble ascetic writer alone in his garret!




  If I tell the real truth, as I hereby vow to do throughout this book, just now I’m anxious. I am thinking about a comfortable bed and a heating system that turns itself on and off and wondering when I can leave without losing face. And I think it might snow.




  Anxiety like this sneaks in between thoughts—a ghostly and bitter sinking of the solar plexus. It is sure of itself in a way I am not. It knows that I cannot, that even to try will end in shame, and that I was a fool even to come. “You cannot, you cannot,” it repeats. I am afraid.




  So I lean into this sinking dread. And as I do, I sense something else here: an openness, a spaciousness. In a way I cannot say, this “something else” is larger than the fearfulness. It is wide, translucent, empty, yet almost a something. It is strange and appealing, this whatever-it-is just below my fears, this steadiness. It is kindly, comforting, like a billowing blanket on a tired evening, a gentle velvet warmth in forearms and calves, an effortless waking softness that stretches through my skin, beyond my body, across the room and out the walls into the dusky hillsides in the distance.




  And so I sit, this vast empty me beneath this fearful me, much as I have done for nearly 40 years. This listening, holding, witnessing, vast me is here. It is who or perhaps what I am. And yet this other me, this worried, scared, laughing me, is also here, astonishingly, miraculously unhealed.




  I am closed and afraid. And I am as vast as the colorless air.




  I don’t know if I am a human being held in the arms of an endlessness, or a vastness having human fears.




  Being both these things at once is the peculiar miracle of my life, and of many lives of people on “the path.” Learning to live them both, and well, is the challenge.




  




  Waiting for Enlightenment




  It wasn’t supposed to be like this. When we took up meditation in the early seventies, we all were going to gain enlightenment. It would be life-shattering, the end of all neurosis, clean. It was to be the end of all suffering, the revolution of the soul. Enlightenment will, we heard,




  … put an end to all suffering; filling the heart with happiness brings perfect tranquility to the mind.1




  As enlightened beings, we would not be a little happier or just more content. Such people are filled with happiness. The realized man, the illumined soul… ahhh… he will be steeped in perfect joy. All his desires would be fulfilled, all his suffering at an end.




  A soul evolved to this cosmic state is eternally contented.2




  When we became truly without stress, having utterly relinquished the knots and tensions that had held us in our mundane egos, we would live eternal freedom in divine consciousness.3




  My guru, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, used to recite some of the Indian texts he had memorized in his youth. Quoting the Hindu Upanishads, for example, he assured us that,




  When [the individual soul] it discovers the Atman




  Full of dignity and power,




  It is freed from all its suffering.4




  When a man knows [the infinite], he is free: his sorrows have an end…5




  I wanted that. I didn’t want to be happier, I wanted perfect happiness. I didn’t want less suffering, I wanted to be utterly free from suffering. Not fewer but all my sorrows should end. I wanted the life Maharishi described: dignified, full of power, helpful to others, deep, suffering-free.




  That was the deal. We’d meditate. We’d do our yoga. We’d let go our stresses. We’d work for the TM movement. And we’d gain divine consciousness, full-on perfection, Enlightenment. My Buddhist friends were well on the way to Nirvana. My Christian friends were going to gain Heaven on Earth. And wouldn’t it all be grand?




  Dr. Charles Tart, eminently sane scientist of meditation that he is, put it this way. Serious spiritual seekers like me and he himself,




  [tended] to think of enlightenment as all or none. Somebody is enlightened or somebody is not enlightened.6




  And because this was so, to gain enlightenment would be to become perfect.




  In this all or none model of enlightened functioning… [we think] every single thing an enlightened person does must be perfect.7




  Enlightened gurus like Maharishi, Swami Muktananda, Rajneesh or a Zen Roshi like Eido Roshi carried a presence unlike anything most of us westerners had ever encountered. They seemed like god-men. So it was disconcerting to witness, over the years, their feet turning more into clay than we expected: Rolls Royces, sexual dalliances, strange money management, faked miracles, the full catastrophe.




  One purportedly realized soul led his followers to stage a bloody gas attack on a Tokyo subway station.




  No, enlightenment turned out to be far more ambiguous than the single summum bonum, the supreme good, for which I and so many others had been longing.




  So here I sit, in just that ambiguity, steeped permanently in some approximation of the openness to which enlightenment points, yet at the same time anxious about the loneliness and the cold and whether I’ll have anything worthwhile to say. Whatever this strange both/and life is, it is far more ambiguous than any all or none, or indeed anything I could ever have imagined. I am way too much beast to be a god-man and far too much god to be beast.




  




  Its Context




  This strange state of both/and affairs began January 4, 1972, in the Hotel Karina, Mallorca, Spain, at 4:00 in the afternoon. That was the time when the vastness that has no beginning began.




  Before that afternoon, I had only known this world: things, thoughts, people, hopes, dreads, loves and losses. After it … well I’m getting ahead of myself.




  Mostly being in this world meant being anxious: “generalized anxiety disorder,” one doctor called it. “Post adolescent anxiety identity diffusion,” said another. To me it was just life.




  Anxiety had been with me since before I can remember, which is only about 11. I doubt I even knew the word “anxiety” at eleven. Certainly I didn’t know that I was in it, any more than a fish can know it’s in water. But it was the ocean in which I swam, every minute, every day.




  As I was reasonably successful in high school, it remained in the background. But when I got to the University of Chicago (well-dubbed, “where fun goes to die”) I was, for the first time in my life, in a huge class of kids, all of whom were, like me, presidents of their classes and leads in their high school musicals. It’s hard to prop yourself up when you’re nobody special.




  By midway through my second term, I was spiraling into what I can only describe as psychological collapse. The worst part of serious depression is that you can’t imagine that it ever was or will be different. It gets harder and harder to hold up your head, to get to class or even to smile, and your life slows into some ever more languorous ennui. By the end of my second term I was pretty much plastered to an orange naugahyde chair in the dorm’s windowless TV room, living on vending machine ice cream sandwiches and watching Star Trek reruns till three in the morning.




  Towards the end of that first year, I was walking back from the laundry room through the dormitory’s moldy basement tunnel. I suddenly heard whispering voices around me. I looked around, but all I saw were dusty corners and peeling overhead pipes. Though I was alone, I heard more and more voices, all at once. Something about being a fraud, about not being who I claimed I was. Ten, twenty, eventually maybe a hundred voices, all unintelligible, all accusing. I’ve never been so terrified. Lasted about 10 minutes.




  About two weeks later the whispers came again. Same laundry room, same basement passageway. Hundreds of voices, all at once this time, terrifying, accusatory, cacophonic.




  When they came a third time, this time while I was walking across the quad in a cold late evening’s mist, I was afraid I was actually losing my mind. (I was probably right.) So I made my way to the school’s mental health clinic, where they assigned me to Myra Leifer, a short Israeli woman. Myra was cute as hell and seemed to genuinely care. Although the whispers came back one only more time, the anxious churning in my belly never abated.




  By my third year the churning in my gut had become nearly unbearable. Some unfathomable despondency had taken over my life, as if I was disjunct, living somebody else’s life.




  The worst of it came on March 15 of my third year. Chicago dyes the Chicago River green for St. Patrick’s day, and I found myself sitting on the edge of a rusty I-beam on one of its bridges, staring dizzily down into the green slime below, wondering what it would feel like to hit the water from such a height and whether I would be conscious enough for my swimmer’s instincts to take over. No whispering voices this time. No strong emotions. Just curious what it would be like to drown.




  I sat on that I-beam for a very long time. Why I didn’t jump I don’t actually know. But something, some shred of hope or determination or cowardice or life instinct led me to climb down from that beam.




  This is something I’m grateful for but will never understand. Even at my most lethargic, something in me just never gave up. (This wasn’t true for all of us, by the way. During my third year one of the four of us depressives that sat together in front of the TV till three in the morning actually killed himself.) I have no idea what it was in me that led me to climb off that I-beam and not him.




  It was that life instinct, I suppose, that led me into therapy with Myra, to try Zen, to enroll in yoga class and to study a little psychology. None of it seemed to help back then, not really. But that drive to fix whatever the hell was wrong with me, the passion to find a life worth living, to keep going in the face of discouragement and pain, is probably what’s kept me going. It’s also no doubt what’s gotten me to this place, to this book and to the ambiguous spaciousness I feel just now. Despite my anxious and depressive solar plexus that would not abate for 20 years, I never stopped trying.




  I didn’t have words for it at the time, but during the fall of my senior year I had my first spiritual experience. I used to race my cream colored MGB sports car on back roads outside of Chicago in “motocross” races. One Sunday I was careening at some ungodly speed when all of a sudden, everything else in my life seemed to drop away. All my anxieties, all my thoughts and feelings, even the loneliness just disappeared. For a few moments it was just me, the steering wheel, the hood, and the road. That was probably my first moment of real peace, and at 87 miles an hour no less. And some sort of beacon, as it turned out.




  I made it through college by 1969. A college roommate had tried Transcendental Meditation (TM™) and claimed it was giving him some peace of mind. So when I got dumped by one last girlfriend, Lisa, I hitchhiked to Boston to learn it. Hope is a powerful magnet and nothing else was calling me.




  I soon found myself standing in my stocking feet in a sweetly incensed room next to one Dan Raney, my TM “initiator,” holding an orange I’d found in my sister’s fridge and the wilted flowers I had stolen from someone’s apartment flowerbox, listening to him chant a strange little song to the gaudy print of a half naked guru on his little altar. He was singing the Sanskrit song not to me but for me, I felt. The moment felt important, as if this neatly dressed fellow was chanting new possibility.




  When he finished we bowed. Then he instructed me to repeat a mantra, a one syllable Sanskrit word, verbally then mentally. Within a few minutes I heard inside what seemed like ten, twenty, eventually perhaps a hundred monks whispering this meaningless syllable right alongside my own mental repetitions, as if they were buttressing my own reedy voice with their gravelly resonance. This was almost as terrifying as those whispers a few years before. But these were singing in unison, and were kindlier, more compassionate and not at all angry. There was something here, I felt: a power, a resonance of love I couldn’t have found on my own.




  Every time I meditated that week I heard them, with a combination of enchantment, fascination and dread. I’d come out of every meditation drenched. As the week ended though, they just vanished. I’ve never heard them since. I still don’t know who they were or what unclaimed corner of my psyche they’d come from or what they were doing. But perhaps they’d accomplished what they’d come for. Whatever was going on though, those first meditations were certainly intriguing enough to keep me going twice a day, every day.




  Within a few months I began to notice odd little effects. My skin would twitch, like a horse might shoo off a fly, more often in meditation than out. I jiggled my legs a little less, I thought, both inside and outside of meditation. My breathing seemed to be slowing down a bit.




  About three weeks into meditating, I got summarily canned from an auto mechanic’s job. I was just too depressive, I suspect, too low energy. I went home and turned on a Saturday football game (something I never do). I had been canned before, but this time, for no obvious reason, I began to cry. In all my adult years, I had wanted to cry, needed desperately to cry. But even with Myra Leifer I had been way too blocked up. But that day, sitting in front of that ridiculous football game, I just wept. I cried, unable sometimes to catch my breath, over the job I couldn’t keep. I bawled for all the years and for all the sadness I’d carried without knowing why. I wept for I didn’t know what. I’d stop, grab a Kleenex, and then crank up again. I sobbed and stopped, sobbed and stopped for something like an hour and a half.




  I felt more cleaned out that evening than I could ever remember. This meditation stuff seemed to be doing something!




  About two months later, I signed up for my first weekend meditation retreat. Not much seemed to be happening during the weekend, except a lot of time with our eyes closed. But driving home was amazing! The fields and scrub oak barrens seemed welcoming somehow, gracious. It was as if the cranberry bogs and country roads were smiling. For an hour I felt, well, actually happy!




  I was hooked. Boring, interesting, tired, energetic or deep, my meditations became the bookends of my daily routine. Like clockwork, twice a day, morning and evening. Haven’t missed a day since (egad! 42 years!).




  I developed my first real friendships that year. Phil Goldberg, a lanky, funny “Hin-Jew” as he called himself, invited me to play some jazz with him. (We were terrible). I enjoyed my roommate Jussi and his two unbelievably big wolf hounds.




  I got (and kept) a job at Strawberry Records, and enjoyed chatting people up about Beethoven and Renaissance madrigals. I got involved there with gorgeous, alto voiced Carol, whose cheeks were hiker-rosy and whose tie dyed skirts swirled when she walked. We’d have long heartfelt talks on breaks from the record shop. I loved to tell her over dinner of my meditation moments and hear of her spiritual insights on her woodsy walks.




  But alas, within two days of one of our heart to hearts, I’d need to see her again and feel loved. She must have felt utterly smothered though. Driving her away took about six months this time, which was my longest to date. That I supposed, was progress.




  So yeah, there was progress in those early days. Within two years of learning TM, I had a few friends, a fairly substantial relationship, a modest job and a steady spiritual path. I’m still not sure just why my life was beginning to take shape, but it was. Growing up perhaps? Living on my own? The structure of twice daily meditations and the community that came with it? But I’d have to say, there’s something about routinely dipping your life into the peculiar dye of inward quiescence, sensing a whole new level of reality there, a whole new possibility for being, that seemed to be helping. You’re touching the real in those moments, even if only vaguely, and it matters.




  Nonetheless, those old anxieties never lifted, not even for an hour. I still carried that just-this-side-of-weepy feeling. I was still terribly lonely, even when surrounded by crowds of meditators. I was still unsure of who I was, still needy, and still chasing away every woman I’d ever loved. And my churning, belly drooping yet nameless dreads were still with me, constantly.




  It was in this discouraged yet hopeful state of soul that I flew to a “TM Teacher Training Course” course, October, 1971, in Mallorca Spain. Which is when it began.




  




  Seeking It




  I landed in Mallorca, Spain in October, 1971 and took the movement bus to the thickly carpeted Hotel Karina to begin my nine month “TM Teacher Training” course with crinkly-eyed Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, our short, stringy-haired, much beloved guru.




  Maharishi had a darshan, a belly-dropping presence, unlike anyone I had ever met. He could be amazingly insightful, attentive, concerned and giggly, sometimes all at once. When he walked into a room, a sandalwood hush would descend over the whole room. The walls would open out and the floor drop away. All 1500 of us (which would eventually become 2500) would stand two deep in snaking devotee lines, waiting to give him a carnation or rose as he walked in, but mostly to get a quick hit of his charisma. He’d look at us with his terrible gaze, or we’d exchange a word or two with him, and we’d walk back to our chairs in a blessed out existential daze. He was that powerful! And he seemed to know each of us better than we knew ourselves.8




  The evening meetings were mostly Maharishi’s lectures. They were rambling affairs at best, long winded at worst. The bolder of us would ask about some theory of stress or about problems in meditation, and he’d answer patiently, if sometimes unintelligibly. He’d talk about how consciousness itself was the “source of thoughts.” He’d go over the Hindu theology of formed and unformed Brahman, which was described in the early Hindu scriptures, the Vedas, which were, he occasionally mentioned, some 25,000 years old. Sometimes he’d have a physics professor come up and connect the theory of quantum physics with our meditative depths. Or some psychologist would be invited to make a presentation, and Maharishi would point out parallels between the quantum vacuum state, Carl Jung’s collective unconscious, and some passage from the Vedas.




  To listen to Maharishi was to listen to nature itself speak. His words and thoughts seemed to be an out-flowing of the way things really are. This little man on his flower strewn dais seemed a fire hose from the source, and we got to stand at the mike and ask it questions. We learned a system as complicated and as thorough as any theology I studied later in graduate school or Theological Seminary, but we were getting it from The Real itself.




  Officially we were there to train to become teachers of meditation. And so we did, dutifully. We memorized page after page of teaching material, chanted the long Sanskrit prayer, the puja, to each other in small groups, and we practiced the strangely formal ritual movements with our new, shiny brass implements.




  Mostly though we meditated. Day after day we sat, eyes closed. Six or eight hours a day, every day, for nine months. We sat alone in our hotel rooms, on floor pillows or leaning against the backboards of our beds. We sat cross legged in chairs or feet down in the Karina’s overstuffed love seats. We sat in small groups on hotel terraces and in great lecture halls, eventually 2500 strong.




  Our day was divided into “rounds.” Thirty minutes of meditation, ten minutes of yoga, ten of the boring breathing exercise called pranayama, and maybe another ten to pee or lean against the porch railing, looking out to the windy Mediterranean Sea: that was one round. I generally did my rounds in my hotel room, sitting lotus style in my room’s tan love seat, or, against the wall, with legs extended over my richly carpeted floor. For three quarters of a year, seven days a week, I closed my eyes and sat.




  For those who haven’t spent many hours meditating, it’s almost pointless to describe such long term meditation. I can’t tell you what others’ were like, though my sense is that mine were fairly typical. Some of my meditations were heartbeatingly active. Lots were workaday, with my mind going over to-do lists and plans as if I was at my office desk. But often meditation was like a tender caress, where increasingly slow, languorous thoughts would find their way into a roundness of warmth and softness inside like a purring feline on a warm evening’s bed. A gentle kindliness wafts into your forearms and calves, like a waking sleep, and you become very soft with yourself, fighting nothing, seeking nothing, but just letting your mind drift and be awake simply for all the vague, dreamy half-seen thoughts and felt sounds.




  To meditate like this is to let go of self. It is to relinquish who you are and to let go of life’s concerns into the merest being alive. Such letting go into the smooth presence of simple being is not the kind of visible, salable skill a businessman or a violinist might develop. But it is not at all trivial. To really let go, to not try, not even a little, is its own kind of mastery. You learn how to relax over months like those, and to relinquish. You are dropping into the real and it has a quiet but transformative power. I gained the beginnings of the flexibility it takes to self-correct that year. It was the year I discovered what it was to evolve.




  




  Longing for Enlightenment




  I am starting to feel a little more confident about being here. I’ve discovered where the kindling is hidden and where the paper. I have found that when I’m starting the fire, the door likes to be opened a little to let the fire breathe. Though there is still a chill on my neck and calves this morning, I can sense the warmth slowly expanding through the room. It is starting to feel a little like the expanse in my soul that is my reason for being here. I like the settledness I feel here.
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