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Introduction

“You’ve got a new book to write now!” said Toltec spiritual teacher Don Miguel Ruiz, his steady gaze meeting mine. It was September 1999. We were sitting in the lounge of Villa Teotihuacan, one of five lovely Villas Arqueológicas small hotels adjoining Mayan and Aztec ruins in Mexico. The unique atmosphere of this ancient setting only served to add to the surreal quality of our conversation.

At the time, I didn’t quite know what to make of this sweeping, unexpected pronouncement from Don Miguel, a spiritual teacher who interested me greatly but whom I had met for the first time just four days ago at the start of a workshop. It’s true that those four days had been filled with life-changing events, and we had shared powerful experiences. Even so, as we met for one last time, the last thing I expected was for Don Miguel to make such a sweeping statement about my future. But, then, I had come to expect the unexpected with Don Miguel.

First, a little background.

I am a longtime Swiss author and translator. At the time of my meeting Don Miguel, I was also the editorial director of a Franco-Swiss publishing house, based in Geneva, Switzerland. It so happened that, while I was in Mexico, the original French version of my latest book—Modern Medicine: The New World Religion: How Be liefs Secretly Influence Medical Dogma and Practices, as it is called in the English-language edition—was just coming off the press in France. Ten years had elapsed since I had last published a book, so I was rather proud and happy to have this new one coming out, and I gladly shared this thrilling news with Don Miguel while we were both enjoying a drink. Needless to say, my next book was about the farthest thing from my mind at that moment.

Picture, then, my reaction when Don Miguel dismissed all of my most recent accomplishments in one swift and enigmatic declaration: “That’s already the past. You’ve got a new book to write, now!”

A long, strange route had brought me to Mexico that day, where I was just one of several French-speaking participants at a Toltec workshop led by Don Miguel and his long-term apprentice Maud Séjournant. A French native, Maud was a longtime resident of Santa Fe, New Mexico. It was in Santa Fe that she had met Don Miguel just as he was starting to share his Toltec teachings, and had worked closely with him for a number of years.

At the time of the Mexican trip, I had known Maud for eight years. We initially met in 1991 when I was chief editor for a magazine on spirituality based in Toulouse, France, and hired her to write some articles about Native American wisdom and shamanism. Seven years later, I was working as editorial director for a publishing house in Geneva, Switzerland, when we began discussing a new collaboration. I asked Maud to oversee the publication of a series of English-language books about spirituality, entitled “The Circle of Life,” based on the title of her own best-selling French book. My role would be to translate the new series into French and publish the books in Europe.

In the summer of 1998, Maud and I met in the lovely Voirons Mountains near Geneva to discuss which would be the first titles we would publish in the new series. Among the pile of American books she brought with her was a small tome based on Mexican Toltec spiritual teachings that attracted me immediately: The Four Agreements: A Practical Guide to Personal Freedom. It was written by an author largely unknown at that time—Don Miguel Ruiz.

The Four Agreements is an extraordinary book. Writing in very simple, modern, and clear language throughout the book, Don Miguel manages to synthesize for Western readers the essence of the Toltec wisdom that has been part of his family’s spiritual heritage for generations. The main teaching tool is the use of four simple agreements, which offer a powerful way of working with the thinking patterns and behaviors that keep us unhappy and miserable: “Be impeccable with your word,” “Don’t take anything personally,” “Don’t make assumptions,” and “Always do your best.” These simple yet powerful agreements, if used regularly, are an effective way of creating freedom from fear and access to genuine love—so powerful, in fact, that this small book eventually became a publishing phenomenon and a worldwide bestseller.

I spent the whole night reading the book and became full of enthusiasm for its clear and true message. I was particularly drawn to its practical approach to daily life. Moreover, even though the book’s sales were still modest in the United States, its sales potential in Europe was immediately obvious to me. The very next day, I contacted the American agent of the publisher, Amber-Allen Publishing, and requested the French rights. I didn’t waste a moment getting started on the translation on my return to Geneva. The book had been published just a couple of months before my trip to Mexico.

I often say I don’t publish books; I publish authors. I like to meet the people behind the printed page. That’s especially true in the fields of self-help, spirituality, New Age, and shamanism. These are areas that interest me greatly. For me, it is of the utmost importance that authors I publish “walk their talk,” as Native Americans say, and I often make a point of checking out an author’s work by attending their workshops. Shortly before meeting Don Miguel Ruiz, I trained with Marshall Rosenberg, founder of Nonviolent Communication (NVC). Likewise back in 1983, I trained in North Carolina with Robert Monroe, author of Out of Body Experiences. I did the same with various well-known European authors.

After reading The Four Agreements, it wasn’t out of character for me at all to feel a strong desire to meet the man behind these fascinating teachings. I wanted to experience for myself the truth of his message and the energy of love that permeates his writing. When Maud called to tell me she was organizing a special two-week French-speaking Toltec workshop with Don Miguel in Mexico and New Mexico, I immediately signed up. The plan was that we would train with Don Miguel at Teotihuacan the first week, then decamp to New Mexico for additional training with Maud and another longtime Toltec apprentice of Don Miguel, Brandt Morgan. When I found out that the first day of the workshop coincided with my 38th birthday, I took it as a sign that I should make this journey both to Mexico and within myself. It’s funny, isn’t it, how we often find “signs” that confirm the very choices we are already set on making?

So it was that I found myself in Mexico in 1999, for a two-week trip that would have a far-reaching impact on my whole life—an impact I couldn’t possibly have foreseen.

During the five days I spent with Don Miguel in Mexico, I went through one of the most extraordinary experiences of my whole life. Since then, I have used the unique teaching I received from him again and again. The seed for the book you hold in your hands was sown then and there and has quietly taken root over the years. Now, a decade later, after the American publication of two of my other books, it feels finally as though the time is ripe for this book.

The teaching on the Gift of Forgiveness that Don Miguel gave me and other workshop participants in Mexico and encouraged me to share with others has not been included in any of his other books. But it has had such a major impact on my life that I believe it would be a shame if it were known only to those of us who were there that week. Teachings such as this are meant to be passed on. I have often informally shared with others the principles of what I learned that week. By writing this book, I hope to offer the world what Don Miguel so generously offered me, and also to thank him from the bottom of my heart for this invaluable gift.

May you find the inner peace and love that this Gift of Forgiveness brings forth.

Olivier Clerc, September 2009


CHAPTER 1

An Unforgettable Encounter

We were a group of approximately 20 people from France and Switzerland, gathered by Maud Séjournant to participate in a unique workshop with Don Miguel Ruiz in Teotihuacan, Mexico. The workshop was to be simultaneously translated into French, for those of us who spoke neither English nor Spanish, the two languages Don Miguel uses when teaching.

We all took the same flight to Mexico City, enjoyed two free days in that huge city, then took a bus to our small hotel near the ancient site of Teotihuacan, where Don Miguel was to join us. In addition to me, there were the chief staff workshop leader for the famous Intercontinental hotel chain in Paris, the human resources manager of the French computer company Bull, and the most reputable psychotherapist in Grenoble. We were a high-powered group. During those first two days, it was natural that would all interact with each other wearing our “social masks.”

On our first evening at Villa Teotihuacan, we were told to gather in the hotel meeting room to meet Don Miguel. From across the room, I saw him arrive, greet Maud, and start talking with her. His physical appearance was quite ordinary—jeans, an old colored shirt over a T-shirt—but I immediately felt his presence in the room, like if something was radiating silently from him, from a distance. At some point, they both looked in my direction. I gathered Maud was telling Don Miguel that I was the French translator of his books The Four Agreements and Mastery of Love, part of her own series of books that I was publishing in France. After she had finished telling him about me, Don Miguel beckoned me over.

What happened next was my first tantalizing taste of what was to come over the next five days.

My eagerness probably showed all over my face as I hastened across the room to be introduced to Don Miguel in the flesh. He looked at me, with a smile on his face, and wrapped me in a big warm embrace. To onlookers, the meeting would have appeared commonplace. A simple everyday greeting. Nothing unique or special. No loud drum roll to capture everyone’s attention. Nothing. Nada. But I can tell you this: When Don Miguel looked at me, when he took me in his arms—no matter how ordinary it may have seemed on the outside—I experienced a powerful shift in my whole being. The communication between us was powerful. I felt seen. I felt acknowledged. I felt unconditionally loved.

I was stunned. It felt as if the burden of a lifetime had been lifted from my shoulders. I felt recognized for who I really was, deep inside, in a way I’d never known. Suddenly, all the projections and judgments from others I had carried simply dropped away.

Many people talk or write about “unconditional love”; many try to practice it. In my experience, though, it is often the very teachers and trainers who believe themselves to be living springs of unconditional love who confuse the feeling of deep contentment and self-satisfaction they derive from their personal success and power over others for “unconditional love.” Before my encounter with Don Miguel, I had witnessed more “love of power” than “power of love.”

During the brief exchange between Don Miguel and me, no words were uttered. Yet his whole attitude, his whole being, “spoke” to me more powerfully than any words ever could. And I heard his message—not with my ears and brain but with my heart and every single cell of my body. Actually, I’m not even sure Miguel gave me a message at all. It would probably be more accurate to say that he embodied the message. It was as if he were a piece of beautiful music—his way of living expresses such a different tone, such a different melody than what we are accustomed to experiencing in someone. Intentional or not, Don Miguel’s very vibration can’t help but draw others into a lasting resonance with his.

Please understand: In writing this, I do not mean to idealize Don Miguel, to turn him into some kind of demi-god. In my life, I have been lucky enough to meet many remarkable people, each possessing unique knowledge, capacities, and gifts. All were human, no doubt about that. All had their limits, their blind spots, and their shortcomings. But Don Miguel embodied a unique quality of love. I felt it not only during our first meeting but throughout the whole workshop. All of us did. It was an experience of love that lingered in our hearts for many months afterwards.

Don Miguel’s loving energy had an immediate impact on everyone. Within a couple of hours, we had dropped our “social masks” and had returned to our fundamental humanity, to something beneath the personas we humans adopt to hide our true nature from view.

By the time we turned in for the night, we were no longer a collection of separate individuals, caught up in our egos; we were a real group, with intimate connections and interactions, sharing a deeper level of communication than many of us had experienced with people we had known for years.

My own experience of the way Don Miguel caused a shift in relationships is very telling. In Mexico City, on our first two days of sightseeing, I had been assigned to share a double room with another workshop participant, Gerard, with whom I felt little affinity. Gerard, a tall handsome guy in his early fifties, worked in the computer business. He looked like a very rational man, more interested in hard facts and sciences than in anything emotional or spiritual. Actually, I even wondered what this guy was doing on the trip, he seemed so at odds with the purpose of this workshop. Yes, I know—judgments. I was already breaking the first of Don Miguel’s Four Agreements: “Be impeccable with your word.” Now, at Villa Teotihuacan, I found myself again sharing a room with Gerard. But after that first memorable evening in Don Miguel’s company, something had changed between Gerard and me. A friendship was born that has only grown stronger over the past 10 years, for which I remain very thankful. I never thought that two people from such different worlds could ever have anything more than a nice, social, and polite relationship. I was wrong.

I had come to the Land of the Toltecs to verify what kind of man was behind the beautiful message in Don Miguel’s books. The answer came that very first evening in Teotihuacan. But there was plenty more to come…


CHAPTER 2

The Crystal Jaguar

The next morning, Don Miguel started leading us on a five-day “spiritual pilgrimage” through the various Toltec monuments of Teotihuacan. It is a sacred Toltec ritual that Don Miguel has offered numerous groups over the years, carried out in successive daily stages, leading finally to the top of the Pyramid of the Sun. I will not recount that journey here. Others have already done an excellent job of describing it in earlier books. I strongly recommend Beyond Fear: A Toltec Guide to Freedom and Joy by Mary Carroll Nelson, written with Don Miguel Ruiz.

In the evening, after a delicious Mexican dinner, we reassembled in the meeting room at Villa Teotihuacan. This evening, no sooner were we seated than Don Miguel asked me to stand and walk to the front of the group. I was surprised and had no idea what to expect. Then, he offered me a beautiful little crystal jaguar similar to those on sale in shops around Teotihuacan.

“Do you know why I’m making this present to you?” Don Miguel asked.

“Because I had my birthday upon arriving in Mexico?” I answered, the only reason I could imagine for the gift.

Now, wasn’t that a clever guess? Don Miguel is such a fine man he makes gifts to workshop participants whose birthday happens to fall on the dates of any given workshop! Isn’t that nice?

Wrong. That wasn’t it at all.

“No,” replied Don Miguel. “I’m offering you this crystal jaguar because I’m taking you as my apprentice. You are now a Jaguar Knight.”

Well, I certainly didn’t expect that. It didn’t figure in my plans at all.

As opposed to the other participants, I wasn’t here to become a “Jaguar,” as apprentices are called in the Toltec tradition Don Miguel observes. Indeed, I was the only participant not to have brought a wooden stick, a red cloth, two feathers, and two small crystals to be made into a power stick by Toltec mentor Brandt Morgan in New Mexico. No, I had come to Mexico to meet Don Miguel, hoping to receive some valuable teachings and to have a powerful experience with him; I had no intention of dedicating myself to that particular spiritual path, however wonderful and valuable I found it to be. I already have my own spiritual path. Sure, I remain open to other ideas—I’m incurably eclectic—but I had no interest in adopting another belief system.

More to the point: As we started our editorial work together, Maud had told me quite clearly that Don Miguel had stopped taking new apprentices. From then on, only fully certified Toltec mentors—people such as Maud Séjournant, Brandt Morgan, and others—would train apprentices. So, it had never even crossed my mind that I might become Miguel’s apprentice, nor was it even my wish to do so.

I was taken aback by Don Miguel’s invitation and overwhelmed by mixed emotions. On the one hand, I was undeniably moved by Miguel’s gift and his invitation to apprentice with him. Like our first encounter, I took it as a sign of recognition, all the more precious since it came from someone for whom I felt deep appreciation and admiration.

On the other hand—for lack of sufficient spiritual maturity, perhaps—I was afraid that if I accepted his offer it might represent some sort of “betrayal” of my own spiritual lineage. Only now do I realize that these two spiritual paths, albeit in different cultural forms, are actually very similar. If I had decided to devote part of my energy and time to this Toltec apprenticeship, it would certainly not have conflicted at all with my other spiritual beliefs.

Finally, my ego was torn between feelings of pride for being suddenly the “chosen one” in this group and, I must confess, a certain annoyance at Don Miguel for announcing his decision to take me as his apprentice in front of the whole group. I thought he should at least have asked me ahead of time whether I wanted to do this. (“Who does he think he is, anyway?”) My ego had not been consulted, you see!

At the time, I was too uptight or timid to share these feelings with Don Miguel. Perhaps I was afraid he might judge me conceited for not realizing what an invaluable gift he was bestowing on me. (Miguel judging me? Now, there’s a projection!) So, I didn’t say anything that night, nor later on during the workshop. Soon, wrapped in Don Miguel’s simple love and appreciation, and the warmth and security of the group, I let my negative feelings go and just enjoyed the positive aspects of this powerful moment.

But these not-so-shiny emotions did not vanish. There were to be consequences in my life, both during this trip and shortly afterwards, when I got back to France. Indeed, a week later, in New Mexico, when Toltec mentor Brandt Morgan performed the power-stick ceremony for the participants who wished to become “Jaguars,” I was asked to lend my crystal jaguar to be used in the ceremony. I gladly complied. But when the jaguar was returned to me, at the end of the ritual, one of its legs was broken. I couldn’t help but see this as a sign of my ambiguous feelings towards Don Miguel’s offer and his gift to me.

Back home in France, I managed to glue together the jaguar’s broken leg. I placed it with various spiritual objects in a little altar on top of my piano. Among the objects there was a beautiful and precious ancient Tibetan statue that had been with me for more than 20 years. It was one of the only objects to which I was attached—not because of its financial value but because of the astonishingly graceful posture of the deity it represents.

A couple of weeks later, while I was at work, my house was burglarized. When I came home, I was surprised to find I could not open the front door. I soon discovered marks in the wooden door jamb suggesting somebody had forced their way inside the house. I went out to the garden, found an open window—the same one the burglar had used to leave the house—and climbed inside.

Very few things had actually been stolen. The burglar had taken the keys of my motor scooter and driven it away. As it turned out, this was good news. I had just been told by my mechanic that this motor scooter had a lot more mileage than the odometer showed and that I had obviously been cheated by the guy who’d sold it to me. The insurance allowed me to have a much better one afterwards. My old laptop had also been stolen. There again, this was good news. I had been thinking of buying a new one and I had backed up all my important files. The only other thing taken, strangely enough, was my little crystal jaguar. It had almost no monetary value: its main significance was that it was the repository of my mixed feelings about becoming Don Miguel’s apprentice. Meanwhile, my beloved Tibetan statue was still there. It still stands on my desk as I write these lines.

I decided to take this theft as final proof that my inner link with Don Miguel would remain subtle and spiritual. A powerful connection of love. It did not need to take material form—be it a crystal jaguar or written documents, such as those that were supposed to be sent to me as his apprentice but which I never actually received.

And, as it turned out, it was not the moment that Don Miguel invited me to be his apprentice that would be his greatest teaching and gift to me. It was the moment right afterwards.
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